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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Brendan Sawyer strolled into the Eagles Nest Community Bank with his life savings in his pocket and hope in his heart. He’d cut his ties to Australia. No going back. Only forward.

      Asking Jo Fielding to dinner was the first step in his journey. To say she held his future in her hands might be a bit dramatic, but a hell of a lot depended on her response. A trickle of sweat ran down his spine despite the blast of frigid air he brought in with him.

      Jo wasn’t in evidence. Good. Gave him a chance to catch his breath, get his bearings. When he’d visited during Christmas he’d had no reason to come into the historic brick building that housed the bank.

      The sturdy oak counters and polished wood floor telegraphed stability, an excellent quality for a financial institution. The place was classy, like Jo. His money would be safe here.

      The small lobby was empty and only one teller was on duty, a willowy blond. Her nametag identified her as Libby. She glanced up with a smile. “How may I help you?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He tipped his hat. “I’d like to open an account. Checkin’, savings and a few CDs.”

      Her smile widened. “I thought I recognized you. You’re Quinn Sawyer’s brother.”

      “Guilty as charged.”

      “I heard a rumor you might be moving here.”

      “Couldn’t resist after that humdinger of a Christmas talent show.”

      “I know, right? If you’ll have a seat in the lobby area, I’ll see if Jo Fielding’s back from lunch. She’ll be the one to set up your accounts.”

      “Much obliged.” He settled into one of two leather wingbacks positioned near the wall and stared at a large Remington print on the opposite wall. Showtime. He and Jo had flirted a bit during his Christmas visit, but that didn’t mean she’d—

      “Hello, Brendan.”

      He popped up and whisked off his hat as she walked toward him. “G’day, Jo.”

      “Welcome to Eagles Nest.”

      “Thanks. Guess you got the word I’d be comin’ by.”

      She smiled like she was glad to see him. “Yep.”

      He smiled back. Damn, she looked good. Her moss-green sweater brought out the green in her eyes. He liked that she didn’t color her hair, just let it turn gray like nature intended. She wore it super short, a wash-and-go style that went great with the silver hoop earrings she favored.

      “Libby said you want to open an account with us.”

      “I do.” He caught a whiff of her perfume, just enough to make his heart do a ’roo hop.

      “Come on back and I’ll get you set up.”

      He followed her down a short hall and through a doorway into a wood-paneled office that was right out of the eighteen-hundreds. Well, except for the computer monitor and keyboard on her antique oak desk.

      “Have a seat.” She gestured to the two oak chairs in front of her desk.

      Taking his wallet out of his hip pocket, he waited for her to sit down before he did. “This is what I have to work with.” He handed her a cashier’s check.

      Her eyes widened. Then she glanced at him. “Libby mentioned a savings account and some CDs, but I’d like to suggest a more sophisticated investment strategy.”

      “I was hopin’ you would have some ideas.” He propped his hat on his knee.

      “I do, but first we’ll need to discuss your long-term goals.”

      “I’m workin’ on those, and I could use your help brainstormin’.”

      “I’d be happy to, although I have a two o’clock appointment that could run long. Tomorrow morning’s fairly open, though. How about—”

      “Or we could have a chat over dinner.”

      She blinked. “Dinner?”

      “I think better with a beer in my hand.”

      “I see.” She studied him for a moment. “Are you asking me out?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Although I’m serious about the brainstormin’. Up to now I’ve just socked money away in an interest bearin’ account, and I—”

      “But in effect, this would be a date.”

      “Yea, yea, you could call it that.” He shifted in his chair. “I was hopin’ you’d be free tonight, since tomorrow’s Valentine’s. That night is…significant. Might not want to load a first date with a ton of significance.” Enough was riding on it already.

      “That’s for sure.” She toyed with one of her earrings as she gazed at him. Clearly she was thinking about the invite, which was better than a flat refusal. She stopped messing with her earring and folded her hands on the desk. “I’ll meet you at six tonight at the Guzzling Grizzly, but just for a drink.” Her tone didn’t leave room for negotiation.

