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Chapter One


MATT LACROUX NEEDED a shower, a vacation, and to figure out what he was doing with his life—in that order. And sex. Sex would be good. It had been a long time since he’d had a warm, willing woman in his bed instead of a research project to work on, papers to grade, or notes to coordinate on the book he was writing. In fact, now that he was thinking about it, he might move sex up to the top of his list—if he didn’t have someone else’s blood on his hands.

He tugged off his torn shirt, tossed it in the hamper, and turned on the shower. He’d been back on Cape Cod for less than three hours and had already broken up a fight between drunken college kids over by the Bookstore Restaurant, where he’d eaten dinner and thought he would write for a while. Maybe he should have done what so many other professors did when they took a sabbatical and gone to a nice resort somewhere, or holed up in a mountain cabin. He could have stayed at his cottage on Nantucket, but he missed his family, and his father wasn’t getting any younger. Plus, his siblings’ joint wedding was only two months away. It was taking place on their mother’s birthday, to honor her memory. It was time to reconnect.

His mind drifted to the other person he’d like to reconnect with, Mira Savage, his father’s employee and the woman who had been occupying Matt’s thoughts since he met her last summer at his younger brother Grayson’s engagement party. They’d spent the entire day together with her adorable son, Hagen. He’d seen her half a dozen times since, during brief visits home. They’d taken Hagen to the park together and a few other places, although they’d never gone on an official date. They’d exchanged occasional texts over the weeks in between, but that was as far as it had gone. It being Matt’s attraction to a woman who lived too many hours away to get involved with. Mira wasn’t the type of woman whose life he could complicate with intermittent encounters. She was a selfless woman who put her son and others first. The type of woman who blushed when he got too close. The type of woman a man took the time to get to know—almost a year, that’s pretty darn long—to show her she could trust him, a woman who should be taken care of and protected but not smothered. And she was the only woman he’d like to undress slowly, loving every inch of her incredible body until she was trembling with desire. Keeping himself in check had been like dancing on hot coals, but he’d never stopped thinking about the sexy single mother and her inquisitive son.

He stripped off his slacks and stepped into the shower, turning the faucet to cold now that he was hot and bothered over Mira. He closed his eyes and exhaled a long breath. One thing at a time.

The water shifted from his head to his back, and Matt looked up at the faucet, which promptly fell, clipping his cheekbone.

“Ouch! What the—” He grabbed his cheek and pulled away from the water spraying in all directions from the broken spigot. Perfect. Just perfect. He washed the fresh blood from his fingers and quickly rinsed off.

He stepped from the shower and dried off, eyeing the offending fixture. The lousy thing had a crack around the housing and rust on the inside. He’d rented his friends’ cottage in the Seaside community for the summer. The place was in great shape, but things like showerheads were easy to miss when renovating. It was after nine o’clock, and Amy and Tony had a little girl. Matt wasn’t about to bother them about a bathroom fixture. He pulled on clean clothes and called his father, who owned Lacroux Hardware Store.

“Hey, Pop. Is the electronic code to your shop still Mom’s birthday?” His father had been talking about retiring lately. The hardware store was meant to be the family legacy, passed down to one of his five children, only none of them wanted to take it over. But right this very moment, Matt had never been so glad that his father was in the hardware business. The Cape wasn’t big on chain stores. The closest Home Depot or Target was a good forty minutes away.

“Yes. What’s wrong?”

“I need a showerhead for Tony’s place.”

“Want me to run one up to you?”

Neil Lacroux would do anything for his children—even though they were all grown up. Matt knew he’d been lonely since their mother passed away unexpectedly from an aneurysm a few years ago, which was another reason he’d chosen to come back home during his sabbatical. He made a mental note to stop by the store and visit with him.

“I’ve got it, Pop. Sorry to bother you.”

The drive to Orleans took only a few minutes. Even though Matt had grown up on the Cape, it always took him a day or two to adjust to being out of the city. Slacks and button-downs were replaced with shorts and tank tops, people moved at a more relaxed pace, and no matter how far from the beach he was, sand was ever-present. Sand in the grass, sand on the floors, sand on the seat of his car—and he hadn’t even been to the beach yet.

