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			Dedication

			To Deidre Knight, 

			for always believing in me, and in this book.

			And to Meg Ruley, 

			for giving the book a brand-new life.

		

	


	
		
			

			Dear Reader,

			I can’t tell you how delighted I am about this new edition of The Red Diary, a book that is very near and dear to my heart.

			In rereading the book to prepare it for publication, I was surprised to see how much has changed in our daily way of life since I originally wrote it, and I’ve adjusted the text here and there to keep things current—but my apologies if I missed anything.

			I was also surprised to see how much my writing voice and the tone of my storytelling have changed since the book originally came out, and yet at the same time I was reminded of everything I still love about this story and these characters. The Red Diary is definitely a super sexy book, but as I read I was also swept back into the various layers beneath that aspect of the story which I feel give it a great deal of depth and meaning.

			I hope newer readers who missed this book the first time around will relate to Lauren and her passions, be touched by Nick’s transformation, and also connect with Nick’s brother, Davy. And for those who’ve already read the book, I hope you’ll fall in love with Lauren and Nick’s story all over again, just like I did.

			Sincerely,

			Toni Blake
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			An entry in the red diary—

			I float on an ocean of crystalline blue, naked, nothing around me for miles but water and sky. Cool waves nip at me as the warm sun kisses my skin.

			In the distance, something takes shape on the horizon. Moving closer, it becomes a sail—a pristine, white triangle atop a bright white schooner. I feel intruded upon, as if the sea belongs only to me, but the sun has lulled me to such contentment that I am not especially concerned.

			Letting my eyes fall shut, I listen to the gentle sounds of the boat slapping through the waves as it grows nearer. Hearing a splash, I open my eyes to see it anchored not far away, although it appears empty.

			I’ve begun to wonder where the people are—when a man bursts up through the water at my feet like a magnificent ocean god.

			He is beautiful, deeply tanned, well muscled, with brown eyes that slice through my core like a lighthouse beam cutting through mist. He doesn’t say a word, doesn’t smile. He uses one hand to push wet, dark hair back over his head. Then he uses both of them to part my legs.

			As I shift, opening to him, water rushes over my skin, pooling about my hips and thighs. He studies me there, then lifts his gaze to mine. Rays of heat connect our eyes and for a long, spine-tingling moment, it is enough. But then I close my eyes again and lay my arms back over my head, ready for more.

			The moment his tongue rakes up my center, I spread my legs farther. His hands slide beneath me, and he leans in, kissing and licking me deeper. I hear my own moans, loud in the wake of such silence, and I rise to meet the strokes of his tongue as my fingers curl tight into his thick hair. Behind my eyes, I see yellow, orange, red—my world burning hot out of control as I give myself over to the sensations.

			When next I look, he is still kissing me there, his wide gaze upon my face, watching my every response. As our eyes reconnect, the rays of heat transform into white-hot lightning bolts that strike straight between my thighs. With the next scintillating movement of his tongue, I am sinking, melting, crying out, my body seeming to plunge deep within the water, only breaking the cool surface again as the intense pleasure begins to fade ... the world turning normal once more.

			Then he is floating with me, water sluicing between us as I settle into his strong arms to rest beneath the sun.

		

	


	
		
			

			Chapter One

			“YOU’RE EMPTY. LET ME get you another.” His fingers covered hers on the stem of the wineglass.

			She let go, leaving it in his possession. “No thanks. I have to drive.”

			Chad tilted his head and flashed a perfect pickup smile. The blond, tan lifeguard was God’s gift to women, but his gaze held a hint of used car salesman, and his touch felt too familiar. “I’d be happy to take you home. What are you drinking?”

			Now that Lauren thought about it, everything about this night seemed too familiar, yet she forced herself to smile back anyway. “Nothing. I’m drinking nothing. Thanks, but excuse me.”

			It was time to go, before her own life swallowed her whole.

			In the next room, her best friend, Carolyn Kraus, swayed to a seductive song as a man’s hands roamed her slender curves from behind. Carolyn’s auburn hair fell about her face when she turned her head to welcome his slow, rhythmic kiss, and Lauren’s chest tightened. Then her gaze narrowed on the spot just above the top of Carolyn’s low-rise jeans, where three blue dolphins swam in a circle around her belly button. Lauren had heard at least a dozen men say it was the sexiest tattoo they’d ever seen.

			She’d been tempted to get a tattoo of her own—before remembering she thought sexiness came from the inside and that she didn’t necessarily want to be sexy for the whole world anyway. She didn’t want to be sexy for the countless Chads who flitted in and out of her life. And because the Chads seemed to be the only men who entered her life, she supposed she didn’t really want to be sexy for anyone.

			Carolyn’s dance partner was another blond surfer type, this one sporting a ponytail and a swarthy I-live-in-the-sun complexion. Lauren watched, along with everyone else, as one of his bronzed hands skimmed Carolyn’s breast. The other flirted with the button on her jeans.

			Lauren turned abruptly—she’d intended to say goodbye, but now abandoned the idea. She nearly collided with a handsome guy in a business suit, his tie undone. His eyes glimmered a bit too much, especially when his hand closed around her wrist. “Wanna dance?”

			“No thanks,” she said firmly, pulling away. Stopping in the front room to retrieve her purse from beneath a couple making out on the couch, she made a beeline for the door and didn’t look back. This was her life. And she hated it.

			Poor little rich girl. She smiled wryly to herself, dismayed at how very well she embodied that particular concept. Great, I’ve become a cliché. But that didn’t change the fact that money couldn’t buy happiness.

			Moments later, she sat behind the wheel of her silver Z4, the headlights carving a path through the darkness on a road that edged the Gulf Coast. The Sun Coast, tourists called the shore that ran from north of Clearwater Beach down past St. Petersburg, but right now all Lauren could see was a bright sliver of moon, and the taillights of the car in front of her, preventing her from going as fast as she wanted. Still, the fresh salt air cooled her face, and the breeze whipping through her hair delivered a sense of freedom. At least for right now she was free of her life, free of the night.

			No more parties with Carolyn, she lectured herself.

			Of course, she made this vow all the time, but Carolyn always prodded her. “It’ll be fun. What better do you have to do, sit behind that desk and work all night?” Carolyn was her best friend, but over the years they’d grown so different from each other.

			There were two kinds of women: those who could have meaningless sex with countless men and consider it casual fun, and those who could not. Carolyn could, and Lauren supposed it was probably nice to be so free, so much like a guy—but it also embarrassed her when people assumed best friends had everything in common.

