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RT Book Reviews proclaims that the O’Brien Family series from award-winning author Cecy Robson “has the hottest brothers ever!” And in Crave Me, it’s time for the sole sister in the family to discover love. 
Wren O’Brien isn’t your typical female. As the only girl from a loud Irish family with seven siblings, she prefers fast cars to lip gloss and bad boys to good men. It’s the reason she’s nursing a wounded soul and keeping her distance from a dangerous ex. 
Evan Jonah is running an empire and just moved from the lavish thoroughfares of London to the gritty streets of Philadelphia. When he walks into the nearest dealership, he’s expecting to find a reliable vehicle to handle the brutal winters, not a sexy female car rep with killer legs.
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She also never counted on how hard and fast she’d fall. But men like Evan—good men with even better hearts—don’t desire tough-talking Philly girls for long.
Evan has never met a woman like Wren. But he’s up for the challenge and ready to prove her wrong.
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CHAPTER 1
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Wren

I DROP THE KEYS IN Mr. Esposito’s hand and smile. He stares at them in his open palm like a precious gift, because to someone like him who’s worked hard all his life, it very much is. 

“Thank you, Wren,” he says, meeting my smile. “I never thought I’d own a new car. Let alone be able to give one to my son as a gift.”

“You deserve it, Mr. Esposito,” I tell him, shaking his hand. “And so does your son for getting into Drexel. Tell Antonio, hi for me―Oh, and be sure to have someone take his picture when you hand him the keys.” I motion to my office behind me. “I want to add it to my memory wall.” 

“I will.” He presses his lips tight as if considering what to say. “Your father would be proud of you,” he tells me. His soft brown eyes take in the massive dealership, fixing on the sales board displaying my current rank at number one. “Very proud.”

I hold onto my smile as he walks toward the brand new candy apple red F-150 hugging the curb, ignoring the brutal January wind that sweeps in when the doors to the lot zip open. Mr. Esposito pauses when he opens the driver’s side door. I had the boys in the back place a bow on the dash like I do for all my customers. I think it’s a nice touch, and a way to thank them for their business. Mr. Esposito tosses me a grin over his shoulder. Maybe it’s the wind slapping against his face, or maybe it’s because he’s just that touched, but I catch his eyes glistening with tears.

Slowly he slips inside and grips the wheel, his widening smile lifting his deeply worn features. 

The moment he pulls away, my smile vanishes. “Your father would be proud of you,” he’d said. He meant it as a compliment. Mr. Esposito has always been nice like that. But instead of giving me the warm fuzzies, that familiar pang tugs at my insides. 

My heels click against the bleached white tile as I cross the showroom. The phones ringing off the hook have me turning toward the finance department. It’s been a nasty winter with all the snow we’ve been hit with, but I can’t say it’s been bad for business. One of the secretaries waves to me as she hurries to answer the phone. I wave back, not that she seems to notice. She starts writing as she takes the first call. Yeah, it’s going to be a busy week. But busy means work, and that’s something I’ve always been good at.

My eyes narrow when they fix on Oscar looming over Penny. Penny is smart, and an overall good person. She’s young, and hasn’t been here long, but she’s trying, and I know she has it in her to succeed. Too bad Oscar is stomping on her success, luring customers away from her every chance he gets.

“You snooze, you lose,” he tells her, pegging her with one of his more sleazy grins.

Penny was making headway with the guy who walked in, until Oscar shoved his way between them and baited him away, making Penny look like she didn’t know what she was talking about. If I hadn’t been busy with Mr. Esposito, I would have stepped in. Nothing gets me more than men who target those they think are weak.

“Wren!” Suze calls from behind the counter. “You have a call.”

“Okay. Send it through to my office,” I yell. I rush across the last few feet of the showroom, but not before I make sure Oscar steps far away from Penny.

The phone rings once, twice, before I slam the door behind me with my foot and reach across my desk and put the call on speaker. “Erin O’Brien,” I say.

There’s a brief pause before I hear, “Hi, Wren.”

Shit. My stomach twists the way it always does when I hear his voice. “What do you want, Bryant?” I ask, digging out my cell phone from my desk drawer.

“I miss you,” he says.

“Do you miss hitting me, too?” I fire back.

I’m talking tough. It’s what I do. Too bad I don’t feel so tough right now. Not when it comes to Bryant. A familiar sense of dread sends a chill down my spine, reminding me what happened the last time I pissed him off. I hit the record icon on my cell phone, hoping to catch him saying something I can use against him. But the damn thing beeps, and for all Bryant is an asshole, he’s not stupid.

“Are you recording me, pretty girl?” He laughs when I don’t answer. “Now, why would you do a thing like that?”

“Because I don’t trust you, because you hit me―oh, and because you’re an asshole.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he says, keeping his voice easy. “I’m just returning your call. You keep calling me so―”

“That’s a lie,” I say, my face heating with anger. He knows I’m recording him and trying to switch things around. “Don’t call me again. I want nothing to do with you.”

I hang up the phone. It’s been months since I last saw him, months since he last put his hands on me. But just when I think I’m rid of him, he reminds me he’s still there.

I could call the police. The problem is, he is the police . . .

Evan
My Jaguar skids, again, again, and again, fighting to keep pace with the other drivers insane enough to travel the Blue Route in this weather. Chunks of wet snow smack against my windshield. My wipers squeak against the glass as they race to keep my line of sight clear when another vehicle cuts me off, pelting my windshield with more ice. My current struggle with life and death does not evidently discourage Ashleigh from barking messages over my Bluetooth. 

“Yodel called again, Evan. They want you to reconsider.”