He punched in the code to the security keypad, and the minute he was inside the dark store, he heard it. Tap, tap, tap. He froze, every neuron on high alert, and listened. Tap, tap, tap, tap, pause, tap, tap, tap. It was coming from his father’s office. His arms instinctively flexed, preparing for a fight. He moved swiftly and silently to the office door and listened to the incessant tapping. Dad’s calculator?

He pushed the door open, and his body flooded with awareness at the sight of Mira sitting at the desk, her fingers flying over the calculator. Maybe this was his lucky night after all.

Her hand flew to her chest. “Matt…?” His name came out all breathy. “You scared me. I had no idea you were in town.”

Because I made a point of wanting to surprise you, although not exactly like this.

“Sorry about that, sunshine. I just got in a little while ago. I came to get a showerhead.” He walked into the small office, taking in the ledger on the desk, illuminated by his father’s ancient single-bulb lamp, and the family photos thumbtacked to the wall. He noticed a new photograph front and center, a picture of Hagen holding a fishing rod with a little sunfish dangling from the line. He knew how much Mira and Hagen meant to his father, but seeing Hagen’s photo among his family’s brought the full impact home. He shifted his gaze to Mira, and as the shock of his arrival wore off, a beautiful smile spread across her face. There it was, the brightness that had hooked him all those months ago. The sweet look of innocence and rebellious I-can-take-on-the-world confidence in her gorgeous eyes. She had no idea what she did to him.

“Sunshine,” she whispered, and shook her head.

“You can’t deny the way you light up everything around you.” He’d given her the nickname last summer because she had such a positive outlook on life.

“You should see me before I have coffee in the mornings.”

I’d like that more than you know.

“A showerhead? Let me show you where they are.” She pushed to her feet, nearly bumping into his chest in the close quarters. Her chestnut hair tumbled sexily over her shoulders as she stood before him, one hand perched over his chest, the other reaching up to touch his cheek. “What happened?”

Their attraction had been immediate and intense last summer and had only grown stronger with each subsequent visit—at least he knew it had for him. For months he’d buried any hope of exploring their connection beneath classes and research papers. Now, as she gazed into his eyes, all those heated memories came rushing back.

“I was assaulted by the old one.”

“Ouch.” She grimaced, and the spray of freckles on the bridge of her nose rose with the effort.

He hadn’t been able to get that cute mannerism out of his head when he’d gone back to Princeton, and man, did he like seeing it again.

“You might need a stitch.” Her fingers lingered on his skin, warm and soft.

He covered her hand with his, pressing it to his cheek. “It’s nothing, really.”

She nibbled nervously on the corner of her mouth. “I’ll just…” She pointed out of the office, and her hand slid from beneath his. She brushed against his arm as she walked away, stirring more of that same dark attraction.

There was no shortage of women vying for Matt’s attention. From coeds to faculty, he could have his pick back in Princeton, and the choices were just as plentiful here at the Cape. But the only woman he saw when he closed his eyes at night was heading down aisle seven of his father’s hardware store.

“Where’s Hagen?” He told himself not to stare at her hips swaying seductively in a pair of skimpy cutoffs, but it was a tough reprimand to heed, considering she had gorgeous long legs.

In an effort to dissuade his dirty thoughts, he asked, “Why are you working so late? I thought you worked daytime hours.” He’d have to mention something to his father. Orleans was a safe town, but he didn’t like the idea of Mira working alone at night.

“Hagen is at a slumber party,” she said, as if that explained everything. She planted her hands on her hips as he looked over the showerhead selections. “If I sit around at the cottage I’ll just drive myself crazy worrying about whether he’s okay, or if he’ll get any sleep. It’s better that I’m distracted with work.”

“Is this your first night apart?” He grabbed a shower fixture, taking in her thoughtful expression.

“At six and a half? Goodness, no. I mean, we don’t spend many nights apart, but he’s not babied by any means. He’d never stand for that. You’ve met him. He’d probably read a book on how to escape from under Mommy’s thumb and devise a plan.” She sighed and stared absently over his shoulder, like she was reliving a memory. “It’s funny how things change. When he was a baby I couldn’t bear to part with him.” She shrugged. “But life can be crazy, and I think to be a good mother—especially a good single mother—you have to occasionally give yourself a break to rejuvenate. Hagen loves spending the night with my brothers and my friend Serena. I don’t usually worry when he’s with family, but when he’s with friends I worry. It’s silly, I know.”

