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        He can’t decide if he’s lucky or doomed . . .

      

      

      Rowan Kavanagh bites off more than he can chew when he takes over his dying father’s ski resort.  He had no idea how much work was needed to make the place a success.  It’s a money pit for sure and he soon finds himself turned upside down.  What he needs is a little more time and lots of money, not some tight-ass banker who keeps threatening him with foreclosure.  What she needs is to get laid.  That should not only loosen her up but put a smile on her face as well.

      Emma Fischer doesn’t have time for Rowan’s games, lies, broken promises or his sexy dimples and rippling muscles.  She takes her job seriously, which is why she was named VP of her grandfather’s bank.  While Abel Fischer is a softie and has been known to make some bad investments, including the loan he made to Rowan, she is all business and nothing like him.  She is not about to let the man get away with not making his payments on time.  Someone needs to teach him a lesson.  And she’s just the man—excuse me, woman—for the job.

      Okay, so maybe she was being a little hard on Rowan.  She was having a bad day.  It was her birthday, for God’s sake, and her fiancé ended their engagement that morning.  All because she had changed her mind about not wanting children.  She was thirty-five, and if ever it was time to give motherhood a chance, it was now.  But he didn’t agree.

      Rowan had a bad week. Between half his crew quitting on him because their paychecks bounced and chasing off Callie Stevenson, the teenage runaway that has been sleeping in his storage building, the last thing he needs is his banker paying him a visit with that holier-than-thou attitude of hers.  The lady, if she was one, needed to be knocked down a peg or two.  But he certainly didn’t mean to hit her with a two-by-four.  That was an accident.  And the minute she woke he would tell her so.  He didn’t need her accusing him of deliberately hurting her, or worse, trying to kill her.  The resort couldn’t handle that kind of publicity.  Not good for business.

      But when Emma awakes after the accident, she has no memory.  Nada.  She can’t remember who she is, let alone him or why they were arguing.  Although Callie tells her he was trying to kill her.  Rowan wants to wring the kid’s neck but Emma is having no part of that.  In fact, she is somehow convinced Callie is her daughter.  And not only her daughter but his as well.

      Whoa!  Rowan does everything in his power to convince her otherwise, but she doesn’t believe him.  She has this strange notion about them being a family.  Hell, he barely knows them.  But both females are soon living in his house and redirecting his life.  Call him a pushover because that seems to be exactly what he is.  And with the possibility of Emma’s memory returning soon, will their fake family last or will Emma end up hating Rowan?
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      For Stephanie Kaprowicz – Mother, wife and friend extraordinaire.  With all that you have been through you still manage to smile and push onward.  You are such an inspiration to others.

      

      Thanks to my niece Paige Druckenbrod for suggesting the name Callie.  I used it for my teenage runaway in this book.

      

      The idea for my heroine’s name came to me after running into Emma Jones Zone at Wegman’s last year.  It was awesome to see you, Emma.  Hope I made “my” Emma someone you will be proud to read about.

      

      Thanks to Peyton Petersen for giving me a visual for Callie’s room.  Any teenage girl would be happy to have a bedroom like that.  Keep those ideas coming.

      

      And last but not least, thank you to Joan Walker for suggesting the dog walker idea when I was asking for unique job ideas.  Although Veronica Serafini is in this book as Poppy’s sister, she will have her own love story in book 3 of the Mulberry Lake series.
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      There she was again.  “Son of a bitch!”  Rowan Kavanagh dropped his hammer and the stack of two-by-fours and started running toward the storage building where he saw a young female head peeking through the upstairs window.  He barreled through the front door and aimed for the ladder that led to the loft.  “Callie?”

      No answer.

      “Callie?” he called again to the young teen.  His property manager, Dominic Calao, had informed him of the girl’s first name but said he didn’t know her last name or where she had come from.  All they knew was that she had been hanging around the resort most of the summer even though Rowan had chased her off the property numerous times.  However, he had a feeling Dom had told her she could stay.  Of course, he would probably deny it.  But now that it was September the girl should be in school.

      “I know you’re up there so you may as well come down.”  Still nothing.  He shifted his weight to the opposite foot and glanced upward again.  “Don’t make me call the cops, because I will.”  Although the last time he’d called them they hadn’t done a damn thing.  Claimed they couldn’t find any teenagers on his property.  They’d also said there were no teens by the name of Callie reported missing recently.

      “Go ahead.”  A girl with long, dark, stringy hair poked her head over the railing.  “And then they’ll put me back in foster care, and I’ll just run away again.  I’ve done it twice already.”