			Lauren definitively fell into the “could not” group. She’d slept with only three men in her twenty-seven years—each of whom she’d been in love with, and each of whom had left her heartbroken. Add to that a number of other relationships that had ended painfully, even without sex involved, and slowly but surely, she was getting wiser. Every time another guy with sexy eyes and a seductive smile crushed her heart a little flatter, she understood the injustices of life and love a bit more. In those moments, she longed to be like Carolyn, longed to have the ability to separate sex and emotion—but her soul wouldn’t let her. One kiss was all it ever took. Either it felt wrong and she knew immediately that nothing more could happen, or it felt so deliciously right that she’d be lost to the guy, that quickly, with no hope of coming back up for air—until it was over.

			Turning left off the bridge that led from Sand Key to Clearwater Beach, she shifted her gaze from the dark, sparkling water to the couples and families dotting the sidewalks beneath the streetlamps. A summer evening on the south end of Clearwater Beach meant ice-cream cones and hand-holding. Watching made her lonely.

			Exiting the roundabout onto the causeway, she pressed down on the gas for that blessed sense of freedom again, and the warm tropical wind enveloped her. No more parties with Carolyn, she repeated inside. No more of these hungry-eyed guys who think if you wear form-fitting clothing you’re ready to play mattress tag. She meant it. She was done dealing with those jerks, once and for all.

			Yet it would be hard to escape, because it wasn’t just Carolyn’s crowd who made her feel so awkward and sensitive. Lauren’s own father dated women her age and expected her to think it was normal. And although she and her dad never discussed sex (thank God), if she asked him, he’d probably guess she slept around a lot and would think that was normal, too. And she might be able to stop going to parties with Carolyn, but what about her father’s business parties? Or the parties his partner, Phil, constantly threw? As a high-ranking employee at Ash Builders, she had certain obligations, whether she liked it or not. Her life was one big pseudo-Hollywood bash.

			After taking a left through downtown Clearwater, she soon traveled the palm-lined boulevard that would lead her home, the bay once again shimmering in the dark alongside the road. Closing the garage door behind her minutes later, she entered the house to find Isadora stretched across her pink velvet pillow on the white sofa. “Hey, Izzy,” she cooed, reaching down to scratch the snowy Angora under her chin. But Isadora only shifted in sleep, seeming to say, Leave me alone. So she couldn’t even depend on her own cat to keep her company in her time of need. “Well, pooh on you.”

			Glad to be in the cozy safety of her own home, she headed upstairs, then quickly showered off the smell of smoke. After combing through her wet hair, she slipped into a jade green chemise that suddenly struck her as far too alluring for a woman sleeping alone, but she liked the feel of silk next to her skin.

			Venturing to her office, she settled in the soft leather chair behind her desk, checked her e-mail, then turned off the computer, glad no big accounting crises had arisen at Ash Builders since that afternoon. She was just about to flick off the lamp when she caught a glimpse of a satiny red book peeking from between a quarterly report and a ten-pound dictionary on her bookshelf across the room.

			It was her sex journal.

			Not that she’d had sex in a while—in fact, it had been two years since she’d broken up with Daniel, the last man she’d made love to. Maybe that was why she needed a sex journal.

			She kept it in her office to prevent any prying eyes, like Carolyn’s, from curiously snatching it up to see what was inside. The office was her own private domain; rarely did the need occur for anyone but her to be in the room.

			Although she normally thought the book blended better with its surroundings—tonight, for some reason, the red spine leapt out at her.

			She chuckled cynically and shook her head. If people only knew; the irony was too rich. The girl they assumed was a bad girl was really a good girl, but the good girl had a dark side. A side no one else saw. A side that wished she could be like Carolyn—almost.

			Yet she needed so much more than Carolyn when it came to sex. She needed the after part. Without it, the rest was nothing.

			She recorded her sexual fantasies in the red book, though she hardly knew why. Moments like this, when the idea of sex practically repulsed her, writing down her fantasies felt almost dirty, immature.

			But maybe it was just a reminder that she had fantasies, that she was a healthy, red-blooded woman, not just this person who ran from every sexual situation she encountered lately.

			Or maybe it was because she dreamed of finding a man who could make every word she wrote feel good and right, instead of merely risqué.

			Sighing, she padded to the shelf and reached for the book. She didn’t open it, merely ran her hand over the smooth cover. The deepest, darkest part of her heart lay hidden in this book, her most intimate desires. It was the one secret she kept from the entire world; not another living soul knew about it.

			Maybe that was why she had the journal. Because no one else knew. Maybe she just needed to acknowledge that this part of her existed.

			Returning the book to its place, Lauren turned off the lamp and headed for bed, still feeling quite alone in a world where people probably thought she had it all.

			NICK SIMULTANEOUSLY CHECKED THE clock on his dashboard, shoved the last bite of a donut into his mouth, and flipped on his turn signal. After swinging his van onto Bayview, he washed down the donut with the final drink of orange juice from the carton he’d grabbed at the 7-Eleven. The Stone Temple Pilots sang “Sour Girl” on his radio, turned down low; he generally liked his music loud, but not this early in the morning. He figured subtle changes like that were the first signs of getting old. At thirty-two, some days he felt all of nineteen, and other days he felt more like a man approaching seventy. Today, he sensed both ends of the spectrum encroaching.

			After leaving the mansion-lined boulevard that ran along the bay, the air coming through his open window changed, thickened. It got hot early this time of year. But if he was honest, that probably wasn’t the only reason he was starting to sweat a little.

			Something tightened in his chest when the Ash mansion came into view. Henry’s house. He hadn’t seen the man up close in twenty years and had barely known him then, but that was how he thought of him, as Henry.

			Lauren Ash’s house sat next door to Henry’s, on what Nick thought of as the Ash Estate. It wasn’t as opulent as her father’s, but five times larger than any home his family had ever lived in, it was a scaled-down version of her father’s Greek temple stucco.

			He recalled hearing the story from other crew workers a few years back—she’d decided she wanted a place of her own, so Daddy had built his little princess her own mini-mansion complete with a small fountain in front. He grimaced, realizing his own sense of size was getting distorted. The fountain was small compared to the one in front of Henry’s place, but it would do any city park proud.

			The van’s brakes squeaked lightly as he slowed to a stop before her house, separated from Henry’s colossal palace by a large stucco wall. They’d saved a couple of enormous live oaks in front when they’d built, then sprinkled the yard with a few palm and banana trees, adding color with tall snapdragons and bougainvillea.

			He couldn’t help thinking it was the type of house Davy would notice—the same way Davy would notice a palm tree that had been bent by hurricane winds or a pelican diving for fish in the ocean. They were things Nick often no longer saw. Davy, though, still saw everything.

			Well, Nick thought as he pulled into her pale brick driveway, he hoped the Princess of Ash Builders was awake. He knew she worked at home and probably slept in, but he started work at seven and didn’t change his schedule for anyone, not even the boss’s daughter.

