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Chapter One

 


Ryan jogged down the
stairs and grabbed his sweatshirt from the post at the bottom.
Stress had a chokehold on his shoulders, and as he pulled the
sweatshirt over his head, he paused to stretch his neck and
shoulders, but couldn’t loosen up.

“Come on, bro. We’ll grab
a couple o’ senoritas and teach ‘em to mambo.” Chubb lounged
against the bannister, his white-boy dreadlocks trapped in a
ponytail holder.

“Are you trying to sound
like a douche?” Frustration added an edge to Ryan’s tone. Times
like these he wished he could afford his North Seattle house
without a roommate. “Because you’ve pretty much got it
nailed.”

“Shut up,” Chubb said,
with all the concern he’d give a snarling puppy.

Pulling a black watch cap
over his dark curls, Ryan opened the door and gritted his teeth
against the near-freezing air. “Gotta keep moving, man, me and the
sharks.” Gotta keep moving to keep from thinking. To keep from
feeling. To keep from making the same mistake. No way he’d go
crawling back to Cherry. No way.

Chubb didn’t give up.
“We’ll go to the Pig and have a couple beers, and if the Toxic
Twins are there, we’ll go somewhere else.”

The Toxic Twins were
Ryan’s very recent ex-girlfriend Cherry and his sister, Maeve. They
were best friends and pretty much the reason he had to stay on the
move. “You’re on your own. I’m going to go to Home Depot to grab
some pavers for that Sanderson job.”

“What job? It’s a
holiday.” Chubb smacked the bannister like he was really irritated,
but they’d been friends for too long for Ryan to buy into his
bullshit.

“I’ll see you later.” Ryan
cut off Chubb’s protest by slamming the front door, pretty sure his
roommate would find himself a senorita before Ryan had the truck
warmed up enough to drive.

The Ford truck’s engine
rumbled a chorus of growling bass notes, the only soundtrack Ryan
was in the mood for. He’d been planning the break-up for weeks, and
three days later his bones still said it was the right thing to
do.

But a low-grade, irritable
queasiness said some part of him noticed the loss.

In the ten minutes it took
him to get to Home Depot, Cherry left him three voicemails and
Chubb sent him one final whiney text. Ryan jammed the phone in his
pocket without listening to the messages, though he came close to
caving in to Chubb’s request. The combination of the dark,
half-empty parking lot and the shitty weather made hanging out in a
friendly pub more appealing. His knuckles tightened on the steering
wheel. He could be talked into it if Chubb would agree to go
somewhere besides the Pig n’ Whistle.

A woman walked behind the
truck, heading into the store. She had straight ginger hair, long
legs, and something familiar that Ryan couldn’t place. She passed
the scope of his rearview mirror and he shifted in his seat to
watch her stride through the big sliding doors of the
store.

Okay, so he might only be
seventy-two hours past the worst break-up on record, but he could
still appreciate beauty when he saw it. Ending things with Cherry
had beaten him up, but it hadn’t killed him. He climbed out of the
truck, shrugging his shoulders against the cold.

It’d be a lot easier to keep moving if
he had a pretty girl to chase.

 


* * * *

 


Faced with the drafty
interior of a big box store on a Sunday evening, Danielle did what
any other single woman would do. She whipped out her cell phone,
scrolled through her contacts, and sent up a prayer to whichever
god was listening. She’d been back in Seattle exactly three days,
just long enough to have figured out things at her grandmother’s
house were a lot worse than she’d anticipated.

Maeve picked up on the third ring.
"Why aren't you here?"

Relief trailed out on a sigh, and
Danielle eyed the rack of lumber, each six foot piece as wide as
her hand. Those boards wouldn’t fit in her Mini Cooper, which might
not matter since she wasn’t sure they’d fix the problem. "Because
I'm here.”

"Where?" The brew-fueled
babbling on Maeve’s end of the call made her location obvious: her
favorite hang-out, the Pig N’ Whistle.

"Home Depot."

"You nerd," Maeve said,
then hollered ‘Home Depot’ to the crowd around her. A surge in the
general hubbub gave Danielle’s location a big
thumbs-down.

"Do I want to know what you're up to?"
Maeve’s voice dampened, as if she’d cupped the phone to cut out the
background noise.

"Well, the kitchen floor’s
kind of a problem." It topped the list of challenges at Danielle’s
late grandmother’s house, right ahead of ‘no heat’ and
‘intermittent electricity’.

"That whole house is a
disaster."

“Shut up. There’s nothing
a little elbow grease can’t fix."

“Wishful thinking,” Maeve
said over a swell of crowd noise. “You don’t believe that any more
than I do.”