      He believed her, but that wasn’t his problem.  “Look, you can’t live in my storage building.”

      “Why not?  I’m not hurting anything.  Besides, I’ve been helping your guys out.  Dom said they appreciate me.”

      Rowan let out a loud sigh of impatience.  “Yeah, I saw what you were doing with my guys.”  It seemed she had offered to exchange sexual favors for food—at least with the young guys—until one of his groundskeepers had alerted him of the situation.

      “What do you care?  So I let them cop a feel sometimes.  It’s not a big deal.”

      This was the second time this week he’d caught her on the premises.  Apparently, she’d been sleeping in the loft up above.  He’d fired seventeen-year-old Billy Jarvis for taking advantage of her even though he’d sworn he had only kissed her and nothing more.  Then Rowan had warned the rest of his employees—what was left of them—if any of them laid a hand on her—which they all swore they hadn’t—they were done.  Not only would he fire them, but he would turn them over to the authorities to be dealt with.  She was a kid, for Chrissakes!  And everyone, with the exception of Billy, was over eighteen.  Rowan had enough problems.  He didn’t need to worry about a teenage runaway on top of it.

      “Callie, please come down here so I don’t have to shout.”

      A few moments went by before she climbed down the ladder.  Dressed in jeans, a dirty t-shirt and holey sneakers, she thrust her chin forward as if she wasn’t afraid of him or anyone else.  Maybe she wasn’t.  She had spunk.  He’d give her that.

      “What do you want?”

      “I want you to get your stuff and get off my property.”

      “My stuff is in my bag.”  She had a ratty looking red, nylon backpack slung over her skinny shoulders.

      “Okay, so off you go.”  He stepped aside and nodded to the door.

      She glared at him as her shoulders slumped.  “Why can’t you just hire me?  I know how to pound a nail as good as any of those bozos you have working for you.  And I’m strong.  Ask Dom.  He said I’m the strongest girl he’s ever met.”

      Strong?  That was a joke.  A good wind would knock her off her feet.  He was going to have a talk with his property manager.  He didn’t need him encouraging her.

      “I don’t need any more help.  I can barely pay the people I have now.”  Not that it was any of her business.  Most of his employees had quit the first time their paychecks bounced but he still had a few stragglers.  A few who had faith in him and believed he’d be able to turn the resort around.

      That brought a huge smile to her face and Rowan realized she was sort of cute, or she could be if she was cleaned up.  “That’s just it.  You don’t have to pay me.  I only need a place to stay and some food.  Maybe some clean clothes.”  She raised her brows beneath her bangs and gave him a hopeful look.

      Rowan shook his head.  “No way.”

      “Okay, forget the clothes.”

      Sighing again, Rowan asked, “How old are you?”

      “Eighteen.”  She didn’t blink an eye but she was lying.  If he had to guess he would say she was thirteen.  Fourteen at the most.  Practically a baby.  And here she was apparently living on her own.  The thought made him sick.  Maybe he should lock her in the building and then call the police, to protect her if nothing else.  He tipped his head and gave her a no-nonsense look.

      “Seventeen,” she quickly amended.

      “I’m guessing fourteen.”  He’d give her the benefit of the doubt even though he was skeptical.

      “Fourteen?”  She laughed then lifted her chin again.  “I’m fifteen . . . and a half.”

      It was his turn to laugh.  “Sure you are.”  He sucked in a breath of stale air.  As much as he wanted to help her out he couldn’t.  It wouldn’t be right.  “Look, I’m sorry, but you have to go now.”

      “Gee, thanks for all your help, Kavanagh.  Billy Jarvis was right.  You are a pecker head.”

      A pecker head?  He’d never been called a pecker head before, and especially not by a thirteen-year-old.

      She brushed past him in her fury, nearly knocking him over.  Maybe she was stronger than she looked.

      “Wait,” he said, digging in his jeans pocket for his wallet.  He took out a twenty then added a few ones to it and handed them to her.  “Here.  Take this.  And, Callie, don’t let guys take advantage of you.  You don’t have to do that.  Guys are pigs.  Just remember that.”

      “Yeah, I know.  I’m looking at one.”  She grabbed the money from his hand, and with one last glare at him, bolted out the door.

      First he was a pecker head and now a pig.  Rowan didn’t bother arguing with her.  What would be the point?  He’d spoken the truth.  All guys were pigs under the right circumstances.  Not that he had ever considered taking advantage of a teenager, except for maybe when he was one himself.  But that didn’t count, did it?