      He flashed her a quick smile. “That’ll do.” It was a start.

      “In the meantime, would you like me to deposit this in a basic checking account so you’ll have access to it while you’re choosing your course of action?”

      “It’d be a relief. Never had this much money on me. Couldn’t wait to turn it over to you.”

      “I understand.” Her slender fingers danced over the computer keys as she took down his info.

      Not much to it. He was staying at Quinn’s place. His Social Security number was the same one he’d had since his first job in high school. He’d never applied for Australian citizenship. Never seriously considered it. Australia was amazing, but the USA was home.

      She paused. “Do you want Quinn’s address on the checks I order?”

      “For now.”

      “Okay, that should take care of things for the time being.” She handed him a small booklet of generic checks. “These should get you through until the printed ones arrive.”

      “Then I’ll be off.” He stood and put on his hat. “I could give you a lift to the GG tonight and show off my new truck.”

      “You already have a truck?”

      “I will by tonight.” He waved the thin checkbook. “Needed a bank account first. Want me to pick you up?”

      “Thanks for the offer, but I’ll stick with the plan and meet you there.”

      He grinned. “Evidently the thrill of ridin’ in a brand-new truck isn’t what it used to be.”

      “Oh, it still is.” She met his gaze and smiled. “That’s why I’ll be driving myself.”
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        * * *

      

      Jo’s last remark stuck with him all afternoon. Any way he looked at it, she’d basically admitted that he affected her. So much so that the combination of him and a snazzy truck might send her over the edge. That was tantalizing.

      Choosing the truck was a blast. He considered a cozy two-door but a four-door expanded the possibilities for socializing. He insisted on heated seats. Just because he was tough didn’t mean he didn’t like being pampered.

      Color was another tough call. He was drawn to badass black at first, but then a dark burgundy caught his eye. It had a top-of-the-line sound system and a moon roof.

      He had a large dose of vehicle pride going on when he drove to the GG a few minutes before six. She hadn’t arrived by the time he parked, so he chose a spot under a light. Luckily it had an empty space next to it. He got out and buttoned his coat.

      Cold out here. Would’ve been smarter to stay in the truck or head inside, but damn it, he wanted her to admire his new truck. He checked his watch. Two minutes. He could handle that.

      Turning up his collar, he leaned against the gleaming fender and crossed his arms. Jo pulled in about a minute later.

      She was laughing as he opened her door and helped her out. “Didn’t want me to miss it, did you?”

      “Are you impressed?”

      “Extremely.” She pulled up the fur-trimmed hood on her black coat. “Love the color.”

      “I haven’t locked it yet if you want to sit in it and breathe in the new truck smell.” He gestured toward the passenger door.

      “I’ll bet I could breathe it in even better from the driver’s seat.”

      “So you could.” He followed her around to the other side and opened the door. “Lots of bells and whistles. Even more than I—”

      “I love bells and whistles.” She scooted in, rested her hands on the wheel and wiggled her tush. “Great seat.”

      “Heated.”

      “Awesome. I didn’t get that option and now I wish I had.”

      Score. He couldn’t wipe the silly grin off his face. This was turning out well. He fished the keys out of his pocket and handed them to her. “Switch on the power so you can hear the sound system. It rocks.”

      “Gotta have a good sound system.” She turned the key and Kenny Chesney’s Everything’s Gonna Be Alright poured out of the speakers.

      He’d take it as a sign. “Nice song.”

      “One of my favorites.” She examined the dash. “This is laid out well. Easy to see. Wow, only forty-six miles on it.”

      “Hardly any of that is mine. Other folks test-drivin’ it. I didn’t have to go far before I knew this was the one.”

      She glanced down at him. “Have you taken Quinn and Kendra out in it?”

      “Not yet. They went to Bozeman today and weren’t back by the time I came over here.”

      “Kendra’s going to drool over this baby.” She stroked the dash.

      The Chesney tune ended and Rascal Flatts came on with Life Is a Highway. He couldn’t ask for a more appropriate tune. “Wanna take a spin? You can drive.”