Danielle scratched the
hairline at the back of her neck, wanting nothing more than a long,
hot shower. “Guess I got a couple months to prove us both wrong,
then.” Maeve had been her best friend since high school, her go-to
phone call when things turned to shit in L.A. In the three days
Danielle had been back in Seattle, Maeve had been her
rock.

She rested against one of
the orange metal stepladders employees used to reach the top
shelves. The whole thing shifted, zapping her with fear the top
boxes would come tumbling down on her. Why not? The oversized
store, the oversized project, hell, the oversized change in her
life could very well squash her flat.

If Maeve had been at home, painting
her toenails or paying bills, Danielle would have invited her down
to the ol’ Home Depot right off. But now? No way could she
interrupt Happy Hour.

To her right, a man pushed one of the
store's big dollies up the wide aisle. He wore a black knit cap
pulled down almost to his brows, allowing just a fringe of dark
curls and long sideburns to show.

"Just come have a pint
with the rest of us,” Maeve said. “The floor will be there when you
get home. Tomorrow's Veteran’s Day and the place is
packed."

"Honey, it's the kitchen
floor." Danielle gave Mr. Sideburns a ‘privacy please’ grimace,
then almost made a fool of herself double-taking his return smile.
His dimples and blue eyes had a familiar feel.

“Don’t ‘honey’ me,” Maeve
said. “You can’t cook there anyway. Nothing works. Did you call my
brother yet?”

"Not yet.” Danielle rubbed
her forehead, pushing back the headache that wanted to take
over. Focus. She
was in no shape to play with Mr. Sideburns, no matter how sexy he
looked in his paint-splattered UW sweatshirt. “Last time I saw Ryan
O'Connor he was a ten-year-old with a dirty face and holes in the
knees of his jeans.”

"Call him. He knows his stuff.” Maeve
said. “And you’re family, babe. There’s nothing more important than
family."

Danielle had to smile.
Maeve’s family – her rowdy brothers and generous, loving parents –
had been Danielle’s ideal since she was a kid. In comparison, her
own mother had relied upon a principle of benign neglect when it
came to raising Danielle, her carelessness contradicted by a
perverse inability to approve of any of Danielle’s life
choices.

“You’re a good sport to
help me out like this,” Danielle said.

“I figure if I’m nice
enough, you’ll stick around.”

“Yeah, my boss’d love
that.” Right now, her job was the best part of life in
L.A.

Mr. Sideburns pulled a
couple sticks of lumber from the rack, angling them across the top
of the bags of concrete and box of tiles already in his cart. He
lifted them with no more effort than if he was pulling a box of
cereal off the shelf in the grocery store.

Danielle dragged her eyes
down to the floor. No more ogling the other shopper. The buffed and
gorgeous other shopper. Who probably had all kinds of women
admiring his dimples and sideburns and whatever was hiding under
his worn-out jeans.

Danielle convinced Maeve
this wasn’t a good night for drinks with the gang and tucked her
phone away. Like any L.A. woman worth her yoga studio membership,
her usual approach to home improvement meant calling a local
contractor. She could have done the same thing this time, except
she’d given in to the impulse to get her hands dirty.She refused to
look too deeply at that decision, because it probably meant
something significant. Why else would someone with a great job, a
gorgeous condo, and a busy life drop out for a three-month leave of
absence?

When the project was done,
she ought to take a long vacation and figure out why she’d chosen
to come home to Seattle, why she wanted to do the work herself.
Until then, she needed to leave off the introspection and go ask
one of the orange-vested employees for some help.

"Must be bad to get you
into Home Depot on a Sunday evening." Mr. Sideburns leaned on his
cart and gave her an appreciative once-over, his almost-cocky
baritone mellowed by a hint of laughter.

Hitting on me? Not until
I’ve had a shower, dude. Danielle
jumped up from the ladder, ready to run. "I’m good,
thanks."

“Got that right,” he said,
mostly to himself. “Sounds like you need a carpenter.” A wry grin
tweaked the corner of his mouth, just enough to show a dimple.
“Ryan O'Connor."

"Ryan?” The wheels in her
head burned rubber tracking back through the conversation with
Maeve. How much did he hear?
“It’s been what? Fifteen years?" She raked a
strand of hair out of her face, torn between embarrassment over her
woefully unwashed state and stupidity for blushing like a teenager.
“Danielle Jacobsen.”

“Figured.” He smiled wide
enough to show both dimples. Yep. Definitely related to Maeve. As a
kid he'd had freckles and a snub nose. His nose was still rounded
at the end and it looked like he'd broken it at least once, and his
jeans had the kind of shredded wear at the knees that L.A. hipsters
paid big dollars to copy. Her reserve melted until it warmed parts
of her anatomy that had no business heating up in a Home Depot
store.