“No,” I reply, cutting my steering wheel toward the left when my car veers right. “We’re representing Mellon, their biggest competitor. It’s a conflict of interest to supply both companies with the same technology.” 

I mutter a curse when the minivan in front of me slams on their brakes and I narrowly miss ramming the bumper. And I suppose, because we’re in Philadelphia, the City of Brotherly love, the woman rolls down the window, permitting snow into her vehicle just to wave an irate middle finger at me. 

“Rich Bitch loser,” she cries out.

I rub my face. Bloody hell, why am I here again? Before I can finish the thought, Ashleigh reminds me.

“Evan, we’re at risk for financial collapse. The company needs the revenue.”

“Not at the expense of our ethics,” I counter.

True, my company is at risk. But it’s due to poor business practices, such as the ones Ashleigh suggests I entertain. I understand she learned these tactics from my predecessor, but he was a conniving snake―which is why he’s currently serving time for embezzlement and I had to leave London to rebuild my father’s dying empire.

“What about your eleven a.m. with the V.P. of County General?”

“Have Anne and Clifton start straight away. I emailed them the presentation last night―”

“Do you really think they’re qualified?” she interrupts.

I open my mouth to insist that they are and to remind her I’m her superior, not the other way around. But I’m not oblivious to what she tells me. Anne and Clifton are fairly new and not at the level I’d prefer them to be. Nevertheless, they’re learning fast under my tutelage and the only ones from the original staff I trust.

“Evan,” she presses.

“Ashleigh, Anne and Clifton will handle it. That’s my final word.” I disconnect, swearing as I take the ramp and practically slide down sideways.

Another proud Pennsylvanian sticks his head out the window. “Get a real car, fucker,” he hollers.

I rub my face again, tired and frustrated. I didn’t arrive home until three this morning. It wouldn’t have taken as long had I been driving a vehicle capable of enduring this ungodly weather. 

I glance up, releasing a tense breath when the sign for the Ford dealership I researched comes into view. Saving iCronos will take me time. Time I can’t spare driving a Jaguar on roads better maneuvered via dogsled.

My car slows to a stop in front of the massive dealership. The combination of the vehicle I’m driving, along with the expensive suit and coat I’m wearing, command attention. The moment I step inside, a young woman with dark spiky hair hurries over. “Good morning, sir. I’m Penny,” she says. “Welcome to Ford Nation. Are you interested in acquiring a new vehicle?” 

She seems young, but eager, a respectable attribute. Yet no sooner does she finish speaking than a man about my age steps in front of her, adjusting the jacket of his gray suit. “I got this, P,” he tells her. “Get us some coffee, will you?” He holds out his hand. “Hello. I’m Oscar Nelson. Welcome to Ford Nation.”

My frown bounces from his hand to the young woman whose face is now bright red with humiliation and possibly more. “Are you his assistant?” I ask her.

“No,” she answers. “I’m a car sales representative―”

Oscar speaks over her, but it’s the sound of quickly approaching footsteps that causes me to turn. A woman with a pinstripe jacket and matching skirt hurries forward, the quick motions of her long legs causing the edge of her skirt to brush above her knees and swing her hips seductively. Long hair flutters like streams of ebony smoke, revealing a staggeringly beautiful face better suited for my wildest fantasies.

I spent the first five years following the completion of my doctorate in either a lab or boardroom packed with men in alternating stages of balding, and these last nine months trapped in a building working a minimum of eighteen hour days. I haven’t had the opportunity or time to meet women. But if I’d known she was out here, I’d have spared a moment.

Good . . . God.

I don’t realize I’m staring until she stops directly in front of us and juts out her chin. “Problem?” she asks Oscar.

Oscar straightens to his full height. “No. I was just showing Mr. . . .”  He motions to me. “My apologies, what’s your name, sir?”

“Jonah,” I say, returning my attention to the stunning young woman. I offer her my hand. “Evan Jonah.”

Full pink lips lift into a dazzling smile that resonates in her deep blue eyes and lights her creamy white skin.

“I’m Erin O’Brien, but I go by Wren,” she says. She shakes my hand with a firm grip, releasing me to guide the smaller woman forward. “How can Penny and I help you today, sir?”

“I’m afraid my vehicle isn’t equipped for this weather and I am seeking a better alternative, possibly a truck or SUV,” I reply, doing all in my power to keep my focus on her face.

“Then you’ve come to the right place. Penny, will you show Mr. Jonah―”

“Evan,” I interrupt, mentally kicking myself for morphing into a fourteen year old boy the moment my eyes locked on this woman. 

“Okay, Evan,” she says. “Penny, please show Evan the latest members of the Ford family.”

“Of course, this way, sir,” Penny answers with a grin.

I reluctantly follow behind Penny. But as we reach a black Explorer my gaze trails back to Wren. She and Oscar have moved away from the showroom and closer to the rear offices. Yet it does little to muffle their exchange.

“What the fuck was that?” Oscar snaps.

My spine stiffens. I storm forward, ready to demand he apologize for using such foul language in the presence of a lady.

“You being a raging asshole,” Wren replies.

I’ll admit, her response gives me pause. And she doesn’t stop there. “Look, I know you have to compensate for your less than average-sized dick. But that doesn’t give you the right to mistreat Penny or pounce on every client she approaches. That’s bullshit and you know it.”

“Um, perhaps a truck will be more to your needs,” Penny says, motioning to the opposite side of the dealership and away from the heated conversation.

I don’t typically involve myself in affairs that don’t concern me, or interact with women who speak in such a manner. But it’s not simply Wren’s colorful vocabulary that captivates me, it’s her strength and desire to defend her small friend.  