      He watched and waited until her skinny frame disappeared around the corner.  As he started walking back to the lumber and hammer he’d dropped, his cell phone chirped.  “Rowan Kavanagh,” he said.

      “Mr. Kavanagh, this is Emma Fischer from Presque Isle Bank.”

      Fuck!  He should have looked at the display before answering.  Just what he needed; a good ball busting.  As if Callie’s insults hadn’t already bruised his ego.  Running a hand over the kink in his neck, he tried to act chipper.  “What can I do for you, Ms. Fischer?”  Even though he knew exactly why the woman was calling.

      “You were supposed to stop by the bank and settle your loan today.  It’s almost closing time and—”

      “Right, I almost forgot.  I can be there in about an hour.  Two at the most.  Will you still be there?”

      She made a tsk sound.  “No.  It’s Friday and the bank closes at five.  That’s in ten minutes.”

      “Is it?  Jeez, I had no idea it was that late,” he lied.  “Time sure flies when you’re having fun, I mean, working hard.  I guess I’ll have to stop by next week sometime.”

      “Cut the crap, Mr. Kavanagh.  We both know you have no intention of getting the loan payments caught up like you promised.”

      “That’s just not true.”  He had a few ideas—well one idea—of how to get some extra cash.  If only he could talk his brother Ethan into investing in the resort.  He would beg if he had to.  And as much as he hated the idea it looked as though he might have to.

      “It is true.  So stop wasting my time with empty promises.  If you don’t have a check on my desk first thing Monday morning, I’m going to have to call in the loan.”

      “If you do that I won’t ever be able to pay you.  The lodge is almost ready.  If you can just give me a few more weeks.  Or maybe a few months.”

      “No.  Absolutely not.  Monday morning.  Nine o’clock, and not a second after.  Is that clear?”

      “Yep.”  Rowan hit the disconnect button at the same time he voiced his opinion of the woman.  “What a witch!”  He’d never liked Emma Fischer although he’d only met her once.  That was a week ago when she’d come in person to collect the missed payments.  It had been a wasted trip for her as he didn’t have the money then, same as now.

      The woman was nothing like her grandfather.  Abel Fischer had been only too happy to loan him the money two years ago, and this summer when he’d missed his first payment the old man had called to say not to worry about it.  In fact, since the interest rates had dropped he’d offered to rewrite the loan to make the payments more affordable.  Rowan should have taken him up on his offer but he’d felt certain at the time that it wouldn’t be necessary.  That things would turn around and the money would begin to roll in.

      Emma Fischer was all business.  A bulldog of sorts.  Maybe she should have been a bouncer in a nightclub.  He laughed at the idea of her chasing a troublemaker out onto the street, glaring at the poor fool with those venomous eyes of hers so that he would never even think of coming back.

      She was uptight and prudish looking.  Blond hair twisted behind her head so tightly it probably cut off her circulation.  No wonder she couldn’t smile.  A straight, regal nose sat front and center on her porcelain face.  He swore she’d never been in the sun, and all that white skin made her look unhealthy.  Of course her legs were long and sleek—her best asset as far as he was concerned.  He didn’t care that they were pale—they were pretty distracting.  At least she had one good thing going for her.

      Between the designer dress, shoes, handbag and sunglasses, which probably cost more than most of his employees made in a month’s time, she could stop a train.  Hell, maybe they cost more than some of his people made in a year.  What did he know about such things?

      All he knew was that she’d seemed awfully worried they might get ruined in the construction area where they had spoken last week.  Like a little dust was going to make her self-destruct.

      What Emma Fischer needed was to get laid.  That might soften her up some.  Strip off those expensive stuffy clothes, mess up her hair a little and fuck her like there was no tomorrow.  That should put a smile on her face.

      And he was just the guy to handle the job.

      Oh, who was he kidding?  He was not attracted to her in the least.  Besides, she was engaged, if the giant rock he’d seen on her finger was any indication.  Not to mention he hadn’t been with a woman in quite some time, nor was he ready to get back in the saddle.

      So now what?  Where the hell was he going to get the money he needed by Monday?  Snow n’ Boat was bleeding him dry.  The only thing he had left was his condo.  He supposed he would have to mortgage what little equity was left.

      When he’d taken over the loan for his dying father he’d been so certain he could make a go of it.  But at the time he’d had no idea how rundown the place actually was; broken pipes, leaky faucets, worn out carpeting, not to mention the black mold the inspectors had found in the basement of the lodge.  That had set him back big time.