			This was just another job, so he wasn’t sure why he suddenly felt twisted up inside. Although when the opportunity to work at the princess’s house had presented itself, he’d accepted it while remembering all the Ash family had taken from his family. Maybe the truth was that he wanted, even needed, to look inside her world. He needed to see what could’ve been his, should’ve been his. What should’ve also been Davy’s and Elaine’s.

			Just another job. Right.

			Perhaps such immature aches were what had him feeling nineteen this morning, yet the old man inside him couldn’t let it go. He’d seen too much and felt too much and knew how unfair the world could be.

			In ways, life was mostly settled for his family now, but scars had a way of opening up sometimes when you least expected it. And when he thought of the Ash family, an all-too-familiar fire gathered in his gut. It was the same fire that had forced him to stick up for Davy in the schoolyard when they were young, the same that had welled in him when his father would belittle Elaine, the same that had taught Nick to use his fists.

			It was a more controlled fire, now, though—he’d worked hard learning to control it. So it was time to put those old feelings away and do what he’d come here to do. Paint her house. That was all. Well, and maybe look at her life a little. Just to see what his life would have been like.

			No big deal, he told himself.

			Yet somehow he couldn’t extinguish the slow burn inside him when he realized he was standing on the doorstep of the future he’d lost.

			THE DOOR CHIME SOUNDED just as Lauren reached to turn on the water in the shower. “Damn it,” she muttered. “If I’ve told Phil once, I’ve told him a thousand times ...” Not to show up at the crack of dawn with a pile of invoices. She liked Phil, but since he was her father’s business partner, as well as company treasurer and production manager, she often saw more of him than she particularly enjoyed. He was the consummate company man, always putting Ash Builders above all things—including being considerate enough to wait for normal business hours before he started bugging her.

			She stopped the water with an annoyed flick of her wrist, then threw her chemise back on before grabbing a leopard-print robe from a hook inside her walk-in closet. Cinching it at the waist as she descended the stairs, she rolled her eyes when the doorbell rang again, twice. So he was irritated, was he? Well, she could tell him a thing or two about irritation. She yanked open one of the front double doors and said, “Look—”

			Oh God. It wasn’t Phil.

			It was her ocean god.

			Her ocean god? How could that be? Still, it was the first thing that came to mind—she saw him erupting from the water as clearly as if it had really happened. She shook her head, then lowered it slightly—dear Lord, what if she were blushing? “I’m sorry, I ...”

			He wore painter’s whites, smudged with the obligatory array of color splotches, but the clothing did nothing to diminish his masculine beauty. Dark hair, longish and messy, hung from the back of the red bandanna around his head, and charcoal eyes pinned her in place like a butterfly in someone’s collection. He hadn’t shaved, leaving the olive skin on the bottom half of his face rough with dark stubble. He stood at least six-foot-three, his tanned muscles swelling beneath the short sleeves of his T-shirt, and he veritably dripped with a sensuality that pooled between her thighs.

			“Lauren Ash?”

			“Um, yes.”

			“Nick Armstrong. I’m the painter.”

			She raised her gaze and forced herself to meet those dark, arresting eyes. Any darker and they’d be black. “The clothes tipped me off.”

			She’d meant it as a joke, but Nick Armstrong didn’t smile. Well, who cared? Beneath the painter’s suit, he was just another man seething with arrogance and sexuality, the type she intended to avoid at all costs from now on.

			“I ... was expecting someone else.” Despite herself, she supposed she was stabbing at some sort of an apology.

			“Sorry to disappoint you.”

			She sighed, lost in the awkward moment. “I just meant I was sorry for the way I answered the door. I didn’t realize you were coming today. I must’ve marked it wrong on my calendar.”

			Still no trace of a smile found his face, so she decided she was done being nice—although she lowered her eyes, unnerved by looking into his. Didn’t he ever blink?

			“Perhaps we should talk about the job,” she suggested.

			“Sure.”

			She stepped out onto the stoop, pulling the door shut behind her. It was bad enough she wasn’t clad in much more than her silky robe, but she’d suddenly felt a little disarmed standing there holding her door open in such apparel, as if it implied some unspoken invitation.

			Nick Armstrong lifted the clipboard she’d not noticed him holding. “Ivory seashell for the whole house, creamed coffee for the trim. Right?” He didn’t look at her now, his eyes on his papers.

			“Right,” she said, unduly proud to be making a switch from the seafoam pink her father had chosen when he’d built the house for her. “The wall, too. Both sides.”

			Lowering the clipboard, Nick Armstrong took a long look around, clearly noting that the wall spanned three sides of the large yard. “It’s a big wall. It’s gonna be a bitch to paint the other side with those trees so close.”

			She gave him an incredulous blink, thinking, So?

			“Don’t get me wrong—I don’t have a problem with it.”

			She could have sworn he did.

			“But the rest of my crew is tied up for the next few weeks, so I won’t have any help. I didn’t know about the wall, which is gonna mean more time and more cost. And I don’t work cheap.”

			She glanced to his van in the driveway, his company’s name—HORIZON PAINTERS—emblazoned in rainbow colors across the side. Below it in bold black lettering: NICK ARMSTRONG, OWNER. “I know you don’t. I’ve seen your invoices.”

			“Then money is no object?”

			She gave a short, precise nod.

			He leaned his head back slightly, mumbling, “That’s what I figured,” beneath his breath.

			What was that supposed to mean? Well, she wasn’t asking. In fact, she intended to go back inside now and get on with her day. She’d had enough of this smart-ass, muscle-bound painter. She reached for the doorknob without looking up at him. “If you want me, I’ll be in the shower.” Oh, no—say something else, quick. “I mean, if you have any questions, I’ll be inside.”

			Unable to stop herself, she risked one last glance at him as she stepped in the door. And now—damn it—the hint of a smug smile graced his expression. “Good to know.”

			She shut the door in his face and pressed her back against it, her heart beating palpably against her chest. Reaching around herself, she flipped the lock. Was she afraid of him? Or did she just think he was the most unnerving man she’d ever met in her life? She didn’t know what she felt, only that something about him had put her completely off-balance.

			She had half a mind to call Sadie at the main office and ask her to find some other subcontractor for the job. Yet that would seem ridiculous, and realistically, she’d probably have little contact with Nick Armstrong from this point forward—he’d be outside doing his job, and she’d be inside doing hers. Still, at least fifty painting companies worked for Ash Builders, and out of all of them, her father’s receptionist had picked this guy?

			Lauren gave her head a slight shake, wondering at the odds involved. Then she headed back upstairs to the shower—but before shedding her clothes, she made sure every blind was drawn tight.