“Where the fuck did you hear that?” Oscar responds. “I don’t have a small dick.”

Of all his possible retorts, this is the one he chooses?

“Suze,” Wren calls over her shoulder in the direction of the finance counter. “What was it you said about that night you went out with Oscar?”

The woman behind the counter scowls and holds up her pinky. Wren smirks. “Looks to me like you should have called her back.” She pats his shoulder. “My condolences to your man parts.”

She starts to walk away, stopping when she realizes I witnessed their encounter. Instead of making a quick escape or pretending I didn’t hear them, she walks toward me with her head raised. “Sorry about that, Mr. Jonah―”

“Evan,” I clarify as she reaches me. 

Her smile stirs one of my own. “Evan,” she repeats, lifting a hand toward her friend. “I see Penny is taking good care of you.”

“Um, maybe you can take over,” Penny says. She edges away, aware of how taken I am with Wren.

Wren tilts her head. “I don’t want to step all over your pitch,” she says.

“You’re not,” she responds. “I’ll take the next one. Honest.”

Wren waits for Penny to leave before turning to face me. She considers me a moment, but then motions back to the Explorer. “This is the latest model in Ford luxury,” she begins. “Comfortable, secure, capable of meeting all your commuting needs, and packed with plenty of toys.”

I follow her as she leads me around the vehicle. The ease of her speech and relaxed posture demonstrate a confident woman who knows her job well. I question her about the vehicle’s basics first: mileage, warranty, and safety features, before testing her intelligence further. She doesn’t disappoint, explaining everything in detail down to the engine’s construction, adding to my growing attraction.

“Would you like to take her for a ride?” she asks. She punches my arm affectionately, the motion only briefly luring my attention away from her delicate features. “This way you can see how smoothly she handles the road and ask, ‘Wren, how did I ever survive without a Ford?’”

“I’d like that,” I answer, my deep voice quieting. This woman who appears more elite model than sales representative knows exactly what she’s doing. “Very much.”

“Good,” she says, pointing at me. “You’ll wonder how you ever got along without her.”

As I watch her walk away, I start to wonder that myself.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 2
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Evan

I OPEN THE PASSENGER door to the dark blue Explorer, ushering Wren through. She pauses before slipping inside. “Hey, check it out,” she says. “Chivalry isn’t dead after all.”

I chuckle because I have nothing better to say. Even if witty comebacks were my forte, this woman would still have me at a loss for words. It didn’t take her long to verify my credentials or acquire an impressive vehicle to test drive, her command and efficiency making the process smooth. 

I take a quick look at the interior as I glide inside, adjusting the seat to accommodate my height. 

“What made you decide on an Explorer?” I ask, concentrating on the vehicle’s features so I don’t openly stare at Wren.  

She tilts her head. “You’re a suit, a businessman, right?”

“That’s right.”

“For starters, you don’t need a truck. Trucks are good for hauling equipment, wood, things like that.” She laughs a little. “That’s not something you need. But a big guy like you does need something comfortable, and seeing how you’re taking the Blue Route to work, you also want a vehicle that’s going to keep you safe. The maniacs on the highway will bowl over a smaller ride, but in this, even the crazies will think twice before messing with you.”

“That’s understandable, but why didn’t you lead me to the Expedition? They’re more expensive and will guarantee you a higher commission should I decide to purchase.”

Her smile will be my undoing. Perhaps she’s aware, and why she widens it further. “I’m not here to sell you something for the sake of filling my pockets. That’s not what I’m about. My experience is the Explorer is easier to navigate in the city, not to mention slightly better on gas. If you lived in the mountains or commuted from a more rural environment, I might have considered an Expedition. But for a badass, city guy like you, the Explorer is perfect.” Her stare flickers over my body. “You feel me?”

As taken as I am with her, I wish she would have chosen a better phrase. “I do.”

She winks. “Then see? I’m giving you exactly what you need.”

“It would seem so,” I respond. This woman is honest and ethical, but it’s her ability to charm that continues to captivate me. “Shall we?” I ask, motioning to the road.

“Prepare to be awed,” she responds.

I shift into gear and pull away from the building. “You’re given name is Erin,” I say, wanting to know more about her. 

“Yup,” she replies. 

“But you go by Wren.”

“I kind of had to,” she says. “My brothers apparently thought Erin was too long and nicknamed me Rin, which morphed into Wren. The name stuck.” She shrugs. “I can only imagine what I would have been called if my Ma named me Ivory like my Grammie O’Malley—God rest her soul—wanted.”

“Ivory is quite lovely. But Wren appears to suit you.”

“Yeah? I don’t know. I think I could have pulled off Ivory seeing how my skin only knows white and whiter with the occasional freckle.”

“If you say so,” I say, chuckling.

No sooner do I pull onto the main road than my phone rings.

“Alfred, answer,” I say.

“Who’s Alfred?” Wren asks.

Before I can explain that it’s the technology that commands my phone, Ashleigh’s voice belts through the speaker. “Evan, where are you?”

I grumble. Is there no escape from this woman? “Ashleigh, I’m in the middle of a meeting.”

She sighs. “A meeting? Can you be more specific?”

“No,” I practically growl, well aware Wren is watching me. 

“I’m trying to help,” she says. “Do you understand that? Anne and Clifton are beside themselves without you here.”

“If that were the case, they’d contact me directly,” I respond.

She pauses, then adds, “They need you, Evan.”

“Ashleigh, they’re more than capable of getting on without me. I won’t discuss this any further.”