“That’s not silly. It’s the mark of a loving mother.” He should know. His mother had been just as protective of him and his siblings.

She laughed and headed back toward the office. “You make it sound normal that I’ve got my nose stuck in a ledger all night because my son’s at a friend’s house.”

He laid two twenties on the desk for the showerhead.

She gave him a deadpan look. “Seriously? You know your father won’t accept your money.”

“Then use it to buy coffee for the store and don’t tell him.” He left the money on the desk. “I spend most nights grading papers and working on research, so I’m not really sure what normal is anymore. But if this is your one night of freedom, let’s go enjoy it.”

She squinted up at him. “Like a pity date?”

He laughed and grabbed her purse from the back of her chair. “Hardly. Like two friends hitting the town to figure out what normal people do on Friday nights.” Taking her hand, he said, “Let’s go, sunshine. You can brighten up what was sure to be a very grim evening.”

[image: * * *]

SUNSHINE. HOW MANY times had she dreamed of him whispering that in her ear since last summer? A shameful amount, that’s how many. That was not something she was proud of, but with her busy life, fantasies were all she had time for. Well, that and the fact that the guys who usually asked her out were not the type of men she could see herself getting serious with. Having a son changed everything. She needed a man who was reliable and patient, but selfishly, she also wanted a man who would treat her like a woman. A man who would understand that she hadn’t had sex in years and not be turned off to reacquainting her to the darker pleasures of life.

She tried to keep up with the six-foot-plus hunka-hunka academic hotness dragging her out the back door. Matt was an intriguing mix of proper gentleman and flirtatious bad boy. She’d seen him at barbecues when he was in town visiting his family, and they’d gotten together a few times and taken Hagen to the park and the movies. They’d texted sporadically, and Mira had often hoped those friendly, sometimes slightly flirtatious texts might lead to something more, but they never had. It was just as well, because his world was a lifetime away from hers—in both miles and lifestyle.

“Where are we going?” She laughed as he tugged her along.

The door locked behind them, and he released her hand to check it. She’d heard rumors about Matt spending evenings prowling around saving little old ladies or something crazy like that. Her friend, and Matt’s soon-to-be sister-in-law, Parker, called him the secret savior, and Mira knew firsthand about his propensity for being careful and protective. They’d first met at Grayson and Parker’s engagement party, and sparks had flown from the moment their eyes connected. And the way Matt had treated Hagen, as if he were his to protect, had made him that much more appealing. When Hagen had played by the water, Matt had watched over her son like a hawk. The two of them had clicked as quickly as Mira and Matt had. And their amazing connection hadn’t ended there. During another visit, when they’d gone to the park and Hagen wanted to take a walk in the woods, Matt had watched his every step. The two had spent the entire time discussing bugs and snakes. The whole conversation had made her skin crawl, but Hagen had been in little-boy heaven. He’d finally met a man who treated him like he wasn’t just a child talking nonsense, but an important person who knew what he was talking about. And he did. Even before he could read, he’d preferred being read to from National Geographic and the dictionary over fairy tales. “But, Mom,” he’d insist. “You said we look up words we don’t know. So teach me the words we don’t know.” Spoken like a boy of twelve, not four.

Matt pointed across the dark parking lot. “The Chocolate Sparrow. Perfect,” he said with a too-sexy grin. “Didn’t you tell me it was one of your favorite places?”

“That place is like the devil’s playground. I’d like to melt all their chocolate and bathe in it.”

Matt’s eyes went darker than a little black dress, and her temperature rose fifty degrees. He clenched his jaw, then took her hand and led her toward the Chocolate Sparrow, walking so fast she stumbled trying to keep up. He held the door open and she inhaled the heavenly scent of calories waiting to land on her hips. As the door closed behind them, a whoosh of air carried the spicy, male scent of Matt. Delicious.