			NICK HADN’T SEEN LAUREN ASH since he was twelve years old. He remembered someone saying at the time she was seven. Funny, the little details you hung on to from certain days of your life. She’d come to his mother’s funeral in a frilly black satin dress, her long, sunny blond hair falling in waves down her back. She’d held Henry’s hand as they’d approached the casket. He recalled watching Henry lift her into his arms so she could look down and see—another of the details burned into his mind for no particular reason except that it had been easier to focus on anything that day besides himself.

			“You remember John’s wife, Donna, sweet pea?” Henry had asked her. “From the company picnic? She pushed you on the swing and helped Mommy with the food.”

			Little Lauren had nodded blankly.

			“She’s in Heaven now.” Henry sounded strong and sure and comforting all at once, and for a split second, Nick had wished Henry were his father.

			The little girl looked confused—understandably, he thought, because he remained pretty confused on that particular point, too. She peered back at her daddy in his dark sports coat, the tips of his hair curling about the collar of a bright white shirt. “But she’s right here,” she said in a chirpy little voice.

			“Her spirit is in Heaven,” Henry started to explain.

			Yet Nick stopped listening then; his aunt Erma had come up to yank him into an overpowering hug, shoving his cheek down against her enormous breasts and embarrassing the hell out of him. She started rambling about tragic losses and how his dad would need him to be strong, maybe need him to be the man of the house for a while, but he didn’t really listen to that, either. He’d heard more than enough of that shit and didn’t want to think about it anymore, didn’t want to think about coping after they put his mother in the ground, or about how life would change now—who would cook for them, or help them with their homework. He didn’t want to wonder how much longer their dad would ignore them like he had the last few days since the accident.

			A light, fluttering noise from somewhere above made him flinch and realize he was staring dumbly at Lauren Ash’s soon-to-be-beige front door—that is, if he ever got to work. Still, as his gaze drifted upward to see the blinds shudder in a second-floor window, a warm, wicked satisfaction ran through him. Either she’d been looking out at him, or she’d wanted to make sure he couldn’t look in.

			Damn, she’d really grown up. Which he’d known, of course, but there was growing up, and then there was growing up. Lauren Ash had done it right. He’d come here expecting some stiff prima donna, which is pretty much what he’d gotten, but he hadn’t imagined she’d be so impossibly gorgeous. Oh sure, he’d figured she’d be attractive—rich girls had a way of managing that—but he hadn’t expected it to affect him.

			When she’d ripped the door open, exasperation flashing in her velvet blue eyes, he’d been stunned. Long, unruly blond curls had framed her soft features, undeniably pretty even in anger. Her slinky animal-print robe had clung to her breasts, outlining her nipples, even through whatever else she’d had on underneath, which had peeked from the robe in a hint of green, edging her cleavage.

			Eyes still on the window, he imagined her shedding that robe, shedding whatever scrap of dark green hugged her beneath it, all of it pooling at her feet. He knew instinctively she would be silken and curvy and creamy, every schoolboy’s dream.

			But he’d stood around long enough, gazing up at her window like a lovesick schoolboy, so he figured he’d better get to work on the hellacious job ahead of him. Besides, he’d get plenty more chances to see the Princess of Ash Builders.

			She was beautiful—but he didn’t like her. Maybe he’d harbored some secret hope that he would find her a surprisingly nice woman and be able to let the resentment swirling around the back of his brain die a quick death. But that hadn’t happened. And despite the bitterness, now that he’d taken a tiny glimpse inside her world, he couldn’t deny wanting more.

			Of her world? Or of her? He wasn’t certain. His chest tightened as desire and lost wishes mingled strangely inside him.

			Desire—damn. God knew he hadn’t come here with that in mind. Yet here it was, slapping him squarely in the face, and the hand belonged to the last person on earth for whom he’d expected to feel anything pleasurable.

			He stole one last look at the second-story window before turning to head to his van for supplies, knowing this definitely wasn’t going to be just another job.

		

	


	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			NICK SAT IN THE back booth of O’Hanlon’s, a dark pub catering to the Dunedin locals. He plucked a few fries from the greasy paper cradling what remained of his fish and chips, then washed them down with the last swallow of draft in his mug. Signaling to old Grady O’Hanlon for another, he returned his attention to the paperwork spread on the table. One of these days, he was gonna get into the twenty-first century and finally get the business computerized, but for now it was mostly paper and ink, usually done in the evenings. Horizon Painters stayed too busy for him to waste sunny days on something that could be taken care of after dark.

			Just before he’d left home, Elaine had called to invite him to supper.

			“Is Dad coming?” he’d asked.

			Her hesitation had been slight, but evident. “Yeah, Nicky, he’s coming.”

			“Sorry, Lainey, but I’m just not up to it tonight.” Elaine made a great pot roast, but fish and chips minus the hassle sounded better.

			Her ensuing silence made him feel like a bad brother, but he was tired of shouldering the responsibility for Elaine’s choice to make their father so much a part of their lives.

			“I’ll come by and see Davy later,” he finally said.

			Elaine had responded in the mothering tone she always used for their brother. “He’ll be glad.”

			Hanging up the phone, he realized it’d been almost a week since he’d been over, and something in his chest had squeezed tight. Davy missed him when he wasn’t there.

			Grady plunked a frosty mug of beer on the table, sloshing a little onto the payroll blotter.

			“Careful,” Nick cautioned, grabbing a handful of napkins from a chrome dispenser to soak up the beer.

			“Sorry, Nick,” Grady said absently.

			Nick gave an equally insincere nod as Grady turned and padded back behind the bar.

			He wrote out the last few payroll checks, slipping them into a worn leather satchel, but left the blotter out to dry. He then started filling out the week’s invoices, most of which would go to Ash Builders for work on the newest condo development down on Sand Key, and a few more for the pricey new homes up in Palm Harbor. He always did the Ash invoices first, not only because they were the biggest batch, but also because Ash paid quickly.

			He stopped to take a drink after completing the first invoice. He hadn’t even thought about his invoices—his name—passing in front of Lauren Ash’s eyes until she’d mentioned it, but of course they did. Every single week. Despite what he’d thought, their lives remained connected, even if only in a small way.

			He hadn’t wanted to sign on as a subcontractor with Henry, but over time, business had demanded it. When he’d started out on his own seven years ago, he’d avoided working for Ash as a matter of pride and principle, but he’d soon found himself taking an occasional Ash job here and there. Now most of his business went to Ash, because they were the largest, most prominent construction conglomerate along the Sun Coast. Ironic, he thought, taking another swig before lowering his mug. He hated the man and his money, but somehow it had worked out that Henry paid all Nick’s bills.

			Clearly, the princess didn’t know who he was, though—didn’t recognize his name. You’d think it might ring a bell, considering that their fathers had once been business partners.