      She glanced at him. “Are you sure?”

      “I wouldn’t let just anybody, but I’d let you.” The song’s catchy lyrics swirled around them.

      She hesitated as Rascal Flatts serenaded them. “I’d have to move the seat.”

      “Grab that lever on the side. It’s a power seat. Get it the way you want it. See how that feels.”

      A small motor whirred as she moved the seat up a few inches.

      “How’s that?”

      “Good.”

      “Then buckle up. Take me for a ride.” Closing the door, he jogged around to the passenger side and hopped in. “Start ’er up.”

      The dome light stayed on for a couple of seconds, revealing the excitement in her eyes as she looked at him. “This is a first. I’ve never driven someone else’s truck when it had only forty-six miles on it.”

      “It’s a first for me, too. I’ve never been a passenger in my own vehicle.”

      “Never?”

      “No reason.”

      “But you have one, now?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “What?”

      He laughed. “The same reason any man has for butterin’ up a beautiful woman.”

      “Fair enough.” She flipped back her hood and turned the key. “Let’s go for a ride.”
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      Jo blamed Rascal Flatts for going along with Brendan’s plan. And the dazzling perfection of this beautiful truck. And his eagerness to share the excitement of buying it. When he’d walked into the bank today, the gleam in his gray eyes had confirmed that she was one of the reasons he’d left Australia.

      Heady stuff, but she calmed herself long enough to back carefully out of the parking space. A fender bender would wreck the truck and the mood. She was digging the mood—flirtatious and daring.

      After waiting for traffic to clear, she made a left, heading away from town instead of toward it. Into the night. “Handles great.”

      “Sure does. You warm enough?”

      “Perfect.”

      “Excellent.” Brendan settled back in his seat, hands resting lightly on his thighs, casual as can be. An old George Strait song followed Rascal Flatts, taking the tempo down a notch.

      A clear, dry pavement rolled beneath the truck’s hefty tires. Traffic was light on the two-lane. “I like this truck.”

      “Me too.” He glanced over at her. “Ever owned one?”

      “Nope. Always bought SUVs. But I like the height of this truck. Driving it is big fun.”

      “Glad you’re enjoyin’ yourself.” He moved his seat all the way back and stretched out his legs. “Still not sure why you wouldn’t let me buy you dinner, though.”

      “Because dating sucks.”

      “That’s only because you’ve never dated me.”

      She snorted. “Evidently your ego’s in fine shape.”

      “It was until you rejected my dinner invitation. I had to use this truck to prop it up again.”

      “Did that work?”

      “Better’n I expected. You’ve fallen in love with it.”

      “I confess I have and it’s partly the color. When I ordered the SUV, I debated between red and burgundy. I got the red, but if I had to choose today, I’d opt for the burgundy.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “It’s darker, richer, with more depth to it. Like a robust wine.”

      “And robust sex.”

      She laughed. “I wondered if you’d jump on that opening.” A shiver of awareness traveled up her spine.

      “Couldn’t resist. It’s my favorite subject.”

      “And one we need to talk about.” She’d never been this bold, but Brendan’s arrival in town had inspired her. Time to shake things up.

      “Hallelujah! A woman who doesn’t play games. I’ve died and gone to heaven.”

      “That depends on what you think of my proposition.”

      “I love it.”

      “You haven’t heard it yet.”

      “Don’t need to. You had me at proposition.”

      “Then here it is.” Her blood hummed in her veins. “Let’s skip the dating phase. It’s inefficient and artificial. People put on their best clothes and their best manners, all the while hiding their real selves behind a veneer. Even if the people eventually sleep together, they—”

      “I never climb into bed with my veneer on. It itches.”

      “I’m trying to make a point.”

      “And it’s a valid one. Dating sucks. But it’s the way things are done.”

      “Doesn’t have to be.”

      “Oh?” He glanced at her. “Is this the part where we drive over to your condo and—”

      “No.”

      “Damn.”