They wound through the crowd to the line in front of the baked goods. Cakes, brownies, cookies, pastries…The possibilities were endless. Mira leaned around Matt, eyeing the fudge in the glass displays across the room. He stepped to the side, allowing her a perfect view, and released her hand. No amount of chocolate was worth not having that big, strong hand touching her. That was as close to a man’s touch as she’d come since her last dental appointment. She swallowed that sad thought, and seconds later, Matt’s hand pressed against her lower back and he leaned down until his face was beside her ear. If she turned, she could taste his very tempting lips.

“A tubful of fudge to melt later, perhaps?” he whispered.

When she met his gaze, it was swimming with heat. Molten lava. Temptations of the naughtiest kind. Holy cow.

Before she could form a response, he said, “We’ll get some of that, too.”

How would she ever eat chocolate again without seeing that look? Where did it come from? Oh my, she must look as lustful as she felt.

They stepped up to the counter, and Matt waved at the display of desserts. “What would you refrain from eating if you were with Hagen?”

“How did you know…?”

“You said he can only take so much sugar before he turns into a factoid chatterbox and you can’t keep up. More specifically, I think you said the equivalent to one kiddie-size ice-cream cone was his limit.”

You remembered?

“Said with the love of a mother, of course,” he added with a warm smile.

She banged her forehead on his hard chest, which she’d done a few times before. They were friends; it wasn’t so weird of a thing to do. But now it felt intimate. She forced herself to take a step back. “You remembered that, too?”

He tapped the side of his head. “Hear it, read it, see it. Once is all it takes. Like that brilliant boy of yours. Now pick out all your mouthwatering treats before the hungry crowd behind us riots.”

She stared into the display, but her mind was still on that brilliant boy of yours. People outside of her family called Hagen a lot of things—nerdy, quiet, different (the one that bothered her the most)—but brilliant was never tossed his way, except by her, which didn’t really count. Her brothers called him smart, and bless their hearts, they talked about manning him up when he was older. Of course, as much as she appreciated their efforts, they couldn’t know that the suggestion also stung. She loved her boy just as he was. She liked that he enjoyed learning more than he liked kicking a ball.

Matt’s hand pressed more firmly against her, bringing her mind back to the moment.

“How about we choose together?”

“Yes, please.” Anything to get my mind to behave.

He pointed to a piece of decadent chocolate cake, chocolate-covered strawberries drizzled in white chocolate, and raspberry cheesecake. “What do you think?”

“Um…” Her mouth watered as she tried to decide. “Which do you want?”

“Which? I was thinking we’d get all three and share.”

“All three?” She imagined smearing all that richness on her hips, where it was all going to end up anyway. That led to her thinking about Matt spreading it on her hips and his big hands moving along—

Gulp.

Time to shut her brain up.

“And a piece of milk-chocolate fudge,” he added casually, sending her brain right back to the gutter.

“Or should I order a bucketful?” he said into her ear. Then a little louder, he asked, “Is water okay?”

“Yes. With ice. Extra ice, please.” Chocolate and Matt together kicked off an avalanche that caused her brain to tumble south. Although his very impressive south was outlined nicely by his jeans.

She tore her eyes away. She was an educated, responsible mother, and it was time to act like one. This was the trouble with being around him. Other guys were easy to ignore, or at least resist, but Matt was different. She knew his family and friends. She’d seen him with her son. He was the epitome of a good friend, and a reliable, smart Princeton professor—which was probably where her naughty coed fantasy came from, considering she’d never had that particular fantasy while she was in college.

Pushing that thought away took many hard swallows and thoughts of butterflies and puppies, and…Hagen. Once again clear-headed, she focused on having a night of clean fun.

The tables were all taken, so they headed outside to the patio.

“What do you think, sunshine? Would these taste better on the beach? Or do you have someplace else in mind?”

Her mommy brain kicked in. “Cell phones don’t work on the beaches, and I want to be available in case Hagen needs me.”

“I forgot about the cell reception issues around here. Sorry about that.” With a hand on her back, he guided her toward the parking lot. “Provincetown? Cell reception is fine on those beaches.”

“P-town? You don’t have to drive that far. We can—”

“That far? On your one free night? No such thing as too far, unless I’m boring you already?”