“Will you at least tell me what time you’ll be back so I can reassure them?”

Her voice is terse, which only adds to my aggravation. When I first transferred from London, I counted on Ashleigh tremendously and appreciated her insight. Now I find her vexing and rather intrusive. 

“Evan,” she presses. “When can we expect you?”

“When I’m finished with my current business,” I snap. “Alfred, end call.”

The line shuts off. I turn to offer Wren an apology only to find her laughing.

“Uh, uh, uh. The little woman isn’t happy,” she teases. “I’m thinking you earned yourself a trip to the nearest florist and dinner out to make it up to her.”

Wren’s comment causes me to chuckle, dissolving my lingering annoyance. “She’s not my wife.”

“Girlfriend?”

“No, she’s my secretary,” I respond, steeling a glance her way. “I’m single.”

My hope is to spark her interest, but I can’t be sure I succeeded. 

“By the way she was nagging you, you could have fooled me.” Her lips curve. “So then who are Anne and Clifton?”

“Not my children, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

She wags her finger at me. “It’s exactly what I was thinking seeing how Ashleigh doesn’t feel they can tie their own shoes without you.”

She shifts in her seat and crosses her legs. I was hoping to keep my attention on the road and off her body, but I don’t stand a bloody chance. Her smile widens. “You may want to go the speed limit there, big guy. My brother’s a cop, but he’ll kill me if I ask him to fix a ticket.”

I ease off the accelerator when I realize I’m well over the legal limit. “It’s fast,” I mutter, surprised by the ease of control.

“It’s the 3.5L EcoBoost®. It combines all the advanced technologies of turbocharging and direct injection.” She points ahead. “Make a right at the light. Then a right on the next block. The neighborhood there has a lot of hills and is always the last one in the area to get plowed. If this doesn’t convince you that you need this baby, nothing will.”

I follow her directions, appreciating how the vehicle handles the overabundance of dips and potholes we encounter in the neighborhood. Mostly though, I relish Wren’s presence. 

It’s been too long since I’ve enjoyed the company of a woman, let alone one this lovely.

Again, she crosses her legs, and once more my eyes are upon her. 

Her smooth dark eyebrows lift into an arch. “You like what you see?”

“I do,” I respond, my voice lowering.

Her hand smooths across the console. “They come in cream and tan.”

“What?” I ask, jerking my focus between her and the road.

“The interior,” she says, tilting her chin. She laughs when my face heats. “What did you think I was talking about?”

I pretend to adjust the mirror. “I thought you were discussing the vehicle in general.”

“I don’t believe you,” she says. She pauses as my body temperature rises several degrees. “Were you looking at my legs?”

“No.”

“Yeah, you were. You were totally checking me out.”

I pause with my fingers over the controls. I’m an educated man, the CEO of a robotics and technological empire. There are times when I’m challenging a roomful of brilliant engineers and questioning their designs, and moments where I’m discussing complex technological breakthroughs with potential buyers. I know how to present myself in a professional and articulate manner, always. 

Except perhaps now. “I was admiring your muscle tone.”

“Is that so?” she asks.

“Yes.” Among other things.

I steel myself for a verbal tongue-lashing given my asinine response. Wren may arm herself with a tough exterior, but she’s very much a lady and deserves to be treated as such. 

Yet anger isn’t what comes. 

“Thanks,” she says. “I love to eat so I work out a lot.”

Her response appears genuine, but I imagine she already suspects I’m attracted her. Given my deportment, how could she not? 

My foot lowers on the accelerator when we reach another hill. The Explorer easily climbs with a simple tap. I’m impressed with how easy it is to maneuver a vehicle this large, but not to the point that I forget this woman beside me, or my desire to know her. 

“What do you do to stay in shape, aerobics?” I ask.

She purses her lips, appearing to think about it. “Sure, if it were the 80’s and I was into headbands.” She laughs when I do. “If you want to know the truth, I kick box, dabble in jujitsu, and teach women’s self-defense.”

“Because of your job?” My voice softens when she hesitates. “I imagine climbing into a car with a stranger is not without risks, despite the safety checks implemented by your employer.”

Her voice softens. “No. A girl can’t be too careful. A lot of shit―sorry. There are a lot of bad things that can happen to a woman.”

Wren’s voice is unique, not simply because of her thick Philadelphia accent, but because of the confidence behind it . . . a confidence that was very much present until now. 

“My apologies,” I offer, glancing her way. “I don’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

“You’re not,” she says, glancing away. “Oh, turn right. This leads up one of the steepest hills in the area. I want you to get a feel for how this ride handles through the slush and snow.” She turns back, tossing me an impish grin. “Can’t keep you away from the missus too long.”

I smirk at her good-natured needling. “Ashleigh and I have a strictly professional relationship, I assure you.”

“Oh, yeah?” she muses. “How old is Ashleigh?’

I give it some thought. “I believe she’s younger than me by a few years, twenty-eight or so.”

“Is she in a relationship?”

My mind plays with the idea. She’s young and pretty so it’s likely she could be. Yet, like me, Ashleigh is always at the office and has made no mention of a significant other. At least not that I recall. “I don’t think so.”

“Hmm,” she says, fidgeting with the lapels of her black leather coat. “Then unless Ashleigh plays for the other team, I’m not so sure she wants a ‘strictly professional relationship,’ as you put it.”

“What?” she asks, her face lighting up at the sight of my frown. “There’re a few things I know, and know well. Cars and women. If Ashleigh hasn’t put the moves on you, it’s because she’s waiting for the right moment to pounce.”

“That’s absurd,” I say, laughing.

“Is it?” 