      “It’s the part where I suggest we take a road trip and spend a long weekend together. After three days we’ll know whether this works or not.”

      He sucked in a breath. “Wow.”

      “Am I moving too fast?”

      “No, no. I’m all for it. Caught me by surprise, is all. I need a couple seconds to adjust my thinkin’. I didn’t expect—”

      “I know, but the timing is perfect. I get Monday off for President’s Day, so we could leave Friday after the bank closes.”

      “You mean this weekend comin’ up?”

      “Strike while the iron is hot, as they say.”

      “God almighty, woman.”

      “You’re freaking out.”

      “Not exactly. I just…could you pull over at the next wide spot?”

      “Okay.” She eased up on the gas pedal, checked her mirrors, and moved carefully off the road. A frozen ridge of snow crunched under the tires. “Want to drive?”

      “No, you’re doin’ fine.” He unsnapped his seatbelt. “We just need a different venue for this type of discussion. Leave the motor runnin’ and the lights on. I’ll come ’round to your side.”

      “What—” But he was out of the truck before she could finish her question.

      Then he opened her door and glanced both ways before holding out his hand. “Coast is clear.”

      “Why are we getting out?” Might as well confirm her hunch.

      “I’m hopin’ you’ll join me in the back seat.”

      Bingo. Her pulse rate shot up. “To make out?”

      “Not necessarily, but it could happen. Might be time to give that a try since we’re plannin’ to head off on a lost weekend in two days.”

      “Um, guess so.” She put her hand in his and stepped down. “It’s not like I’ve visualized all the details of that plan.”

      “But you came up with a dynamite core concept.” He guided her toward the rear of the truck and opened the door. “After you.”

      She was a little shaky as she scooted onto the back seat, partly from the cold but mostly from anticipation. She sat on the smooth leather seat and turned toward the door. “This is smart of you.”

      “It is?” He climbed in and shut the door.

      “If we don’t enjoy kissing each other, we can forget the weekend idea.”

      “No worries.” He took off his hat and leaned forward so he could lay it on the front passenger seat. “We’ll enjoy it.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “I just am.” He turned back to her and his gaze held hers as he trailed his forefinger down the curve of her cheek.

      “Okay.” Her heart thumped fast and hard, leaving her breathless.

      “You’re sure, too, or you wouldn’t suggest spendin’ three days with me.” Heat smoldered in his gray eyes. “Kissing you tonight isn’t a test.”

      She swallowed. “Then what is it?”

      Cupping her cheek in one hand, he leaned closer. “Let’s call it a beginnin’.” His lips brushed lazily over hers…once, twice….

      Warm breath. Peppermint. Then he settled in with a sigh of pleasure and began to explore. The subtle movement of his mouth sent heat spiraling to her core. When his tongue began to work its magic, she trembled and clutched his shoulders.

      So tender, the gentle pressure of his kiss, and yet…a soft groan telegraphed urgent needs tightly leashed. A thrill of awareness shot through her, lighting fires in intimate places. More. More of this.

      He shifted the angle and took the kiss deeper. Leaning into him, she slid one hand up the back of his neck and buried her fingers in his thick hair. Then she began a passionate assault of her own.

      He tasted of desire, pleasure, reckless abandon. She couldn’t get enough of his sinfully sensual mouth, didn’t want this kiss to ever—

      A sharp rap on the window shattered the moment and she pulled back, gasping.

      A flashlight on high beam illuminated the interior of the cab. “Everything okay in there?”

      Brendan muttered something earthy and slightly scandalous. Then he swiveled on the seat and shielded Jo from view before buzzing down the window. “Evenin’, officer.”

      “Same to you folks. Noticed you’d pulled off the road and wondered if you needed assistance.”

      Jo sat up straight and peered over Brendan’s shoulder at one of her daughter’s former classmates. “We’re fine, Jeffrey. But thanks for checking.”

      “Mrs. Fielding? What are you doing…I mean, why are you—”

      “I’d like you to meet Brendan Sawyer, Quinn’s brother.”

      “Oh. Pleased to meet you, Mr. Sawyer.”