“No, definitely not. I’m just not used to having free rein over my time. P-town sounds great.”

They headed across the parking lot toward his car. Between Mira’s job at the hardware store and the bookkeeping she did on the side, she made a solid living, but her Subaru paled in comparison to the luxurious Mercedes she was climbing into. She’d been in it before, but it was just another friendly reminder to her crazy hormones not to get too excited. She’d spent years dealing with daycare and menial part-time jobs that allowed a modicum of flexibility for her to miss work when Hagen was sick. Her life had finally become stable, thanks to Matt’s father. Neil Lacroux was a wonderful, caring boss, and he understood the often-changing schedule of a single mother. The hardware store was already on shaky ground, trying to compete with bigger companies who could offer deeper discounts. She didn’t need to further jeopardize her job by acting on her crush on her boss’s son.

She stole a glance at Matt, and her stomach tumbled. Apparently her hormones hadn’t gotten the memo.


Chapter Two


PROVINCETOWN WAS AN artsy community that never slowed down, and tonight was no different. The pier was bustling with people from end to end. Mira and Matt crossed over the boardwalk and weaved through the crowd toward the beach. Mira glanced at Commercial Street, the main drag through town. Music and laughter carried in the air. Colorful lights lit up the eclectic shops, men dressed in drag waved cards undoubtedly promoting comedy clubs and shows, and couples meandered by taking it all in.

Mira and Matt took off their shoes and carried them down to the water. How Matt managed to carry the bakery box, his shoes, and still put a hand on her back was beyond her, but she could see he was in protective mode. His eyes moved stealthily over the other people on the beach as he guided her a short distance away, where they sat by the water’s edge.

Mira set their drinks in the sand and inhaled deeply, blowing out a long relaxing breath. “Boy did I need this. Thank you for dragging me out of the office.”

“My pleasure. You do have me down as your date for the wedding, right?” He opened the bakery box, set it between them, and handed her a plastic fork from within the box.

Yes, please. “Your date?”

“I can’t exactly show up as the only single Lacroux. Women will be all over me.”

“You want me to protect you from all those handsy women?”

“Yes,” he said, dead serious. His gaze heated like it had in the Chocolate Sparrow. “I need you by my side, Mira.”

Either he was full-on flirting or she’d lost her mind. She narrowed her eyes, feeling mildly daring. “What if I’m handsy?”

“You’ll be my date, and my date can be as handsy as she wants.”

Oh boy, did she like the sound of that. Just as her hopes soared, she remembered her little man. “But I’ll have Hagen.”

“Lucky for me I have two hands.” He held up his hands as if to prove he owned two. “A double date, then?”

“Sounds great.” A double date? With her son? That was so…Matt. He’d always included Hagen when he’d asked her out before, but this felt different, which meant she was clearly losing her grip on reality.

“Excellent. So what’s on our agenda tonight? What’s on your if-I-had-a-night-alone bucket list?”

She stabbed a hunk of chocolate cake with her fork. “I don’t have that kind of bucket list. I have a mom bucket list.”

He dug into the cheesecake and took a bite. His eyes widened and he scooped more cheesecake onto his fork and held it up by her mouth. “You have to taste this, and then I want to know about your mom bucket list.”

She laughed and accepted the bite. The cheesecake and raspberry melted in her mouth. “That’s better than an—” Orgasm. Oh gosh. He was totally messing with her head. She couldn’t even remember what an orgasm felt like when it wasn’t brought on by something battery operated. Of course, those were usually accompanied by visions of Matt perched above her.

“Than an…?”

“Ice-cream sundae,” she blurted out.

He pointed his fork at her and narrowed his eyes. “That’s only because you’ve never had one of my specialty sundaes.”

“Funny. I was just thinking something similar.” Their eyes held for so long she wondered if he could read her dirty thoughts. He picked up the fudge, broke off a piece, and fed it to her with his fingers.

Oh yeah, he could read them all right.

After a few minutes of flustered thoughts and forgetting how to speak like a normal person, Mira pulled herself together, and they finally fell into easy conversation, as they had so many times before tonight. What was it about tonight?

Matt continued feeding her bites of chocolate in between topics.