      No wonder his father had died practically penniless.  The only thing he’d owned was the resort, and Rowan didn’t have the heart to say no to him when he’d asked if he could carry on with his dream.  Growing up, Rowan had loved coming to the resort with his father and was thankful of the memories.  Of course, that wasn’t the only reason he had agreed to take over.  He and his father both thought it would do him good to focus his attention on something other than his deceased wife.  And right now he didn’t have time to dwell on Sandra.  He still had things to do before the sun set.

      Here he was working sixteen-hour days, seven days a week, yet he still couldn’t get ahead.  And Emma Fischer busting his balls wasn’t helping.

      Maybe he should try charming her Monday morning.  Nope.  Hadn’t he tried that the last time?  She’d scrunched up her face and looked at him like he was a piece of dog shit on the bottom of her designer shoe.

      Speaking of dog shit, his miniature Dachshund waddled over and took a crap about three feet away from him.  “Gertie!” he scolded.  “Couldn’t you have done that somewhere else?”  Two hundred acres and she had to pick that spot?  Thinking maybe he had a plastic bag in the pocket of his jeans, he searched, but no such luck.  He would have to come back later to clean it up.

      He swore again.  What else could possibly go wrong today?  If only Emma Fischer would work with him.  Maybe defer the loan payments for another six months, a year at the most.  Then he could turn things around and be in the black for once.  But like he said, she was a ballbuster if he ever saw one.
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      Nobody called Emma Fischer a witch and got away with it!  And Rowan Kavanagh was about to find that out.  He must think she was the biggest fool to walk the planet, but she would show him.

      When she’d gone to the resort last week to collect what he owed, he’d flirted with her.  The man had obviously assumed she would be so flattered she would give him whatever terms he asked for.  She wasn’t an idiot, nor was she a softie like her grandfather.

      She hadn’t backed down one bit.  In spite of the man’s good looks, she’d let him know he couldn’t use them on her.  Besides, he wasn’t her type.  She had no use for men with powerful muscles.  She’d never been turned on by dumb jocks.  And he had to be pretty dumb to think he could make that old resort a success.  Guys with sharp minds won her over every time even if they weren’t particularly handsome.

      And those black eyes and dark hair made Rowan Kavanagh look absolutely sinful.  No wonder she hadn’t trusted him from the moment she’d seen him.  His dimples were the only thing that had spared him two years ago—making him look innocent—or she would have told Abel not to loan him the money in the first place.  Not that her grandfather would have listened to her.  From her office she remembered seeing Rowan swagger into the bank to sign the loan papers.  He hadn’t even noticed her until he was ready to leave, and then it was nothing but a polite nod and a flash of dimples.  She doubted he even remembered.  Not that she cared.

      She got into her black Jag XK and zipped out of the bank parking garage.  The weather was nice enough to put the top down, but she didn’t bother.  It was a long drive to Snow n’ Boat Resort.  She didn’t want to sweat or take a chance of ruining her dress.  Just what she needed to put her in an even worse mood.  So she cranked up the air conditioning and stepped on the gas.

      How dare Rowan Kavanagh talk to her like that!  Of course, he hadn’t said it until he’d thought she had hung up the phone, but she had heard him just the same.

      She was not a witch.  She was just having a bad day.  A really bad day.  It was no wonder.  Her fiancé dumped her this morning.  Ten years with Robert Wentworth III, and this was what she had to show for it?  A broken engagement?  All because she’d said she might want to have a baby?  Might, Robert, might!

      Of course, she could have been married by now, but for some reason she was the one to keep putting off setting a date.  Robert had begged her to elope on more than one occasion.  But why the rush?  She wanted to be sure.  As much as she and Robert had in common they also had plenty to disagree on as well.  He liked to spend money like there was no tomorrow.  In fact she suspected he had a bit of a gambling problem, which he had denied.  While she appreciated expensive cars, clothing and the likes, and did occasionally indulge in such things, she was also a saver.

      Wasting money wasn’t her ex-fiancé’s only fault.  He constantly had to have his own way.  He would pick where they were going to vacation, where they would spend the holidays—either with Abel or with his family—and even where they were going to dine for the evening.

      He had broken their engagement twice before this, so she knew he would come running back and say he was sorry.  He had only done that to make a point.  No talk of having kids, or there would be no wedding.  Sorry, Robert.  You lose this time.