			She’d been a little girl at the time, but Nick had a feeling that didn’t make any difference. He suspected Lauren Ash only paid attention to herself, her life, her luxuries. He’d noticed the textured satin of her sexy robe—the sort of thing Elaine probably coveted when she passed by store windows but had never owned. He’d seen the Italian tile beneath her bare feet in the foyer and the crystal chandelier sparkling above her pretty head. He’d seen all the excess Henry hadn’t wanted to share, and thinking about it now made old wounds begin bleeding fresh inside him. This was just what he’d been afraid of; maybe it’d been a mistake taking the job at her house, a mistake to look inside her world.

			But no. He’d spent his whole life resenting Lauren Ash, and getting up close and personal with her wasn’t the problem. The problem ran much deeper, and pushing it down did nothing to make it go away. He was glad he’d gone today, glad he’d seen. Despite himself, he was glad he was going back in the morning. Hell if he knew why.

			The clothes tipped me off. Her smug words still crackled through his veins and left him feeling subservient to her. Without even knowing who he was, she thought she was better than him.

			“Well, shit on a tin roof! If it ain’t Nick Armstrong!”

			Nick raised his gaze to the laughter of Lucky McClaine, a good old boy from up Georgia way who laid bricks for Ash Builders. He noted with little surprise that Lucky still swapped his hard hat for a cowboy hat at the end of the day, and he hadn’t even begun to lose his accent despite living in Florida for at least five years now.

			“What’re you doing in this part of town, Lucky?” Nick offered an easy grin. “It isn’t even the weekend.” Lucky lived in an apartment in Island Estates off Clearwater Beach, and if he wanted a beer, there were plenty of watering holes closer to home.

			Lucky slid into the seat across from him, lowering a longneck to the table. “Meetin’ some buddies from up in Tarpon, and this seemed about the halfway mark.” He stopped to take a drink from his bottle. “Barely recognized ya, man. Ya need a haircut.”

			“Better things to do,” Nick said, running a hand back through his hair. He knew it hung long and gangly compared to Lucky’s, which was short and sand-colored in the few spots where it peeked from beneath his tan hat, but he didn’t pay much attention to things like that. When it got too long, he shoved it into a ponytail. When that got too long, he finally took the time to get some of it cut off.

			“ ’S that so? Well, I’d like to know what those better things are. Haven’t seen you around a’tall lately. Where the hell ya been?” A few years back, they’d shown up at a lot of the same parties, but these days, Nick only ran into him occasionally—usually if they happened to be working the same job. Lucky added a wink. “Ain’t settlin’ down on me, are ya?”

			“Not by choice,” Nick said with a regretful smile. “But work’s keeping me busy.” He motioned at the papers still covering most of the table.

			“Shit, man”—Lucky laughed—“ya gotta make some time for fun, or what’s the point?”

			“Don’t worry about me, Lucky. When I want fun, I know where to get it.”

			“Hey, you doin’ any work out on Sand Key at Dolphin Bay? I’ll be brickin’ there the next month or so.”

			Nick shook his head. “Some of my crew’s working in that first building they just finished, but I’m tied up with a job just a few blocks from here in Clearwater for the next couple of weeks.”

			Lucky looked perplexed. “Ain’t no new construction there, man.”

			Nick kept his expression blank as he said, “I’m putting a new coat of paint on Henry Ash’s daughter’s house.”

			“Damn.” A wolflike grin unfurled across Lucky’s thin face. “You’re paintin’ Lauren Ash’s place?”

			Nick nodded, then took a drink of beer.

			“Have you seen her?” Lucky raised his eyebrows. “That chick’s one piece of prime Grade A ass.”

			Nick had never liked guys who categorized women as cuts of meat, but it seemed simplest to ignore the remark and move on. He made it a point to sound nonchalant. “Yeah, I met her this morning. Pretty hot.”

			Lucky gave another wink. “Play your cards right, bud, and you might get some of that.”

			“Not likely.” Nick laughed softly. “We didn’t exactly hit it off.”

			But Lucky shook his head and flashed a knowing look. “If she’s anything like her friend, Carolyn, that probably won’t matter.”

			This caught Nick’s attention, but he tried not to let it show. “What’s the deal with her friend?”

			“She’s got this long red hair that nearly reaches her ass, and a mole on her cheek just like Marilyn Monroe. Little tits, but a nice body and—”

			“Get to the point.”

			Lucky’s eyes widened. “The girl is wild, man. I myself,” he went on, sounding arrogant, “have been in her pants on more than one occasion, and so have a lotta guys I know. She’ll do pretty much anybody, and ... wherever Carolyn goes, Lauren seems to follow.” Lucky winked yet again. “You do the math.”

			AS NICK TOSSED HIS satchel in the passenger seat of his Jeep, then headed toward Elaine’s a few miles farther inland, he pondered what Lucky had said about Lauren Ash. He reached down to push the CD PLAY button and AC/DC’s “Girls Got Rhythm” exploded through the speakers, seeming all too apropos.

			Odd, though—girls like that were usually ... friendlier.

			But he had come knocking on her door when she was probably asleep, and as he’d told Lucky, they hadn’t exactly gotten off on the right foot. Hell, he probably hadn’t wanted to get off on the right foot. So maybe he just hadn’t encountered that side of her. Yet.

			Lucky had gone on to tell him he’d seen Lauren Ash at more than one wild party, usually drinking, and always flirting with the nearest available guy. According to Lucky, she wore skimpy, sexy clothes designed to attract male attention. And now that he thought about it, she hadn’t had any qualms about answering the door in something slinky, had she? So maybe Lucky was on the mark.

			A few minutes later, he drove through his old neighborhood—rows of small, identical ranch houses that had seen better days. He pulled the red Wrangler into Elaine’s short, narrow driveway, stopping only an inch or two from the bumper of her old Chevy Cavalier in order to get the Jeep far enough off the street. Getting out, he noticed a gutter falling down and realized the paint on the garage door was starting to peel. Damn, he’d have to put them on his list of things to do. Davy’s bicycle lay in the overgrown grass near the cracked sidewalk.

			He opened the door of the house where he’d grown up without knocking. “Davy,” he said loudly, stepping inside, “you gotta learn to put your bike away, or it’ll get rained on and rusty.”

			“Hmm—what?” His father flinched in sleep on Elaine’s sagging couch—Nick might not have noticed him otherwise. Over the years, something inside him had learned not to see his father when he passed out after dinner.

			“Keep sleepin’, old man,” he muttered below his breath as Davy came rushing into the room, a Tampa Bay Devil Rays cap tilted sideways on his head.

			“Nick!” Davy said, then looked back over his shoulder toward the kitchen. “Hey, Elaine, Nick’s here!” At twenty-nine, he stood a couple of inches shorter than Nick, wasn’t as muscular, and Elaine kept his hair cut nearly as short as Lucky McClaine’s, but other than those things, it was almost like looking in a mirror. Well—and Davy was usually smiling, too. Nick didn’t smile nearly as much, except maybe when he was around Davy.