"So … um … you're Maeve's
little brother." Danielle offered her hand, covering her momentary
fluster with a glossy SoCal smile.

He wrapped her in a grip
so sure and strong she didn't want to let go. "Yep. I heard you
were back from L.A."

Danielle loosened her
grasp to keep from giving him the wrong idea. Or to keep from
giving herself the wrong idea. "Got here Thursday."

"Shouldn’t you be at the
Pig with Maeve?"

"Well, my grandmother’s
house is kind of run down, and there's this hole in my kitchen
floor." She gave a weak laugh, the banks of glaring fluorescent
lights turning their conversation into a stage play.

Ryan stuffed his hands in
his pockets and shrugged like he’d already seen worse than anything
she could show him. "Before you spend any money, let's go take a
look."

"Not tonight. I mean, it’s a holiday
weekend.” If he was anything like Maeve, there was a bar stool with
his name on it somewhere. “I'll call you and get on your
schedule."

He gestured to his cart.
"I just gotta pay for this stuff and we can go. Don’t buy anything
’til we know what you need."

"But you must have plans."

"Yep. I'm going to help
out a pretty woman." He lifted his eyebrows in a clear gesture of
approval.

It’s like that, is
it? She pinched her lips to stifle a grin,
aiming for stern with a helping of skeptical. "Pretty
older woman."

"What do you expect from a
kid with holes in his jeans?” He gave his cart a shove in the
direction of a checkout line. 

It would have been rude not to
follow.

 


* * * *

Grandmother’s house was on Perkins
Lane, at the westernmost edge of the Magnolia Bluff, an area best
known for breathtaking views and devastating mudslides. Danielle
parked her Mini Cooper in front of the garage door, because she
didn’t trust the rickety building not to collapse if she pulled the
car inside. The house had gotten shabbier in the hour she’d spent
at Home Depot. It crouched low on its lot, avoiding its neighbors,
ignoring the view of the Sound.

She waited for Ryan on the small front
porch, the headache dancing around her temples, not quite settling
in. A six foot laurel hedge shielded the house on the street side.
The shrubs blocked the streetlights and covered the yard in murky
shadow. Standing there in the dark, Danielle had time for some
stern self-talk. She had too much going on to be distracted by any
guy, let alone someone so young, so scruffy, and so closely related
to Maeve.

So why was she so fluttery?

Finally a huge black
pick-up pulled into the driveway.Ryan
climbed out of the cab and surveyed the yard as if he’d already
started a to-do list. “Nice pink Mini.” He gave her car a careless
nod on his way to the front door.

Her eyes narrowed. Was he really going
to make fun of her car? That was asking for trouble. “It’s
cream.”

“Looks pink in this light.
Only a real princess would drive a pink Mini.” He stood with his
arms crossed and grinned up at her from the front
walkway.

She squashed an answering
smile. The O’Connors valued teasing more than anything, and if she
didn’t dish it right back to him, she’d be in trouble. “And I
suppose only a real man would drive a monster truck.”

“Ford F250.”

“Don’t you mean F150? I’ve
never heard of a 250.”

His half grin hinted at all kinds of
inappropriate thoughts. “It’s bigger.”

Her stomach did a triple
flip, and in self-defense she reached for the doorknob.
I guess he’s old enough. “Compensating?”

“Don’t need to.”He put his
foot on the lower step, his tone casual, his eyes hot.

She jerked her gaze away,
convinced her blush would leave permanent burns on her cheeks.
“Come on.”

Ryan didn’t move right away. Danielle
gave him time to get a good look at the cracked 1930’s siding, the
grass sprouting from the gutters, and the moss clinging to the
shingles.

“Have you thought about
tearing it down?” he asked.

“Come on, now,” she said,
halfway laughing. “This place has great bones.”

His gaze worked her over with the same
intensity he’d given the house. “Can’t argue with that.”

She managed to get the door open
without combusting, and he followed her through the foyer into the
living room, snickering when it took her three tries to coax the
corner lamp to turn on. Uncle Jonathan had arranged for the estate
sale people to come, and except for a few of the nicer pieces Gram
had specifically left to family, the room was bare.

Danielle winced at the overall
shabbiness. The old wool rug she’d played on as a kid had gone to
the dump – the parts of it the rats hadn’t eaten, anyway – and the
walls were mottled and stained. The big stone hearth was still in
place, though, along with the arts and crafts mosaic tile
surrounding the firebox.

Built-in bookcases flanked the
fireplace and most of the original wainscoting remained. Ryan ran
his fingertips along the mahogany chair rail, moving slow, as if he
could read the wood’s story by touch. “This is the
shit.”

“Come see the kitchen.”
Dropping her purse on the lone wing-backed chair, she led him past
the dining room with its antique cherry wood table and four ratty
chairs.