      Not that she didn’t love Robert.  She did, but there was something telling her to wait.  Yet she wondered if she had already waited too long.  Today was her thirty-fifth birthday, and if ever there was a time to give motherhood serious consideration it was now.  And so, she’d simply suggested that perhaps they shouldn’t rule out having children even though they’d agreed years ago neither had any desire to be a parent.

      They were both too selfish.  Robert was a workaholic, as was she.  He was CEO of a charity foundation, and she was not only in charge of Presque Isle Bank’s main office but seven branches as well.  And Emma couldn’t imagine giving up traveling, not to mention pampering herself, in order to stay home to change dirty diapers and wipe runny noses.

      So, if she did become a mother then when would she possibly have time for manicures, pedicures, facials, massages, Yoga, Pilates and all the rest of the things she did to keep herself looking young and fresh?  Babies sucked up all your time not to mention sucking the life from you as well.

      As VP of the bank she couldn’t afford to be off of her game.  People were counting on her; employees and customers alike.  She remembered when Sarah Lancaster in Private Banking came back to work last winter after giving birth to her first child.  The woman went from being all business to crying with guilt the minute she stepped into her office each morning.  Sarah hated the idea of leaving her baby in daycare.  She was a wreck.  Chipped nails, roots in dire need of a touch-up and at least twenty pounds overweight.  Don’t forget the bags under her eyes from the lack of sleep.  Emma shuddered.  She certainly didn’t want any part of that.

      And Sarah wasn’t the only one to suffer.  Every few months or so, someone at the bank would announce she was pregnant.  They would be all giddy and glowing at first, but after maternity leave those women were never the same.  No time to go out for a cocktail let alone to the gym, which most of them needed more than alcohol.  But, hey, she wasn’t judging.  Or was she?

      Plus pregnancy was totally unglamorous.  Bloated bellies, swollen feet, morning sickness and raging hormones made her want to gag.  Yet the thought of never having a child of her own kept nagging at her.  Why?  When she’d gone to bed last night, becoming a mother had been the furthest thing from her mind, and yet when she woke this morning she couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to have a baby growing inside her, to hold it in her arms.  Someone to care for, to love.

      As she drove along I-90 a strand of hair broke free from her chignon and drifted across her face.  She swiped at it like it was a nagging fly.  She didn’t like messy hair; always kept it pulled back.  It was who she was.  No one could ever say Emma Fischer was anything but professional looking.  That she didn’t deserve the title of VP.  That she’d only gotten it because she was Abel Fischer’s granddaughter.  No siree bob.  She’d earned every promotion she’d gotten over the past ten years.  Which sometimes surprised even her.  Growing up she’d always thought she wanted to be a wedding planner.  All those beautiful gowns and flowers made her smile.  Funny how things had changed all because she’d wanted her grandfather’s attention and approval.

      She was almost there.  Snow n’ Boat Resort was located in Mulberry, New York, about thirty-five miles southeast of Erie, Pennsylvania where she lived and worked.  She took the next exit and headed east across Route 490.  Although it was a beautiful fall day with temps in the mid-seventies and plenty of sunshine, the weather was doing nothing to improve her sour mood.  Happy birthday to me.  Maybe she should have put the top down after all.

      She sighed, trying to think of anything but her broken engagement and that derelict Rowan Kavanagh, but it wasn’t working.  Her thoughts drifted back to that morning.  When she’d mentioned having a baby, Robert had told her to get a puppy.  Really?  She didn’t have time for a puppy.  And she’d told him so.  He’d come back with, “So why do you think you’d have time to be a mother?”

      “I could make the time,” she’d told him.  “I don’t have to work, you know.”  It was true.  She didn’t need the money, especially with her savings and her sizable trust fund.

      She rolled her eyes behind her sunglasses.  What the hell was the matter with her?  The idea of being a mother was completely ludicrous.  Besides, she didn’t know the first thing about children.  She herself was an only child and, after her parents had died in a tragic car accident, had been raised by her grandfather from the age of four.  Actually, she was raised by a string of housekeepers and nannies because Abel was barely around.

      Her grandfather never had time for her until she’d taken an interest in banking after grad school.  He had always told her kids were a disappointment.  Wives, too.  Although she had no idea why he kept marrying them.  After the first four wives, you would think he would have figured that out.  “You want to be happy?” he’d said.  “Then make money.  Money is the only way to be happy.”  Which was funny when you thought about it, because her grandfather was the crankiest man she’d ever known.  Rich, yes, but still very cranky.  Even with all his millions she knew he wasn’t happy.  How could he be?  All he did was work.  Until he got lonely and went looking for another wife.  Which she suspected was the reason he’d shuffled off to South America two weeks ago.  She wondered what kind of bimbo he would bring back with him this time.