I give some thought to what she says. Ashleigh is hardworking and intelligent . . . as well as mothering and overbearing. She’s attractive, but there’s certainly no attraction there. My gaze flickers to Wren. Not like there is here. “It’s not what you think,” I begin.

“Sure it is.”

I chuckle. “Why are you so certain she’ll pounce, as you put it?”

“Because you’re good-looking, in shape, and apparently have a decent job.” She taps her fingers against her knee. “She may not have hit on you yet, but trust me, she will.”

“You think I’m good-looking?” I ask, smiling her way. “Or are charm and flattery part of your sales tactics?”

Her eyes fly open. “Look out!”

My foot slams on the brake as a dog runs out in front of me. I stop almost immediately, my grip on the steering wheel loosening only when the dog speeds away unharmed.

“Woo!” Wren yells. She points to the dash. “You see that? Best breaking system in its class!” She drops her hands, beaming at me. “So what do you think? 

I shift the SUV into park in the middle of the road, stunned I didn’t run over that poor creature and impressed how Wren incorporated the experience into her sales pitch. I should apologize for my carelessness. But I can’t explain that my inability to focus was due to her presence.

“Come on,” she says, giving me a playful nudge. “If you were driving anything else we’d be scraping Snoopy off the tires and telling some poor family we killed their dog.”

“I’ll take it,” I say, my voice lowering as I continue to take her in. I’ll take three if it means staying with her a moment longer.

Her mesmerizing stare holds me in place. “In that case, I’m taking you to lunch.”  
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CHAPTER 3
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Wren

“GET THE HELL OUT OF here.”

Evan lowers his plastic menu, laughing softly at my remark. When he first walked into the dealership, I couldn’t figure this guy out. The sides of his cashmere coat parted when he moved, exposing what looks like a pricey suit. But while he’s clean shaven, he’s not exactly clean-cut. 

His dark wavy hair curls around his ears, long enough that I can tell he’s overdue for a trip to the barber, but not so long that he appears disheveled. I take another long look at his straight nose, broad shoulders, and perfect posture. No, he’s not disheveled. He’s cute. Damn cute if you like pretty boys with deep green eyes with specks of gold, and a jawline angels must have chiseled from granite. Oh, and don’t get me started on that accent. He sounds like David Gandy, and dear God, looks a little like him, too. 

“I’m serious,” he tells me, the way he looks at me taking him from damn cute to sexy. “I’ve never had a cheesesteak.”

I reach for the iPad tucked in the bag at my feet, not that I want to. But I need an excuse to break away from those gorgeous eyes and thick lashes that curl at the tips. “So when I asked you if you wanted to go out for steaks, you weren’t picturing enough flat screens to fill a cruise ship and Yuengling on tap.”

“What’s a Yuengling?” he asks.

I cringe, setting my iPad in front of me. “Oh, Evan, you have a lot to learn if you plan on staying in Philly for the long haul.” 

He chuckles, his attention trailing to the foosball and pool tables on the other side of the room before drifting to the bar, where Sal’s Sports Bar sign lights up in red, almost directly where Sal himself stands. “I didn’t picture anything close to this,” he admits. “I imagined a traditional restaurant and found your desire to eat a steak this time of day odd.”

I point at him. “But you still came.”

“I did,” he agrees, tilting his head slightly. “And I’m glad.”

There he goes, looking at me that way again. Most guys leer at me. Having grown up in one of the worst parts of town, I’m used to it, not that I like it. But Evan’s not leering. Not even close. It’s more like he’s genuinely interested in what I have to say, even with all the ball-busting I’ve done. 

“What are you thinking?” he asks. His voice is soft yet so deep and profoundly clear I have no trouble hearing it over the clamor of dishes being slammed down on the table behind us. “Wren?” he asks, his hypnotic baritone making it hard to concentrate on the contract agreement taking up my iPad screen. “I asked what you were thinking.”

That I should keep my eyes off you, I want to say. But that’s not what I say or do. “Just wondering why you’re so un-American,” I offer instead.

The two dimples on the right side of his cheek deepen when he grins. It should be fucking illegal to pull off this cute-sexy vibe he has going on. “Not having had a cheesesteak makes me un-American?” he asks.

“Yup,” I say lifting my glass of water. “And don’t tell me you’ve never been to a Phils game, cause then I’ll have to run you out of town.” His smirk and another flash of those dimples gives him away. “Evan,” I say, throwing out a hand. “You’ve seriously never seen the Phils?”

“No.”

“The Eagles?” I ask. 

“You don’t mean the band, do you?”

My shoulders slump. I’d like to say it’s a grossly exaggerated gesture, but this is Philadelphia and we’re talking about our two major sports teams.

“Please tell me you don’t root for another team,” I ask, like it pains me, because it physically does.

“Do you mean the Giants and Yankees—?”

I throw out my hands, shushing him when the table full of meatheads behind us grows abruptly silent. “Are you trying to get us in a fight?”

“Ah—”

“Damn it, Evan,” I say glancing over my shoulder. “I can’t kick ass in these shoes and I just paid off this suit. Don’t get us in a fight.”

My eyes narrow at the idiot behind us scowling at Evan. “You a Yankees fan, asshole?” he yells.

“He’s from England or some shit and doesn’t know better,” I fire back, cutting Evan off. “Turn around and mind your damn business.”

“Someone like him doesn’t belong in Sal’s,” he counters.

“And someone with an ass crack that matches the Liberty Bell shouldn’t be so judgmental,” I snap. “Pull your pants up and shut up.”