			The light in his brother’s eyes shone a little warmth into his heart when he least expected it. But he should’ve expected it—that’s how it always was when he hadn’t seen Davy for more than a few days. He crushed back the emotion as he reached up to straighten Davy’s cap. “Where’d you get this?”

			“Elaine got it for me last weekend. From a garage sale.” He smiled as proudly as if it had come from Saks Fifth Avenue.

			“Now, Davy,” Nick said, flashing a teasing grin, “I taught you better than that. The Devil Rays suck. Where’s the Cincinnati Reds hat I got you last Christmas?” Although the Reds hadn’t trained in nearby Plant City since he was a little boy, he’d always been a fan and had tried to instill that into his brother as well.

			“Tell him your new hat matches your shirt,” Elaine said, wiping her hands on a dish towel as she entered the room. Her jeans were worn, her dark, shoulder-length hair dirty—she looked older than her thirty-three years.

			In response, Davy held out the bottom corners of his pullover, striped in horizontal streaks of green and black. “It’s new, too.”

			“Garage sale?” Nick asked. He didn’t mean anything by it, but Elaine rolled her eyes.

			Davy shook his head. “Wal-Mart.”

			“It’s a nice shirt,” Nick said, then shifted his attention to the small fish tank across the room. “How’re the fish?”

			Davy smiled. “Napoleon’s a lot happier now that we got him a new wife.” Unfortunately, Josephine, half the pair of goldfish Nick had bought him last month, hadn’t lasted long, but they’d replaced her with Josephine the Second.

			Although Nick would’ve preferred discussing Davy’s fish some more, he couldn’t help glancing to the couch. “I see Dad’s his usual self tonight.”

			Their father lay with one arm stretched over his head, his breath coming heavy. What remained of his hair was mussed, jutting in all directions, and sweat dampened his skin. His untucked T-shirt revealed the quintessential beer belly.

			“Why don’t we go in the other room,” Elaine suggested, and he thought, good idea. The last thing he wanted was to wake the old man. Let him sleep, and they could pretend he wasn’t there.

			Placing a hand on Davy’s shoulder, Nick gently prodded him after Elaine toward the kitchen. “I swear,” Nick said softly, “I don’t know why you even invite him over.”

			Elaine plopped her dish towel on the scarred kitchen counter, then spun to scowl at him. “We’re all he has, Nick. What am I supposed to do, ignore him?”

			He was all we had once, too. Nick didn’t say the words, but when he met his sister’s eyes, he knew she read his thoughts loud and clear.

			“Why didn’t you come over for supper?” Davy asked.

			Glad for the change in subject, even if it injected some guilt, Nick forced a smile. “Had some paperwork to do for the business,” he said, and Davy smiled back, all white teeth and adoring eyes—he was always so proud of Nick for having a business. To Davy, he was the equivalent of a rock star or a sports hero; Davy didn’t know any better, and Nick never got used to how much that hurt, how much his brother’s inability to perceive the real world twisted him up inside. And maybe it was a blessing—that’s what he tried to tell himself—but he never really believed it. Each time Davy smiled at him like that it broke another little piece of his heart away. He would never live up to Davy’s grand ideas of him.

			“Davy helped me make dinner,” Elaine announced, scooping the dish towel back up to wipe around the stove burners.

			Nick raised his eyebrows playfully in his brother’s direction. “Learning your way around the kitchen, huh? How’d you help?”

			Elaine said, “He stirred the pots, and he made the brownies.”

			“I put chocolate chips in ’em,” Davy added.

			“That’s right.” Elaine turned. “Have a brownie, Nick.” She motioned to a Tupperware container perched on the counter.

			“You made these all on your own?” he asked as he pulled off the lid and reached inside.

			Davy nodded eagerly.

			Nick grinned. “Is it safe? Sure you put all the ingredients in? Sure this isn’t some evil plan to get rid of me?”

			Elaine rolled her eyes. “Nick, eat one.” After all these years, she still didn’t get their relationship. Davy was smart enough to know he was kidding, and he laughed. Davy’s smile might break his heart, but he loved making Davy laugh.

			He took a big bite of the brownie, chewing carefully, pretending to ponder over it like a food critic. Finally, he nodded. “Davy, these are great. Elaine better hide ’em or I’ll eat ’em all.”

			Again came Davy’s crushing smile. Nick felt it in his gut.

			Don’t be sad for Davy. Everything’s right in his world. That’s what Elaine always said when Nick lamented Davy’s injury all those years ago. And sometimes, he even believed it was true—he’d never seen anyone so proud of brownies from a box mix. He tried to soak up the ease of the moment and let it cover some of the hurt.

			“Wanna play a game, Nick?”

			An image flashed in Nick’s head. Him at twelve, Davy at nine. Other than Davy’s deeper voice, he sounded exactly the same. Pretending to mull the question over for a minute, Nick grabbed up a couple more brownies, then said, “Race ya.”

			And for a moment, he was twelve as he and his brother stampeded down the narrow hallway to Davy’s room. Once there, they sat on the worn carpet next to his bed and played three games of Trouble—Davy’s favorite, his whole life; he never got tired of it. Nick won the second, since he’d popped an overabundance of sixes and didn’t want Davy to catch on that he usually took a dive whenever they played.

			“You’re just too good for me, Davy,” he said after the game was back in its box and he was getting to his feet, ready to call it a night.

			Davy grinned and punched him in the arm, and Nick pulled his brother into a hug. Nick wasn’t generally much of a hugger, but he knew Davy needed his hugs.

			DAVY LAY IN HIS room looking at the poster of the Tampa skyline at night thumbtacked to the wall at the foot of his bed. He had other posters, too—the Reds, Faith Hill, and one that was a huge calendar, and he X’ed every day off with a blue Magic Marker. But the skyline often drew his eyes more than the others, the buildings’ smooth lines and curves all blending to a silhouette you could cut out of black construction paper.

			He’d even tried that once, cutting it out of paper, but it hadn’t turned out good—some cuts weren’t straight enough, others not curved right. Yet he still figured someone better with scissors could do it. Knowing the city could be shrunk into a single thin layer of construction paper made the jungle of tall buildings seem simpler, less scary.

			Not that he ever went into the city, but he wanted to be prepared. He didn’t like new situations, new places. And because he saw pictures of the city everywhere—on the evening news, in the paper—and heard about people working there and shopping there, he figured it was a smart thing to be ready for. Especially since Nick sometimes twisted his arm into going new places, winking and saying, “You need to get out more, buddy.”