That’s what it was about tonight. The flirting and feeding and treating her like she was more than a friend.

“You’re trying to make me fat,” she teased, taking a drink of water.

He lifted a chocolate-covered strawberry to her lips, and she bit right through the middle. An explosion of sweetness burst in her mouth.

“Nope, I just love the face you make after every bite. Like you disappear into a dark fantasy.”

She felt her cheeks heat up and covered her face with her hand. “That’s so embarrassing.”

He lowered her hand with a sinful smile that made her insides melt.

“Why weren’t you out on a date tonight?” He asked it so passionately, he might as well have asked, Why do you still have clothes on?

Okay, maybe that was just lust turning her brain to mush.

“The dating pool on Cape Cod leaves a lot to be desired.”

He scoffed and looked around the beach at groups of twentysomethings playing guitars, singing, and talking. “There are plenty of good-looking guys around here.”

“Good-looking doesn’t equate to worthy of dating.” Hagen’s father—the lying, cheating jerk—had taught her that men were even less reliable than the weather. She wasn’t about to go the relationship route and chance Hagen—or her—getting let down again. She took another drink of water, hoping Matt would drop the subject, but his arched brow silently urged her to continue.

“Okay, fine.” She rolled her eyes. So much for keeping her thoughts to herself. “Before I had Hagen I might have dreamed of finding Mr. Right. Being romanced with French restaurants and poetic gestures. All the immature fantasies girls are brought up to have.” She shook her head and laughed softly, remembering how real and attainable that felt at one time.

“But that all changed when real life set in. A baby, sleepless nights, juggling schedules, dealing with colic, and…It doesn’t matter why. Dating takes time and energy, and I don’t have much of either left at the end of most days. I’m also a package deal. And more importantly, guys want attention, and I’ve never met a man who was worth diverting any of my attention away from Hagen.” That was a tiny white lie. When she was with Matt she never felt like she needed to divide her attention between him and Hagen. The three of them blended together seamlessly. But there was a world of difference between spending a few hours with each other and a lifetime of togetherness.

“I guess that makes sense. I haven’t been dating either.” He paused, as if he wanted that to sink in, which it did, only to make her worry she was reading too much into it. “Tell me about your bucket list.”

Glad for the change in subject, she said, “Only if you’ll tell me yours.”

She picked up a strawberry, and he wrapped his fingers around her wrist and held it still as he bit into the sweet treat, his eyes searing into hers. He licked his lips and took the stem from her hand, setting it in the box without ever breaking their connection. Silence had never felt so alive. Her mind traveled to those dark places she was trying to ignore. Maybe we could be friends with benefits for just one night?

“My bucket list in general?” he asked. “Or my one-night-of-freedom bucket list?”

What was she thinking? Her boss’s son? No. No benefits! She needed the real benefits of having a job more than she needed sex with this gorgeous, fun, flirty creature.

“One night of freedom,” she said quickly.

“That’s a loaded question,” he said in a low voice. “With dangerous answers. Let me think on it while you tell me yours.”

Maybe the chocolate was laced with an aphrodisiac.

He glanced over her shoulder at a group of people by the pier playing guitars, breaking their connection. She inhaled a deep breath to rein in her out-of-control hormones.

“Okay, but you’ll probably be disappointed. On my mom bucket list is making sure Hagen has a secure and happy future, which means eventually sitting for the CPA exam so I can make more money. Not that I want to leave your father’s hardware store. You know I lost my dad when I was twelve, and your dad has become like family. He’s really good to me, allowing me to work around Hagen’s schedule and making other accommodations that I know would be impossible to find elsewhere. He’s a good man, even if he is too stubborn to admit that the business is threatened by big businesses offering lower prices.” She waved a dismissive hand. “Anyway, that’s about it. I’ve got a great cottage at my brothers’ resort, and a job I love. Right now my life is all about bringing up Hagen.”

He settled his hand over hers with a serious expression. “That’s a respectable mommy list. Now tell me about the list you apparently don’t have. Your fantasy list.”

You mean the one you’re the star of?

“We have all night to do whatever you want, sunshine. What do you want to do?”