A single fluorescent tube hung from
the kitchen ceiling. She flipped the switch, and for once it turned
on. “Ta-dah.”

The linoleum floor was a lot older
than the 1970’s vintage olive green appliances, and there was an
inch-deep well in the floor in front of the sink. “Sonofabitch, you
put your foot through the floor,” Ryan said, kneeling down to pick
at the chunk of linoleum missing at the center of the
depression.

“Hey! It’s not like I
meant to.”

“Right.” Ryan stood and
straddled the hole, focused on the generous window with its view
over the edge of the bluff. “Turn the light off again,” he
said.

Without the glare, all of Puget Sound
spread out underneath them. Danielle eased up alongside Ryan, not
quite close enough to touch him. Behind a tugboat, a single row of
lights skimmed the water, marking the progress of a shipping barge.
The twisted arms of the back yard madrona tree made a velvet
silhouette against the darkness. Across the Sound, random bright
spots pockmarked the dense shadow of Bainbridge Island.

He pulled himself up against the sink,
hitting about mid-thigh and looking down over the windowsill.
“What’s out there?”

“A porch.”

“Is it safe?”

She made a disgusted sound.
“Nope.”

Easing down carefully to avoid the pit
in the floor, he nodded at the light switch.

She almost said something about why it
was important to say please when asking someone to turn on the
light. Instead, she flipped the switch and bit her
tongue.

He gave the room another inspection.
“This place is a time capsule. You cook in here?”

“Not really, no. The
power’s iffy.”

“Right on.” He stood up,
heading for the back door. It also led to the basement stairs.
“What’s down here?”

“Cellar,” she said, both
nervous and intrigued by the idea of crawling around in the dark
with young Ryan O’Connor. “We’ll need a flashlight.”

“Scared of the
boogeyman?”

She couldn’t decide whether to be
irritated at his condescension or nostalgic about getting teased by
an O’Connor. “Don’t make fun of me.”

He made an obvious effort to stop
smiling and came toward her. She caught a trace of his scent, musky
with a hint of mint, like maybe from brushing his teeth, like maybe
she’d taste it if he …

Embarrassment froze her, allowing him
to move into her personal space, close enough to feel the heat from
his skin, close enough for the low buzz of his energy to brush
against hers. Close enough to kiss her.

The voice in her head stammered from a
combination of surprise and desire, anticipation and
embarrassment.

“Um, I’ve got a flashlight
in the truck, and if you let me by, I’ll go get it.”

“Mine’s in the…”
Bedroom.

She backed up quick, because if she
accidently touched him she was likely to on-purpose drag him
upstairs.

He jogged across the living room,
leaving the door open on his way out to his truck.

She did some quick mental arithmetic.
He’d been about ten when she and Maeve graduated from high school.
That meant an eight-year age difference, and since she was
thirty-three, he must be twenty-five. Okay, old enough that she
wouldn’t be arrested for child molestation.

Still, Maeve would kill
her.

A moment later, Ryan came back with a
heavy-duty flashlight that gave off more light than any lamp in the
house. “Let’s go check out the foundation and make sure this baby’s
worth saving.”

“Are you always this
bossy?” She made it light, teasing, with just enough snark to let
him know she wasn’t a total doormat.

“Yep.” He rubbed his mouth
with a knuckle, though the gesture didn’t quite hide his smile.
“I’ve been told it’s one of my better qualities.”

Danielle hurried to the cellar door,
because right then if Ryan O’Connor had told her to do anything –
get on her knees, bend over, drop trou – she’d have done it without
a second thought.

Random skittering followed their
footsteps as they headed down the squeaky wooden stairs. The cone
of light from Ryan’s flashlight swung left and right, up and down,
exploring the four small rooms. The place smelled of wet cement and
old metal. The dirty floor looked solid, though there were a couple
cracks where white powder ghosted along the seams.

When he made a quick turn, Danielle
almost bumped her nose on his chest. “Whoa, Princess, give a guy
some room.” His free hand wrapped around her waist, gently moving
her back.

She stayed where he put her, the echo
of his touch vibrating through her shirt, through her skin, down to
her core.

“This place ever get hit
by a slide?”

Ryan’s question jerked Danielle back
into the grubby basement. “A what?”

“Mudslide.”

“Yeah, a few years ago.
The road was closed for a couple weeks.” Danielle tried to remember
the year by linking disaster with her favorite heels, favorite
hairstyle, favorite song. “I was, like, a sophomore in high
school.”

Ryan thought for a minute, frowning.
“I would have been about second grade.”

Oh. Right.
Good to remember. Not something to dwell on.
Instead, she made a mental note that Ryan was cute even when he
frowned.

“Where’s the electrical
panel?” he asked, interrupting her naval gazing.