      “Likewise.” Brendan didn’t sound particularly pleased as he stuck his hand through the window for the obligatory handshake.

      “Brendan and I are having a deep discussion. Solving the world’s problems.”

      “Ah. I see.”

      “I’ll bet you’ve had similar deep discussions out on this road.”

      “Uh, yes, ma’am, but not usually in the middle of February. Although I guess tomorrow is Valentine’s Day. I’ll leave you to your discussion, then. Say hello to Mandy for me.”

      “I will. Thanks, Jeffrey.”

      “No problem, Mrs. Fielding.” He switched off the flashlight and returned to his patrol car.

      Brendan rolled up the window. Then he started to laugh. “Shades of my misspent youth! I haven’t been busted for makin’ out in a parked car since high school.”

      “Me, either.”

      He turned to her. “How many times?”

      “Just once. I was mortified and refused to park in the boonies after that. How about you?”

      “Aw, geez, I don’t know. A bunch. So this Jeffrey dude knows your daughter?”

      “They went to school together. He came over to the house several times to get help with his geometry homework.”

      “Just our luck.”

      “It wouldn’t have mattered which deputy happened along. I know them all.”

      “Small town. I should have figured on that. Are you mortified?”

      “No. I think it’s funny.”

      “Good. But our weekend getaway makes even more sense after this episode. I didn’t totally comprehend the issues.” He paused. “We could try to pick up where we left off, but—”

      “The mood’s shot to hell.”

      “Pretty much.”

      “And some other good Samaritan might show up. It’s the shiny new truck that’s the problem. Kids looking for a make-out spot don’t drive a fancy rig like this, so anyone who sees it parked here thinks we have a problem.”

      “Tactical error on my part. Are you hungry?”

      “Starving.”

      “Me, too. Can I buy you dinner, after all?”

      “Well, I—”

      “Don’t call it a date. Call it a planning session. We still have to work out the details of this weekend and we both need to eat.”

      “When you’re right, you’re right. Who’s driving?”

      “You are. I enjoy watching you handle my truck. Turns me on.”

      “Turns me on, too.”

      “There you go. Win-win.” He reached for the door handle but abruptly swung back to her. “One more for the road.” Taking her by the shoulders, he pulled her close and captured her mouth.

      No gentle brush of lips. This time he brought the heat. And she went up in flames. The firm thrust of his tongue sent warm rivers of desire flowing through her, melting her inhibitions, fueling her fantasies. She moaned and clutched the lapels of his coat, tugging him closer.

      He deepened the kiss and undid the top button of her coat. Paused at the second button. Lifting his mouth a fraction away from hers, he gulped for air. “If I don’t stop…clothes are comin’ off. And we…could have…visitors…again.”

      “Uh, huh.”

      “So I’m stoppin’.” With a heavy sigh, he released her. “Don’t want you to be mortified.”

      “Thanks.” She struggled for breath. “I like to think…I would have stopped you.”

      “Yea, you probably would have, but—”

      “Don’t count on it.”

      His soft chuckle in the darkened interior of the cab hinted at delicious intimacies to come. “That’s what I like to hear.”
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      “Do you think your cop friend will spread the word?” Brendan fastened his seat belt as Jo put the truck in gear and executed a U-turn.

      “Jeffrey’s a kind person and he likes me. My guess is he won’t say anything, but if he does and word gets around, that’s okay.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “If I worried about gossip, I wouldn’t have invited you to go away for the weekend. Everyone we care about will know what we’re up to.”

      “In general. But at least we won’t be doing it under their noses.”

      “Exactly.”

      Choosing a spot on a country road outside town had been a mistake. Good thing he’d taught himself sexual restraint over the years. In his twenties, he would have barreled ahead when a woman kissed him the way Jo had a few minutes ago.

      They’d be naked now instead of heading back to the Guzzling Grizzly for dinner. In preparation for that, she’d repaired her lipstick and he’d checked in the visor mirror to make sure he wasn’t wearing any.