His face turns as red as the lipstick I’m wearing when his friends bust out laughing. That doesn’t stop him from tugging up his waistband and returning to his food, grumbling something he’s damn lucky I don’t hear. It’s only when I’m sure he’s not going to do anything that I turn back to Evan, leaning in close. “We can’t be friends,” I tell him truthfully. 

He shifts his stunned expression from the men back to me. “Why?”

“You’re New York. I’m Philly. It’s a religious thing.”

Fuckin’ A. Here comes that grin again. “I’m not a fan of any New York team,” he assures me. He pauses and adds, “I’m not a fan of sports at all.”

I blink a few times. “You don’t watch sports?” He shakes his head. “I suppose the races are out of the question.”

“Horse races?”

Jesus God, help me. “NASCAR,” I clarify. I should revoke his man card and rip it to tiny pieces in front of him. But he’s hot and there’s too much alpha lingering beneath that suit. It’s subtle, but I can see and sense it under all those straight-laced layers. 

I lean in a little closer, skimming my gaze over his polished exterior, but it’s what I catch beyond the expensive suit and a blue silk tie that must have cost more than my shoes, that give me a peek of who he really is. There’s an allure there, a playfulness buried deep beneath all that controlled discipline, it’s repressed and sealed tight, but I see it, and maybe taste it, too. 

A beast beneath the business. That’s who he is. I lick my lips, knowing I shouldn’t go there and wishing I didn’t want to. Christ, I just met the guy.

Evan hones in on my mouth as I slide my tongue back into my mouth to keep it from lolling. I ignore it, or at least, try. “All right,” I tell him. “I suppose no team is better than rooting for all the wrong ones.” I sigh. “Anything else I should know before I decide to sell you my vehicle?”

“Before you decide?” he asks, amused.

“It may not look it, but I’ve got morals,” I assure him. 

“In that case, I suppose you should know I’ve spent the better part of my life in London.”  

“Just London?” I ask. I picked up on the British for sure, but there’s something else there.

He laughs.  “I was born here, Villanova to be exact. But I attended boarding schools in Switzerland and Scotland before ultimately graduating in England.”

I frown, sure I misheard him. “You went to boarding school all over Europe?”

Traces of sadness reflect along his irises, but as quickly as the emotion appears, it fades away. “That’s right.”

“People still do that?” 

“Study abroad?” he questions.

I meant send their kids so far away. And while that’s not what I say, the underlying suggestion is there regardless of how I respond. “There are a lot of great schools here in the U.S.” I wink, to lighten the mood. “But then again, you are un-American.”

He returns my smile though it lacks the luster that was there before. I was right. There’s a lot beneath those layers . . . like maybe his share of heartbreak.

“Tell me something about yourself,” he says. 

“What you see is what you get,” I answer. “I like hot cars, I sell them, love sports and good food.”

“Tell me something else.” 

“Why?” I ask, ignoring the fact that I already know.

He folds his arms. “I want to know more about you.”

Yeah. That was it. My finger slides along my iPad screen. He seems like a nice guy and while I don’t think it’d hurt to tell him a little more about me, I thought the same damn thing about Bryant. So I give him what I think is harmless enough. “I attended Saint Therese Catholic School for thirteen years where I learned valuable life lessons like the Apostle’s Creed, how to hotwire a car from Valentina Sigliani, and that if I didn’t go to confession I was going to hell.”

“You attend confession?”

“No, which is why I’m going to hell.”

Laughs aren’t supposed to be erotic or even slightly stimulating. But on Evan, God damn it, everything is. Not a good thing, seeing as trash-talking and swearing aside, I pride myself on being professional. “So have you ever been to a ball game?” I ask as his humor dwindles. “Any ball game?” He shakes his head, his stare never leaving mine. “What the hell am I going to do with you?”

It’s a rhetorical question. But I swear to God, his eyes smoke hot enough to sizzle my panties and singe his initials into the silk. I think he catches himself, lowering his gaze, his skin flushing slightly. His somewhat shy-like response should give me a giggle and slap away all the naughty, but very nice thoughts are dancing through my head. Except I don’t laugh and I sure as anything don’t tame those wicked visuals. Not when his stare lifts and all I see is a pent up beast waiting to smash through that cage of pinstripes he’s trapped in. 

The cuteness I first noticed about him is long gone. His sex appeal, on the other hand, remains front and center. In fact, one might say he’s waving that sex appeal like a flag while standing naked on the Rock of Gibraltar. 

“What are you thinking?” I ask. Stupid question. But it beats asking if he wants to head back to my place so I can eat that cheesesteak off his bare chest.  

“That out of all the dealerships, I’m glad I walked into yours.” He cocks his head to gauge my reaction, or maybe because he can hear my lady parts pounding like native drums following a long and lonely winter.

“I’m glad you did, too,” I say before I can stop myself.

He doesn’t respond, but it looks like he wants to. Sal beats him to it, yelling from the bar where he’s wiping down a beer mug with a rag. “Hey, Wren!” he calls. “When you going to get married and start popping out some babies? What are you? Twenty-eight now? You’re running out of time and eggs there, woman.”

Fighters need to be saved by the bell. I needed to be saved by Sal before me and Evan did something we’d both regret. 

Seeing how this isn’t the first time Sal has busted on me and my ovaries, I barely blink. “When I’m good and ready, Sal. Be grateful Mina married your sorry ass before it started sagging and dragging across the floor.”

“Only ‘cause I lost a bet,” Mina mutters, stopping to my right. “You ready to order, Wrennie?”

She and Ma are the only people who call me that. “I’ll have the usual,” I tell her, turning to face her when I hand her my menu.