When she managed to speak, her voice
was higher than normal. “You mean the fuse box? Underneath the
stairs, I think.”

He moved past her and she
followed along, feeling like the sidekick on this adventure. His
proximity brought to mind the details Maeve had mentioned over the
years. He liked boxing, he’d gone to a community college, and he
had a girlfriend. What was her
name? Some kind of fruit. Apple?
Clementine? Cherry? Oh yeah.
His girlfriend’s name was Cherry.

The breaker box’s gray metal door
squawked like a wounded crow when he opened it. “Looks like someone
stuffed cotton where a couple of the fuses should be,” he said, his
face angled close to the box and his voice tight. “Total fire
hazard.”

He flipped a toggle at the bottom of
the row of fuses and shifted to meet her eyes, though in the
limited light she couldn’t read his expression. “You want the bad
news first, or the good news?”

“Bad news.”

“That’s no fun.” The
flashlight cast shadows in his dimples as his smile broadened. “The
good news is, the foundation’s solid and the woodwork
rocks.”

Okay. Things weren’t hopeless. “And…”

“The bad news is, I just
cut the power, and you cannot stay here until you get an
electrician to pull a permit and rewire the place.”

“Damn it.” Aggravation
punched through her momentary peace, tightening the headache around
her temples.

Ryan took a couple steps
in her direction, and Danielle had to stop herself from putting her
hands on his chest. She fought the uncharacteristic urge to lean
into him and let him take over. Even more ridiculous, she had to
cope with a gut level clench at being close to him.
I don’t have time for this kind of
bullshit.

“C’mon. We’ll go find some
dinner and come up with a plan.”

She took a deep breath and blew it out
loud. “We, as in you’re joining Team Jacobson?”

“Yep.” He rubbed his hands
together, cracking the knuckles on one hand in the palm of the
other. “All the original trim in this place it’s making my dick
hard.”

Relief disabled her filter. “Dude,
you’re what? Twenty-five? A gust of wind makes your dick
hard.”

He shot her a sly grin. “Twenty-four,
and, well…”

Maeve was
so going to kill
her.


Chapter Two

 


The bartender gave him his change, and
Ryan stuffed his wallet into his back pocket. The bar at Taco
Diablo was a hole-in-the-wall plastered with Harley logos, punk
rock posters, and grinning skeleton caballeros. He palmed the pair
of margarita glasses, holding them close to his chest to avoid
getting jostled by the crowd.He didn’t want to waste a drop,
because he had every intention of getting Dani tipsy.

A pretty woman in a place like this? A
guy never knew what might happen.

He sidestepped a table full of happy
tequila drinkers, heading back to where Dani perched on a stool in
a back corner. Her thumbs flicked across the screen of her smart
phone and she sucked on her upper lip, an action that might have
aided her concentration but completely destroyed his. He flashed
back to when he was nine years old and caught up in his first
crush. He’d wanted Dani Jacobsen bad, though at nine he hadn’t had
much of a clue about what he wanted her for.

He sure as hell did now.

“The hostess said it’d be
about fifteen minutes for our table.” He handed her the drink,
keeping his eyes on her face instead of her body.

Her naughty-older-woman smile
boomeranged through him.

“I’m cut off after this,”
she said.

“Lightweight.”

“I’m serious.” She took a
long draw off the straw and swallowed, eyes closed, head tipped
back, forcing him to shove his hand in a pocket to keep from
running his fingertips down the line of her throat. She’d been
pretty in high school, but age had taken her to a whole other
level.

“If Maeve asks, dinner
tonight didn’t happen,” she said. The restaurant’s sound system
played an old AC/DC album loud enough they had to raise their
voices to be heard.

Ryan took a drink of his margarita so
he wouldn’t pop off with the first thing that came into his head.
After Cherry, any woman who tried to maneuver him into something
stupid jumped right onto his last nerve. He’d done a good job
swallowing down his earlier irritability, and fought like hell to
keep it from reviving. When he could sound like a grown-up, he
responded. “Can’t stand games.”

Dani tapped her glass slowly, her
mouth pinched as if remembering some past Maeve-interaction that
hadn’t gone her way. “Her world. Her rules.”

He stamped down an automatic refusal.
“Maeve’s always been the problem child.”

Danielle’s dark hazel eyes held his
gaze for a couple beats too long. “Survival strategy.”

Damn, but he wanted to take a bite
outta Dani’s apple in the worst way. He liked her wide mouth and
pretty lips. He liked the way she carried herself, all polished and
classy like a model or actress or something.

If only she wasn’t Maeve’s friend, and
if only he hadn’t just been ripped raw by another one of his
sister’s friends. He and Cherry had dated all through high school,
but once she was old enough to go out to clubs, she turned into
Maeve’s BFF. He’d have to be stupid to make that mistake again.
Stupid or flat-out crazy.