      Thank God she had a plan that would take them out of the public eye. “Do you have a place picked out?” Might be tough getting reservations on the weekend after Valentine’s Day. Not that he cared where they ended up. He’d just had a preview of how things would go once they were truly alone. He’d be happy with a cheap sleep in the middle of nowhere.

      “That’s the other part that seems made to order. A customer I’ve had for years reserved a resort getaway to surprise her husband. Meanwhile he booked a trip to Hawaii to surprise her. He told her this morning. The resort has a no-refund policy because it’s a Valentine’s weekend special price and so she transferred the reservation to me.”

      “Would you have gone by yourself?”

      “Yep. It was either that or give it away, although all the couples I know have already made plans for the weekend. Then you showed up and I thought why not?”

      “Glad I can help.” A resort. Room service. Champagne in an ice bucket. A king bed with luxurious sheets. Might even be a Jacuzzi in the deal. If he messed this up, he didn’t deserve to win her heart. “Since you’re lettin’ me tag along, I’ll cover gas and meals.”

      “Can we take your truck?”

      “Want to?”

      She laughed. “Duh. Like you said, I’ve fallen in love with it. The perfect choice for a new adventure.”

      “Then by all means, let’s take it. Where is this resort?”

      “West of here, near Anaconda. Just opened, which is why they’re doing promotions. It’s a little over two hours away.”

      Two hours to paradise. “How soon can we leave on Friday?”

      “Excited, are you?”

      “That’s puttin’ it mildly.”

      “Me, too. I’ve never done anything this…”

      “Wild and crazy?”

      “I was going to say that, but instead it’s the opposite of wild and crazy. I can’t think of a more sensible way to handle a new relationship.”

      “Works for me.” Sensible? Nah. Awesome? Oh, yeah. He was happier than a wallaby in a blackberry patch.

      “It’s way better than the torturous exercise called dating. Ugh.” She blew out a breath. “And look at that! Here we are at the GG on what is officially not a date.” She swung the truck into the parking lot. “Somebody took your spot.”

      “There’s one over there.” He pointed to the other side of the lot. “Two spaces, in fact.”

      “That’s good. Less chance of it getting scratched up.”

      “This is a truck. It’ll get scratched up. No worries if you ding it.”

      “Nice speech. I’ll remind you of it the first time it happens.”

      “I’ll take it in stride.”

      “Sure you will.” She pulled in slowly, leaving enough space to keep from banging the driver’s door against the pickup next to them.

      “Good job.”

      “Thanks.” She turned off the motor. “Listen, since this isn’t a date, how about if we go Dutch?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      She turned to him. “Why not?”

      “Because I invited you. And you accepted, which means you’re willin’ to let me pay for your food. But I have to ask one thing about this non-date dinner.”

      “Okay.”

      “What happens after?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothin’?” He gazed at her. “You sucked on my tongue.”

      “I know, but if you come over after dinner, we’re into the awkward dating scenario I’m trying to avoid.”

      “How can we be if it isn’t a date?”

      “If you follow me home, it becomes a date. We’ll have sex and—”

      “Good sex.”

      “Okay, but then you’ll have to—”

      “Really good sex.”

      “And then you’ll have to either leave or spend the night.”

      “You’ll be wantin’ me to spend the night.”

      “There, see? We’ll face the whole morning-after awkwardness.”

      “Might as well get that out of the way. Then we won’t have to deal with it on Saturday mornin’. We’ll be in the groove.”

      “That’s the whole point. We won’t have awkwardness on Saturday morning. We eliminate the issue.”

      “How?”

      “Think about it. We’ll be in a neutral zone that’s not mine or yours. We’ll both have our stuff, like toothbrushes and clean undies. No work to go to or chores to do.”

      “Let me get this straight. Are you sayin’ I won’t be seein’ you tomorrow or tomorrow night, either?”

      “That’s right. For the reason I just mentioned and also because it’s Valentine’s Day. Like you said earlier, it’s loaded with significance.”