Mina tucks it against her side. It’s barely eleven and the lunch crowd is only now shuffling in, but already her curly blonde-ish hair is going in every direction. She wipes her hand on her black apron and motions to Evan. “How ‘bout your date?”

“He’s not my date,” I correct, knowing she’s fishing for details. “He’s a client.”

“Uh, huh,” she says.

Mina is one of my mother’s oldest friends, and because of it Ma’s going to be getting a call down in Florida the second Mina gets her hands on a phone. She’s well into her fifties like Ma, but not blind to a fine-looking man when she sees one. 

You might say Evan is a fine-looking man. 

You might even say he has a nice ass. ‘Cause hell, I’m not blind either and yeah, I noticed when he shrugged out of his coat and jacket.  

Evan doesn’t notice the attention he’s getting from Mina or me, too busy darting his eyes across the menu. “I apologize, but I’m afraid I haven’t yet decided.”

“Want me to order for you?” I offer, knowing there’s only one Mina, and more people sure to walk in. He frowns slightly. His eyebrows are really dark like his hair, drawing my attention back to his eyes. “Come on, you trust me don’t you?”

“Of course. How can I not?” He passes his menu to Mina. “Thank you, miss,” he tells her politely.

“Miss?” she asks, adjusting the menus together as she turns to me, scowling. “Is he screwing with me?”

I shift away from Evan before she can pick up on how much he’s affecting me, in all the ways his type should not be affecting me. As it is, I’m already going to hear an earful from Ma. “No. He’s just not from around here, Mina.”

“I can see that,” she says, like maybe it’s a good thing. 

“Double my order please,” I tell her, ignoring the way she seems to wait for me spill details that aren’t coming. 

She sighs. “Fine. But I betcha your ma’s gonna tell me.”

“I have no doubt, Mina.” I keep my eyes on her as she makes her way to the bar, trying not to choke on my water when Sal smacks her in the ass when she passes. Mina returns his show of affection by slapping him upside the head with the menus. If I have any shot at a decent future with a man, that’s what I want: a hard-working guy who can’t keep his hands off me, no matter how big my ass gets.

“What’s the usual?” Evan asks.

I unfold the paper napkin wrapped around the utensils and place it on my lap, ignoring my growing desire to tug him forward by that expensive tie and stamp my mouth on his. “Cheesesteak with mushrooms, peppers, a side of chips, and an extra-large pineapple milkshake to wash it all down.” 

His eyebrows raise almost to his hairline. “Perhaps it’s a good thing I didn’t have breakfast.”

“You’ll thank me for it later,” I offer, wishing I didn’t want to nibble on those lips. He rests his forearms across the checkerboard red and white plastic tablecloth. I want to warn him that the sleeves of the crisp white shirt he’s wearing might not stay so crispy white against this table. But right now, I’m so into him and his easy demeanor, it’s hard to speak, and maybe hard to think straight, too.

“Is a pineapple milkshake another Philadelphia delicacy I’ve deprived myself of?” he asks.

“No, it’s an O’Brien thing.” I beat back another wide grin. Christ, I can’t remember the last time I’ve shown a stranger this many teeth. “Sal’s started out as a hole-in-the-wall diner a few blocks from where I grew up. We didn’t have a lot back then. I think I can count on one hand all the times we went out to eat as a family. But one thing Ma always did at the end of the month, after making sure the bills were paid, was take us out for milkshakes at Sal’s. Out of every flavor, the one we all could agree on was vanilla with chunks of pineapple. It became our thing, you know?”

“It sounds like a much cherished memory from your youth,” he says, his features softening along with his voice.

“It is,” I agree, forcing myself to look at my iPad. I tap the screen and hit my sales app. “Let’s get some of this paperwork out of the way,” I add, trying to keep my tone relaxed. “Don’t want to keep you away from the little woman longer than necessary.”

My fingers scroll down to the customizer and accessories tabs, since Evan made it clear he wants all the toys to go with his new ride. I don’t have to glance up to know my sudden switch into business mode probably took him aback. I’m not trying to be a bitch, but it’s too easy to be with him, maybe too easy to laugh with him, too. 

Evan . . . hell, he’s not what I need, and it’s not just because of Bryant the Asshole’s call earlier. Me and white collar men don’t mix. They tend to be uptight and boring. Too PC for my mouth, attitude, and patience. And while I’ve dated some who come across nice like him, experience has taught me that niceness doesn’t last and morphs to superiority real fast. 

My guess is he senses that wall I shot up. He grows quiet, allowing me to run through the details so I can place the order. I tell myself it’s a good thing I’m doing. Not that I feel good about doing it. He was trying to be nice. But I’m trying to be professional. And professionals ignore hot guys they want to straddle all the time.

It’s only when Mina returns with our order and he takes his first bite that everything changes. His eyes lower, savoring all that salty, juicy goodness pouring into his mouth. 

I finish off my bite and take a sip of my shake. “You like it?”

He takes his time, swallowing carefully before he answers. “It’s incredible. Will they deliver?”

I wipe my mouth carefully, thinking Mina would probably make the exception for Evan. “No, but you can always ask.”

We return to our food, but as soon as we both take the next bite, we’re back to eyeing each other and smiling. I reach for my purse on the floor when Mina drops off the bill, but Evan takes it first. 

“What are you doing?” I ask. “I told you this was my treat.”

“I can’t allow you to pay,” he says. “You’ve already done enough.”

“What do you mean? You’re the one who dropped over seventy grand on a car.”

He smiles, dimples and all. “I meant by spending time with me I didn’t realize I needed.”  