“All right, then. Dinner
tonight is our secret.” Ryan raised his glass. So did Dani. The
clink of their glasses cued a goodly portion of his blood to head
down south, leaving him light-headed. “Right.” He exhaled hard.
“The house…” He fought to get back on track, because he really
wanted to have a conversation with her before his cock completely
overrode his communication skills. “You kind of grew up there,
didn’t you?”

Danielle swirled her straw, making a
spiral in the slush. “More-or-less, and Gram always promised she’d
leave it to me when she died.”

Ryan braced himself against the brick
wall where he could keep an eye out for the hostess and still watch
Dani. “She leave you a hundred grand for repairs?”

“Enough to get started.”
She gave him a too-bright smile, as if he’d insulted her but she
was too polite to say anything.

Ryan raised his hands palms-out.
“Sorry, that was dumb.”

“No, it’s okay.” She
shrugged, the graceful movement calling his attention to the curve
of her breasts under her loose sweater.

He jerked his gaze away, but her
raised eyebrow hinted she’d busted him.

“Maeve said you’re into
old houses, and you need to know I’ll pay you for the work you
do.”

“Hell yeah. You hiring? I
can hook you up with an electrician and all, guys who can do the
stuff I can’t.”

She raised her glass. “As long as I
leave you the fun parts?”

“Yep.” He let his gaze
slide over as many of her fun parts as he could see, gratified
beyond belief at the rising color in her cheeks. “Just don’t stay
there ’til after the power’s fixed.”

Before she could flip him shit, the
hostess interrupted them, and by the time they were settled at a
dinner table, her good humor was back.

“Between the head-banging
music and the Day of the Dead stuff, this place is making me
homesick,” she said. “It’s got a very L.A. vibe.”

Ryan leaned in closer. “You went down
there for college, right?”

“Good memory.” She broke a
tortilla chip into tiny pieces. “UCLA for undergrad then Palo Alto
for my Masters and a few post-grad classes.”

Ryan kept his expression bland,
wincing internally at the comparison with his hard-won Bellevue
Community College associate’s degree. But he wasn’t insecure about
much when it came to women. He knew how to flirt with pretty girls.
He knew how to chat up smart girls.

The combination? Dani studied her
cocktail and he studied her. That was one lesson he’d love to
learn.

“L.A.’s a pretty cool
place.” Her voice trailed off and she went back to swirling her
straw through what was left of her drink.

He wanted to keep her talking, but
before he could come up with a good leading question, AC/DC faded
into Metallica and the waiter arrived, his black-tattooed-cool
fitting the scene down to his ironic head bob in time with the
music.

“You should get chicken
enchiladas.” Ryan tapped Dani’s menu. “They’re the house
specialty.”

“Quesadilla,
please.”

“Chicken, pork, or carne
asada?” the waiter asked.

“Carne asada … and extra
guacamole.”

Ryan scuffed a hand through his hair,
ordered a burrito with a couple of tamales on the side, and
switched out his empty margarita glass for the promise of a
beer.

“Are you always into
giving orders, or is it a new thing?” Danielle caught the tip of
her tongue between her teeth, like she knew exactly how her flirty
tone would get to him. “You tell me I can’t stay in my own house,
and then try to tell me what to get for dinner.” Her grin veered
toward naughty. “I thought the oldest child was the bossy
one.”

“Hey, wait a minute. Your
electrical system is an explosion waiting to happen and the
enchiladas here are awesome.”

She covered her mouth with her napkin,
but he could tell she was laughing.

“Besides,” he said.
“Niall’s a cop, so he does kind of have the bossy angle
covered.”

“What’s your excuse,
then?”

“Dunno. Somebody had to
stand up to Maeve.” He hitched his shoulders in an apologetic
half-shrug. “Niall’s older and didn’t care, and I swear Eamon’s got
the Asperger’s.”

“Yeah, Eamon always was a
little odd. Maeve said he’s working in some research lab
now.”

“Dude’s a freak, and I can
say that because I’m his brother.” Ryan stuffed a chip in his mouth
and rubbed stray salsa away with his knuckle. “And when we were
kids, Joey didn’t do much more than ride shotgun for
me.”

“I bet it helps you out at
work. Your boss probably likes a take-charge guy.”

He sputtered a laugh, because it was
easier than thanking her for the compliment. The waiter brought
Ryan his beer. True to her earlier prediction, Danielle didn’t want
more than one, and judging by her flushed cheeks, Ryan figured she
knew what she was doing. “I work for a general contractor, but I do
stuff on the side, too, and your grandmother’s house would be
awesome.”

“Oh, the job’s
yours.”