			One day, out of the blue, they’d driven to Tampa Bay Downs to watch horses race. He hadn’t liked it at first—the place was too big and there were too many people—but then he’d picked a horse with a funny name and Nick had bet five dollars on it. The horse won and he’d ended up having a fun day. Another time Nick had taken him to Epcot Center in Orlando. There’d been so much to look at, it had boggled his mind, but then he’d learned how cartoons were animated and watched some cool 3-D shows. And that night they ate at a Mexican restaurant with stars in the ceiling and a volcano on the wall that’d been like magic because the stars and volcano had seemed real, and he kept forgetting they were inside a building. The volcano had erupted every few minutes and he’d made Nick take a picture of it. So when Nick said he needed to get out more, Davy believed him. It was scary, but it usually came out good.

			Thinking of Nick, though, made his chest go a little hollow. Nick always acted happy when they were together, but sometimes his eyes were sad even when he was smiling. He knew Nick wasn’t really happy—he just didn’t know why.

			Maybe it was because he worked so much. Davy couldn’t believe anybody worked as much as his brother. He wondered when Nick had time to sleep or read or watch TV. Davy had a schedule he followed most of the time—certain shows he watched, certain hours he blocked out for yard work or shopping with Elaine. It was a pretty busy life, so he couldn’t imagine how busy Nick must be, running the whole company on top of all that other stuff.

			Or maybe, he thought, it was because of Dad. Nick stayed mad at Dad because he drank beer and slept a lot, but Davy loved his dad and Nick, so it was hard to understand why beer and sleeping made Nick angry. Of course, Davy knew their dad wasn’t like other dads. Dennis Cahill up the street was always riding bikes with his kids, and sometimes Davy rode with them. And when Steve next door came home from work, Tara and Tyler always ran out to meet him, and Davy saw how much he loved them just from watching. He had to admit he hadn’t seen much love in his father’s eyes in a very long time, but maybe he understood that more than Nick did because he understood being different.

			Davy never seemed to be what people expected him to be and he didn’t know why, but he’d gotten used to it. He knew his dad was just different, too.

			“Hey, buddy, I’m taking off in a few.”

			Davy turned his head on the pillow to see Nick filling the doorway. He smiled. “Okay.”

			Nick lowered his voice. “And when Elaine isn’t looking, I’m gonna smuggle out some more of those brownies.”

			His heart filled with pride. “I won’t tell.”

			“Whatcha readin’?”

			He followed Nick’s eyes to the worn paperback lying facedown on his chest. “Treasure Island.” Elaine had dug it from a box of her old schoolbooks in the garage a few months ago when he’d been watching stuff about the Gasparilla Pirate Fest in Tampa on TV.

			“Any good?”

			He nodded. “Pirates.”

			“Cool.”

			Despite Nick’s cheerful wink good-bye, Davy kept thinking about the dark knot inside his brother. He thought of it like a black storm cloud in Nick’s stomach. Yet Davy didn’t always feel the storm. Sometimes when he and Nick were alone, it was more like one of those afternoon drenchers that came in the thick of summer, then disappeared in the blink of an eye, leaving the sky blue again.

			Dad always brought out the storm in Nick, though. And Elaine always invited them over at the same time anyway. She always said, “Nick probably won’t like it, but we’re a family and ...” She never finished that part, though, so Davy always wondered what she meant to say.

			“CAN YOU TAKE DAD HOME?”

			Nick and Elaine had just stepped into the living room, where their father’s snoring punctuated the quiet.

			He gave her a hard look. She knew better than to ask.

			“Come on, Nick, give me a hand here.” She used the sharp tone meant to remind him she was the oldest and thought it should count for something, despite the fact that it had quit counting soon after their mother’s death.

			“How did he get here?”

			Elaine pursed her lips. “Davy and I went and got him before dinner.”

			“Then maybe you should take him back. I can stay with Davy ’til you get home.”

			“Do I ask so much of you?” she snapped.

			They both glanced instinctively down the hall toward Davy’s room. He’d endured enough yelling in his life; it always upset him.

			“Maybe not,” Nick said lowly, honestly. He peered hard into Elaine’s eyes to make sure she was paying attention when he added, “But I don’t like being put in this position. Now help me get his drunken ass off the couch and out into the car.”

			Five minutes later, Nick was driving too fast toward his father’s ramshackle apartment. The older he got, the less he could bear to be around him. He hated the man’s smell—sweat and booze—beside him in the seat. He hated the way he lay slouched like some limp, oversized doll, occasionally bumping the gearshift with his knee. Twice already, Nick had shoved his father’s leg over and said, “Watch it.” Now his dad smacked his lips every few seconds, and the sound was unnerving. “Jesus,” Nick muttered in disgust.

			He couldn’t believe he’d lived through twenty years of this, but that’s when it had all started—the stormy day their mother’s car had been broadsided by a delivery truck in an intersection with a broken traffic light.

			He remembered with clarity how happy and how passionate his parents had been—always kissing, grabbing, rubbing, even when their kids made fun of them. “Yucky,” Davy had once called their behavior, and Dad had laughed and said, “You wait and see, David. One day you’ll understand.”

			Their mother’s death had buried their father in a hole so deep he’d never even tried to climb out. That’s when the drinking had started, and the meanness, and the neglect. At thirteen and twelve, Elaine and Nick had learned to handle the neglect and silently taken on the roles of mother and father to Davy even before it had been completely necessary. But it was their father’s meanness that had ruined them all. And that was Henry Ash’s fault.

			After the accident, John Armstrong had sunk into a depression that kept him in bed for days on end, but only when Henry cheated him out of his half of Double A Construction, the company they’d built together, had things turned so goddamned, unforgivingly ugly. Losing all he’d worked for had been the blow that pushed their father so far into despair that he’d wanted to hurt someone. That someone should’ve been Henry—but Nick, Elaine, and Davy had been easier targets.

			God, Davy, why did you have to go out into the garage? What did you say to him? What even made you go near him? Nick couldn’t bear to firmly recall the horrors of that day, but flashes of memory blinked through his mind as his headlights cut a swift path through the balmy night. He could still feel the chill of the white hospital corridors, the fear that had immobilized him as they’d wheeled Davy away, not letting him follow.

			Nick nearly ran a red light, looking up just in time to slam on the brakes. His father slid into the floor, but barely seemed to notice—just silently pulled himself back up, then let his head droop against the leather seat, resuming his rag doll posture. Nick simply shook his head, then pushed the memories away. They never hurt any less, and they sure as hell never helped anything.

			When the light changed, he floored the gas pedal as he passed empty fruit stands and ailing businesses on a deserted stretch of Alternate 19 that’d once thrived. He wanted to get the old man home and get on with his life.

			“How’s business, son?”

			Nick glanced toward the passenger seat, where his father sat suddenly awake, even if bleary-eyed. It was like that sometimes—his father could lie passed out for hours, then open his eyes without warning and act as if he’d just been sharing a long conversation with you.