I should argue, snag the bill, crack a joke, something. This was my idea and another thing I do to thank my clients for their business. But what he says hits home. 

This time with Evan was different. Easy. So I let him pay, realizing maybe I needed this time, too.

We don’t say much on the way back to the dealership, unless you count tying up the loose ends on his purchase. I walk him out to his Jag and offer him my hand. “It was a pleasure doing business with you. I’ll call you as soon as your new toy is in.”

He takes my hand, curving it along his fingers as he bends forward. “The pleasure was all mine,” he whispers along my knuckles.

His lips graze my skin. It’s barely a kiss. Barely anything, stopping before it can really begin. But it’s enough. Oh, Jesus, is it ever enough. 

Ripples of desire surge through me, making me shudder and widening my eyes.

He releases my hand, watching me as I lower it to my side. I think I’m safe, and that maybe I can walk away with nothing more than a good memory of an even better day, despite how my nipples are now pointing to heaven and my Great Aunt Chloe who—God rest her soul—is probably giving me the thumbs up.

“Have dinner with me,” he tells me.

So much for that.

“I don’t really do that,” I say.

“Eat?” he offers. “You could have fooled me with how much we ate at your friend’s restaurant.”

His smile is small, but there, even while mine is notably absent. “I mean I don’t date my clients,” I explain. It’s the truth. But for him, I’m almost willing to break that rule. Almost.

The thing is, I’m pretty screwed in the head right now. The shit with Bryant ended more than a year ago. Never mind. That’s a lie. I dumped his ass more than a year ago. That didn’t stop him from finding me in Atlantic City months later on my way to a club. He seemed to come out of nowhere, acting like he hadn’t taken advantage of me, and pissed when he thought I was meeting another guy. 

“You’re nothing but a whore,” he’d told me. “No one’s ever going to fucking love you.”

Holy shit, and didn’t that set me off after what he did to me. I was livid and fought back. It was brutal and ugly, and something I’ll never forget. I thought I moved past it, and that he was finally out of my life. Then today came . . .

“Wren,” Evan continues. “I don’t mean to make you uncomfortable. But I enjoyed your company and would like to see you again.”

“I know,” I respond, knowing my feelings toward Bryant are reflecting in my behavior. “It’s just not a good time for me to get to know someone on a personal level. And when it comes to my job, I never want to leave anyone with the wrong impression.” The gunmetal sky is fizzing out in that way it does when snow isn’t far behind. I tilt my head in the direction of the dealership, where the bright lights showcase the building. “I’ve worked hard for the rep that I have and I don’t want anyone thinking my sales are due to providing clients with more than just test drives.”

He nods. “I understand.”

Maybe he does. That doesn’t make telling him “no” any easier. 

I dig my hands into to my black leather coat, expecting him to leave in huff, but he doesn’t, reminding me how nice he really is. “Forgive me, but I have to go. Will you call me when my Explorer is in?”

“Yeah. Don’t worry, I’ll take care of you.”

“Thank you,” he says. When it’s clear there’s nothing else to say he smiles softly. “Goodbye, Wren.”

“Take it easy, Evan.” I punch his arm affectionately and walk back toward the building and through the automated doors. I don’t bother to turn and watch him drive away. 

No matter how much I want to.
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CHAPTER 4
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Evan

CLIFTON AND ANNE RUSH around the long conference table placed near the wall of windows. When I originally set up my office, I envisioned it as the perfect place to work. I could take in the busy streets forty-nine stories below, as well as watch the sun set between the neighboring buildings. But my days have allowed me to enjoy very little, and for too many days the sun has set without me noticing. 

Maybe I should regret the days that have passed. But I’ve been so focused on saving my company, regrets are something I can’t afford.

I stop pacing, my attention pausing halfway down the diagnostics report I’m reviewing. “Have Davies and Munro implemented the changes to the capacitor for the new Mechanicus prototype?” 

“Yes, Evan,” John replies.

“And?”

John smiles. “The control is far superior.”

“Good.” I make a note on the page. “What about the new micro-camera?”

It’s Scott who answers. “We subbed out the lens as per your instructions. The picture quality is twenty percent better. Trials will begin in two weeks.”

“One week,” I correct, meeting him in the eye. “Make it happen.”

He looks at John who nods. “All right, Evan. You’ve got it.”

Scott and John rush out, their lab coats flapping behind them in their haste. Clifton and Anne stay put, speaking quietly as they iron out the final details of the presentation. My building is filled with robotics engineers and software specialists, but it’s my marketing and sales team led by Clifton and Anne who will make the world aware of what iCronos has to offer. I’m proud of the progress my company has made in the short time since my arrival, but there’s more to be done before we work our way out of debt. 

With the advanced technological breakthroughs we’ve developed here and in London, iCronos will be the global juggernaut the world needs. The first step, and one of the most important, takes place today.

I adjust the glasses I’m wearing. “The CEO of Presbyterian Medical Center is confirmed for this morning, correct?”

Clifton glances up. “Yes, Evan. Originally, it was going to be the Vice President and a few of the chairs.” He sighs, appearing hopeful. “But after your call, the CEO plans to attend. Oh, and the board and CEO of Saint Martin’s will follow after lunch.”

“Good,” I say. I place the folder down and reach for my coffee, taking a sip. It’s already cold. That doesn’t stop my smile when I see the large spinning flakes and remember who I met the last time it snowed.

Wren. Dear God, I can’t stop thinking about her.  

She’s not someone I expected to meet, much less interact with on a personal level. A strong, vibrant woman with an underlying softness and sensuality who continues to fascinate me. I’d like to convince her to give me a chance, not
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