Score one for O’Connor. Ryan muzzled
as much of his grin as possible. Not only would he get to work on
an old house, he’d get to hang around Dani Jacobsen at the same
time. He wiped his hand on his jeans and offered it to her.
“Shake.”

Her grip was stronger than he’d
anticipated. He liked it. A lot.

 


* * * *

 


“I feel like an idiot,”
Danielle said, rubbing her cheek to get rid of the weird numbness
that signified she’d reached her alcohol limit.

“You don’t look like an
idiot.”

Ryan’s smile had all kinds of things
to say about how she looked, most of them R-rated.

Danielle hid behind her glass.
“Because my uncle calls and says, ‘the house is yours’, and I turn
around and tell my boss I’m coming up here.”She slurped up the
remains of her margarita and waved the waiter away. “I’ve put more
thought into grocery lists.”

Dinner better arrive soon,
or she might segue from self-disclosure to maudlin. Before the
airport shuttle dropped her off, Danielle imagined her
grandmother’s house would need a couple coats of paint and some new
appliances. Nothing had prepared her for the level of deterioration
she’d found. Or the guilt she’d felt. Perhaps if Mom actually spoke to me, I’d have had a
clue.

“What do you want to do
first?” she asked.

Ryan smirked into his
cocktail.

“What?” Danielle said,
half-hoping she hadn’t misread his wicked dimple. “Where do we
start?”

Ryan relaxed into his seat and crossed
his arms, his biceps bulging in a most appealing way. She bet he’d
be enjoyably rough in bed, forceful and strong and demanding. The
combination of her imagination and the tequila made her lady parts
melt.

She had no business
thinking that way. Maeve’s brother.
Maeve’s brother. Maeve’s brother. Maeve’s brother.Don’t
touch.

“Well, there’s always…” He
stopped himself and his mouth twisted. She hitched in her seat,
hoping he was headed somewhere fun. Finally, he let go of a deep
breath. “You need a functioning electrical panel and plumbing,
along with a weather-tight roof.”

Danielle guessed he’d been about to
say something different, something dirtier, something that would
totally displease his sister. Better to keep him on the subject of
the house. She widened her eyes and nodded, encouraging him to go
on. In either direction.

Fortunately for her libido, he kept to
the house, lecturing her on safety until she yelped. “Yeah, yeah, I
get it.”

“You’ll have your chance
to play designer. First you need to know if the roof
leaks.”

She had so much catching up to do. “It
hasn’t rained since I’ve been here.”

“Um, Seattle in November?
It will.”

Point to O’Connor.
She lifted her hands, conceding defeat. A smart
girl would just sign the checks. “You really are going to make me
take care of all the boring stuff first.”

“Have you thought about
moving walls around to take advantage of the view?”

“No way.” She played with
her fork and hoped he couldn’t see the calculations going on in her
head. She’d lived with an architect and had an insider’s view of
how much time and money such repairs added to a project. “I’ve only
got three months to get this place ready to sell—”

“Selling? I kinda figured
you’d be moving in when the project was done.”

“Nope. The unit will fall
down if I’m gone for more than three months.”

He leaned in on his elbows as if
searching for the joke. “Unit?”

“Cedars-Sinai Neonatal
I.C.U.” She dropped into her professional persona. “Assistant Nurse
Manager.”

He rubbed his lips with the side of
his thumb. “Your timeframe should work, and you can always leave
someone in charge to finish up after you head back to L.A.” He
paused to examine his margarita. “Someone like me.” His expression
turned brighter. “At any rate, you’re going to need a place to stay
tonight.”

“I’ll call
Maeve.”

In a room full of people, all she
could see was Ryan – his dimples, the hitch in the bridge of his
nose, and the way his sideburns faded into a dark shadow suggesting
he needed a shave. Braden, her ex-boyfriend, former live-in lover,
and intermittent fiancé, was years older and several universes
away. He had a quick wit and a good job, and most of their L.A.
friends assumed she’d say ‘yes’ when he proposed.

He dumped her instead.

She’d had no warning, no sense that
things were weird, and as a result she’d spent the last six months
trying to figure out what the hell happened. Inside, she had a dead
spot where Braden had been, one she hoped would just scar over and
go away.

When she called Maeve, Danielle ducked
her head and covered both ears to hear the phone. Maeve’s voicemail
picked up, but Danielle didn’t leave a message. She’d turned down
the invite to The Pig, and she couldn’t really justify having
dinner with Ryan instead. No message meant nothing for Maeve to
question later.

“There’s always Motel 6.”
Danielle made a half-hearted effort to stick to the high
road.

“I’ve got a three-bedroom
house and my housemate’s out for the night.”

The crowd noise surged, as if everyone
was laughing at her for holding out. Her unabashed female nature
was dying to jump right on Ryan’s offer.