			He returned his gaze to the road. “It’s good, Dad. Good.”

			“I’m proud of you, Nicky,” he slurred. “You know that, don’t you?”

			Something in Nick’s gut pinched. “Yeah, sure, I know.” They did this every now and then, had this same inane talk. He supposed his father’s praise was meant to make up for everything, but nothing could make up for the past.

			Soon after, he watched as his father stumbled from the Jeep toward the run-down building he called home. Around 1960, the Sea Shanties—a collection of four apartment buildings—had probably been shiny and new, but now the shine had all peeled off and the place housed drunkards and single moms on welfare. He pulled away, unconcerned with making sure his dad got in all right; he was just glad to be alone again.

			Swinging the Jeep into the driveway of his oceanfront condo a few minutes later, he went in, kicked off his shoes, and fell into bed, still in blue jeans and a T-shirt. The red glow of the clock next to him said it was only ten-thirty, but it’d seemed like a hell of a long day.

			Sitting up just enough to yank his shirt off over his head, he dropped back to the pillow and let his eyes fall shut. He didn’t want to think about his father anymore, or Davy, or Henry—and as sleep began to descend, a much more inviting image reinvaded his mind unbidden: Lauren Ash.

			His thoughts grabbed hold, focused warm and tight, and a fantasy quickly took shape. In it, he was pushing aside all that smooth satin, running his hands over inviting curves and valleys, molding her breasts in his hands, soon kissing their puckered tips. He licked and suckled her and let her soft sounds of pleasure drive him forward.

			He envisioned himself lying in bed, just as he was now, except that Lauren Ash hovered over him, her body skimming his, her golden hair cascading over his skin. She kissed his mouth with full, sensual lips, then grazed a kiss over his jaw, down onto his neck. She kissed her way down his chest, stomach ... until she finally opened his jeans and took him into her soft mouth. Yes.

			Nick still couldn’t believe what a beautiful woman she’d grown up to be, or that he was falling asleep to imagined sex with Lauren Ash—he’d hardly gone to her house thinking of anything sexual. But it was too late to turn back now, and the images in his mind led to hot dreams.

		

	


	
		
			
			Chapter Three

			AS LAUREN STEPPED INTO the warm spray the next morning, she still couldn’t believe the words she’d uttered to her painter. If you want me, I’ll be in the shower. She rolled her eyes at her own stupidity. Had it been a Freudian slip? She hoped not. But then, why was he still on her mind?

			Well, she rationalized, because he was there. And other than the pool guy and the lawn guy and the landscape guy—people who usually came and went within an hour or two—she wasn’t used to having anyone there. Before getting in the shower, she’d been aware of the sounds of him working outside, just as she had all day yesterday—ladders being leaned against the house, heavy cans of paint plunked on the brick walk. Each time she almost forgot about him, she’d hear him again.

			As she ran a soft sponge filled with raspberry-scented body wash over her arms, she thought of her ocean fantasy and decided maybe she should add a new entry to the journal. That’s what she did to ease her sexual frustrations—and she was obviously frustrated, considering the reaction she’d had to the guy. Surprisingly, writing down her fantasies actually seemed to help, at least to a degree. Writing it wasn’t doing it—but it was something, some vague way of acting it out.

			If you want me, I’ll be in the shower ...

			What if he had followed her yesterday morning? She knew she’d locked the door behind her, but what if she hadn’t? What if he’d followed her inside and up the stairs, and into her bedroom, then her bathroom?

			What if they’d both silently taken off their clothes and climbed into the shower together? She couldn’t help penning another fantasy—even if only in her mind—as she washed.

			We stand naked—water sluicing over our bodies—never touching until he reaches for the soap mitt hanging beneath the showerhead. He watches my eyes as he rubs a bar of soap on the mitt, lathering until it makes a thick foam. Only then does his gaze drop to my breasts, as potent as any touch, making their crests harden into pink beads.

			He swipes the mitt slowly across the tops of my breasts, leaving behind a trail of white suds that glistens iridescently as globules of soap begin to slide down my skin. Another skim of the mitt, this one across the lower swells, makes me sigh with pleasure before he grazes a soapy, winding path down my stomach, stopping just short of the juncture between my thighs.

			Letting the mitt fall to the shower floor, he takes my soap-covered breasts into his big, warm hands, caressing, kneading, all as I try not to cry out, not to let him know how profoundly his touch is affecting me—yet his hands feel like velvet through the thick suds, and I tingle madly below, wishing desperately he hadn’t stopped the stroke of his foamy mitt.

			Then he turns my body away from him, gliding his soapy hands up my wet arms, showing me to brace myself against the tile wall. His grip moves to my hips, and he eases inside, huge and filling and wonderful, and now I have no choice but to cry out for him, sobs of pleasure leaving me at each intense stroke.

			His hands continue to caress, fondle, each touch feeling more and more like the softest velvet. Even where no soap covers my skin, his fingers are like feathery sweeps of luxurious fabric—especially when they sink between my thighs.

			I move against his lush touch, arching, arching, until it seems as if his velvety fingers are all I know, all I am, and when I topple off the edge of sanity, moaning my climax, a wide, sumptuous swath of velvet seems to catch me.

			My pleasure drives him to the point of release as well, his thrusts turning harder, his groans thick in my ear as the water crashes down over our skin—and it is only then that I remember we’re in the shower, not in the plush world to which he took me with just a few hot, tender touches.

			Oh, stop it already!

			Was she crazy? Fantasizing about him, her surly painter?

			If you want to fantasize about somebody, surely you can find a better guy than that.

			He was a shrine to all that was male, true, but his personality sucked. And wasn’t she always telling herself sex wasn’t about the physical act, but everything else surrounding it—the emotions, the intimate connection, the bond that went deeper than two bodies intersecting for a few minutes?

			With those thoughts firmly in mind, she rinsed off, ready to get him out of her head and move on with her life. It wasn’t like her to be an idiot over some guy just because she found him attractive—or at least not like the “her” she aspired to be.

			Nick Armstrong might be beautiful to look at, but one thing was certain—she wouldn’t let him buy her a Coke, let alone take a shower with her.

			LAUREN WALKED FROM ROOM to room, phone in hand, putting on makeup and getting ready to leave as she squabbled with Phil over the latest batch of invoices. “Our subcontracting costs have skyrocketed lately,” she said, running a brush through her hair.

			Lowering it to the ivory tabletop, she glanced in the mirror above her dressing table at the windows across the room, the blinds still drawn from yesterday morning. It meant Nick Armstrong couldn’t see her, which was good, but it also meant she couldn’t see him. He was outside somewhere, painting, and despite her admonitions in the shower to forget about him, it unnerved her to wonder about his exact proximity.

			“That’s completely
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