You, nearly slipped out. She cleared her throat and said the only other thing she could think of. “A ghost tour.”

He laughed.

“Seriously.” If I can’t have my real fantasy, I might as well have my top nonsexual fantasy. “That’s something I can’t do with Hagen, and I have always wanted to go on one. Now it’s your turn. What’s on yours?” And answer fast before some embarrassing confession slips from my lips.

His eyes heated again. “This is it.”

“Getting a sugar high in P-town? That’s not much of a list.”

“I disagree. Spending an evening alone with you is a very fine start to my list.”

Oh my. Her heart fluttered at his words, his touch, and the tender look in his eyes. Tender. Not rip my clothes off and take me for a night, but I want to kiss you until you can’t see straight tender. Yeah, that look, and boy did she ever want that kiss.

“Professor Lacroux, that was a very smooth line.”

“It wasn’t a line, and for the next three months I’m not a professor. I’m on sabbatical. Remember the article I wrote for the New York Times that went viral?”

It wasn’t a line? You’re here on sabbatical? “H-hard to forget. You were like a local hero.” Her voice came out soft and shaky. She remembered the throngs of customers coming in to the store to congratulate his father more than she remembered the article itself, but she knew it was a very big deal.

“A hero? So ridiculous. Anyway, I’ve been wanting to do more than teach for a long time. There’s so much administrative red tape, and between research papers, teaching, and applying for grants, I was losing my mind. When that article came out, I had two unfinished goals. Making dean of the School of Social Sciences would be the brass ring, the pinnacle of my career—and it’s never going to happen, since the man who holds that position said they’ll have to carry him out in a wooden box. And publishing a book. A substantial book deal came through as a result of the article. And as for the dean position”—he shrugged—“I guess some dreams aren’t meant to be achieved. Or maybe we’re simply meant to make tough choices. Anyway, I chose door number two. The book deal, reconnecting with family, and…”

His unsaid words lingered in the space between them, offering too many possible interpretations for her mind to grasp. Since that amazing day they spent together at his brother’s engagement party, each of their brief visits brought them closer together, but he’d always been off-limits, which kept him very clearly in the fantasy-only realm. Knowing he was here for three months was giving her heart palpitations.

“Mira?” He ran an assessing gaze over her face. “You okay?”

“You kind of just blew my thoughts out of my head.”

He laughed, a low, sexy laugh that vibrated between them.

“Let’s see if I can reel them back in. I’ve never been so thankful for a broken shower before in my life, and I can’t think of anyone I’d rather spend an evening with than you.”

That was supposed to reel her thoughts back in?

“There is something else I’ve had on my bucket list.” He pulled her to her feet, tucked an arm around her waist, and gathered her against him. “Dancing in the moonlight with a gorgeous woman who negates all thoughts of anything except the here and now.”

Oh boy did he feel good. His body moved with grace and strength. Every brush of his hips was pure seduction, definitely not befitting of a respectable professor dancing with a responsible single mother. For the next three months you’re not a professor. But I’ll always be a mother.

She’d dreamed of being in Matt’s arms for months, and this was so much better than her fantasies. She had never questioned her decision to have Hagen, and she didn’t begrudge it now, but she had important responsibilities, like keeping her job. She couldn’t afford to get as carried away as she’d like to. But as he held her against his hard body, his strong arms buffering her from the rest of the world, she closed her eyes and wondered if, just for tonight, she could allow herself to be something more than a responsible mother.

[image: * * *]

MATT’S HAND SLID down Mira’s back, splaying across the width of her waist. The melody of the guitars and the sounds of young voices played around them like their own private serenade. He hadn’t danced in years, and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d told a woman he couldn’t think of anyplace he’d rather be than with her, much less meant it. But there was something about Mira—no, that wasn’t right. Just as he’d found last summer, and during all their interactions in between, there were many things about her that were reeling him in. As her enticingly soft body molded to his hard frame, he knew he was skirting a dangerous line. A line he desperately wanted to cross, but she hadn’t taken the bait to any of his innuendos. Maybe she wasn’t ready to cross that line with a man who might only be in town for three months.

They danced long after the song ended, with the wind at their backs and the gentle sounds of waves sweeping up
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