But there was Maeve.

And the nine-year age
difference.

And the three-month time
limit.

“What about your
girlfriend?” Those other things were tiny hurdles compared
with Thou Shalt Not Mess With Another
Woman’s Man.

Ryan’s lips curled like he wanted to
grin but just couldn’t do it. “Broke up.”

Tiny? Had she said
tiny hurdles?

Danielle ran both hands over her head,
smoothing her grubby ponytail. She was about to take a huge risk,
and blood pounded through her tequila-warmed cheeks. “I really need
a shower.”

“I have one of those.” One
corner of his mouth lifted, showing a victory dimple.

“All right, but you have
to promise me you
won’t ever tell your sister.”

It must have been the tequila
talking.

His dimples deepened.
“Promise.”

 


* * * *

 


Danielle parked her Mini on a gravel
parking strip in front of a boxy split level. Ryan’s big Ford truck
was already in the driveway. She got out and pressed the key fob to
lock the car, and gulped to slow her speeding heart.

Ryan climbed out of his truck and
pocketed his cell phone. “C’mon. Chubb isn’t home so we’ve got some
privacy.”

“Cool.” Or nervous,
depending on who was asking.

Ryan put his shoulder against the
front door and gave it a shove. The entry was about six feet
square, with a slate tile floor.

He hitched his head towards the
downhill stairs. “Chubb’s cave is there.” He headed up, taking the
stairs two at a time, and glanced back over his shoulder when he
got to the top. “Be best if you stuck to the main
floor.”

Danielle made it to the top step but
couldn’t go any farther without bumping into Ryan. He had one hand
on the railing and his other elbow cocked, and his sly grin dared
her to pass.

“Guest room’s down the
hall, and the bathroom’s next door.” Ryan nodded off to the
right.

She didn’t move.

Neither did he.

“Um, are you going to
charge me a toll?” Because that didn’t
sound at all flirtatious. Danielle screwed
on a smile, though inside she was wincing. She was just there
because she needed a place to crash, and hadn’t meant to lead him
on. Seriously.

He waited another long minute before
answering. “Maybe you’ll just owe me one.”

He stepped aside, and Danielle slid
past him into the hall. She opened the first door she came to, but
the shabby comforter and pile of hand weights said “guy’s room” so
loud and clear she backed right out.

“Try again,” he said.
“It’s next to the bathroom.”

She found a room with an empty
bookcase, an old desktop computer, and a futon bed. She dumped her
bag on the futon and headed for the shower, wondering if she should
lock the door or secretly hope he’d sneak in.

Half an hour later,
Danielle’s clean hair hung in a mostly-dry curtain down her back,
and she’d shaved the important bits. She’d changed into clean jeans
and a bulky knit sweater nearly the same shade of green as her
eyes. With her I-can-smell-myself problem
solved, she still needed to figure out the
how-am-I-going-to-keep-my-hands-off-this-guy problem.

She paused in the kitchen
doorway, fingers barely touching the wall, waiting for her
fluttering nerves to settle. Ryan sat at the dining room table, a
laptop in front of him. The décor was classic ‘90s Colonial-Rental
style, which meant a blue and coral color scheme, lots of cabbage
roses, and few accessories that hadn’t come from the
landlord. As if twenty-something guys
would ever hang copper pots on the wall.

“Did you leave me any hot
water?” he said without turning around.

“You didn’t tell me I had
a time limit.”

“Nah, just messing with
you.” He kicked a chair in her direction. “Sit down.”

A cat jumped up on the chair behind
her as she sat, claiming the space before Danielle scooted all the
way back. Apparently this was the cat’s chair, although from the
proprietary way he surveyed the kitchen, Danielle guessed it was
all his. She perched on the edge of the seat, afraid of annoying
the feline.

“You want anything else to
drink?” Ryan tipped his beer in her direction.

She pressed her cheeks, testing for
residual margarita buzz. “I’m okay.”

He took a long pull on the bottle and
closed the laptop.“I’m off work tomorrow. I could come by your
grandmother’s house in the daylight and take a better
look.”

The intensity in his eyes had her
swallowing hard. “That’d be great.”

“Do you want to watch a
movie or something? TV’s downstairs.”

“Sure.” But only if he
picked something G-rated. Watching on-screen romance might just
send her leaping into his lap.

“Throw Barnabas on the
floor, babe. You look like you’re going to fall off that
chair.”

The cat picked that moment to plant a
paw on the small of Danielle’s back. One claw went through her
sweater and dug into her skin. She jumped to her feet, hands
flying. “What the hell?”

Ryan jumped up too and swatted at
Barnabas. “Git, cat.”

Barnabas jumped, squalled, and
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