      He took a deep breath. “When I said that, I hadn’t kissed you, yet. Now I want to do somethin’ for Valentine’s Day. It’ll feel weird to ignore it completely.”

      “It’ll also feel weird to make a big deal out of it. We’re in the baby stages of getting to know each other.”

      “Maybe so, but—”

      “Well, look who’s here. Quinn and Kendra just parked beside us.”

      “Did they, now?” He loved his brother and admired Kendra, but the timing sucked. He turned around and waved at them. “How do you want to play this?”

      “Only one way, in my opinion. We share a table with them.”

      He faced her again. “And announce our weekend plans?”

      “Yep. I have two people I need to tell and she’s one of them. I’ll call Mandy after I get home tonight.”

      “I only have one person I have to tell and he’s climbin’ out of his truck even as we speak. You’re probably right. Go with the flow.”

      “They’ll be cool with it. More so than my daughter, if I had to take a guess. They’ll understand my reasoning. Mandy might not.”

      “What if they’re meeting somebody here?”

      “I hadn’t thought of that, but I’d be amazed if they didn’t invite us to join them, regardless.”

      “Alrighty, then. Full steam ahead.” He reached for the door handle. “Should be an interestin’ dinner.” Getting out of the truck put him face-to-face with his brother.

      Eyebrows lifted, Quinn surveyed the truck. “Nice ride. “

      “It’ll do. Jo likes it.”

      “That’s good.” Quinn looked like he wanted to bust out laughing.

      “Oh, my God, Brendan!” Kendra, bundled up in a sheepskin coat and red knit hat pulled over her dark hair, rounded the tailgate of Quinn’s truck. “It’s gorgeous!”

      “Isn’t it?” Jo came from the other side of his truck and gave Kendra a quick hug. “I can’t believe he let me drive it.”

      “Oh, I can.” Quinn managed to keep his amusement confined, but his lips twitched with the effort.

      Kendra glanced at Jo. “Are you guys here for dinner?”

      “We are.” Jo tugged her hood into place. “It was supposed to be just drinks but—”

      “I sent you a text as we were leaving the house to see if you wanted to join us. Mandy was going to contact you, too.”

      “She’s coming?” Jo fastened the top button of her coat, the one he’d undone.

      “She and Zane are already in there. She had a sudden craving for Irish stew. You know how pregnant ladies get when they have a craving.”

      “Uh-huh. For me it was French fries.”

      “She texted me a few minutes ago and said she hadn’t heard from you.”

      “Road noise must have blocked the sound of my phone.”

      “I guess you didn’t hear yours, either, little brother.” Quinn glanced at him.

      “You called me?”

      “Sent you a text. Figured you might want to join us since we don’t have much in the fridge at home.”

      “And look at that. I ended up here anyway.” He glanced at Kendra and Jo. “What do you say we all mosey inside where it’s warmer?”

      Kendra shivered. “Brilliant suggestion. It’s freezing out here. Come on, Jo. Let’s go see what our kids are up to.”

      The women walked ahead and Brendan fell into step beside his brother. “I would have offered you the first ride in my truck, but you weren’t home.”

      “We were on our way back when we got the message from Zane and Mandy that they were heading over here.” Quinn lowered his voice. “Just so you know, you have lipstick on your coat collar.”

      “Bugger. Which side?”

      “The one nearest me. If you don’t want the kids to see it—”

      “I’d rather they didn’t.”

      “Figured that. What if I suggest we all check our coats?”

      “There’s a coat-check option?”

      “It’s recent. Not everyone uses it, but I’m in the habit, now.”

      “Then let’s do it. And just to give you a heads-up, Jo invited me to go away for the weekend.”

      “No shit.”

      “She was planning to tell you guys at dinner, but with Mandy here, she might hold off.”

      “Which weekend?”

      “This one comin’ up.”

      “I’ll be damned. That must have been some make-out session.”

      “She invited me before that.”

      “Really.”

      “She has a new strategy for handling relationships and she wants to test it out.”

      “What is it?”

      “Better let her explain. We’re runnin’ out of real estate, especially if one of
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