      Emma got off the highway and drove south toward Mulberry Lake.  The resort was just up ahead.  It offered skiing, snowboarding and ice fishing in the winter months.  During the summer guests could enjoy golf, boating, zip lining and hiking.  The only thing missing was a spa.

      It could have been a fabulous resort like it must have been back in the sixties.  But Rowan Kavanagh seemed to lack the kind of creativity the resort needed.  Not to mention he was out of cash, and the place was in bad need of renovations and updating.  Which was the reason most of the rooms were unable to be rented.  As a matter of fact, the parking lot in front of the main lodge was virtually empty.  She smirked.  It sucked to be him.

      Sure, there were several lovely, privately-owned condos further up the slopes where Rowan resided.  She knew this because of the chatty girl who worked there.  Emma had been there just last week when Rowan had promised he would have some money for her today.  Obviously that had been a lie since he’d just tried to buy more time.  Well, time was up.

      Not bothering to stop at the office and have him paged like her last visit—he’d made her wait for over an hour before making an appearance—she bypassed the lodge and drove straight up the hill.  She didn’t know which condo was his but she would figure it out even if she had to knock on every door.  And if he wasn’t home, she would simply park her Jag at the top of the hill and wait for him to return.  If he thought she was a witch on the phone just wait until she got hold of him in person.  Can you say foreclosure?
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      As Rowan was heading for the spot where Gertie had crapped earlier, he recognized the sleek, black Jaguar climbing the hill and the pinch-faced woman behind the wheel.  Fuck!  What was she doing here?  He tried to duck out of sight but he wasn’t fast enough.  Not while being weighted down with the stack of two-by-fours on his shoulder.

      Emma Fischer lowered her window and with a wave of her hand, yelled, “Hold it right there, Mr. Kavanagh!”  She slammed her car in Park and got out—one long, shapely leg at a time.

      Clearing his throat, Rowan lifted his gaze from her sexy legs to her face as she closed the distance between them.  “I thought you said I had until Monday morning.”

      “I changed my mind,” she said without any type of apology.  “You’re in default.  I came by to say that I’m calling in the loan.”

      “You can’t do that.”  Actually, she could.  But still.

      “I believe I can.”

      “We’ll see about that.  I’m calling my lawyer to file a harassment suit against you.”  Rowan could have set the lumber on the ground, but not wanting to look like a wimp he balanced the two-by-fours on his shoulder with one hand and pulled out his cell from his jeans pocket with the other.  But rather than make the call, he stalled.  He didn’t want Jackson Wells to ask him for the money he owed him.  He intended on paying the man, just not today.

      Change of plan.  “Better yet, I’m calling your grandfather.  Because I bet he has no idea about the way you’ve been harassing me.  I’ve been a valued customer of Presque Isle Bank for years.”

      “Two years.  And you’re not exactly our idea of a valued customer.”  She made air quotes around the word valued.  “But go ahead and try to call Abel.  You won’t reach him.  He’s in Brazil.  Probably shopping for another wife.”

      Disappointed, Rowan pocketed his phone.  That explained things.  After Emma’s last visit, he had tried to reach Abel to see if he would grant him more time on the loan and the old man had never bothered to return his call.  His voicemail said to contact his granddaughter with any questions.  “What the hell does your grandfather want with another wife?  Isn’t he like eighty or something?”

      “Eighty-six.”  She crossed her arms in front of her red, silk dress.  “And stop trying to change the subject.”

      Rowan gave a helpless shrug.  “You know Abel was friends with my grandfather.  And he was also the one to give my father a loan.”

      “And then you,” she said with a sassy look and a tap of her foot.  “So, as you can see he doesn’t always make the best decisions in business or in his personal life.”

      “He thought this place had great potential.”

      She smirked.  “He does have his senile moments occasionally.”

      Okay, he was done being nice.  “What is your problem, lady?  Are you always this uptight?  Do you hop on your broomstick and drive around town to personally collect from all your debtors?  Or is it just my balls you want to bust?”  Although he knew exactly what her problem was.  Like he’d said, she needed to get laid.  Not that he was going to suggest such a thing.  She was liable to shoot his balls off, if she had a gun that is.  Apparently her fiancé, whoever the poor sap was, wasn’t taking very good care of her.

      Her hands went to her hips next.  “You have a lot of nerve.  Presque Isle Bank is not a charity.  We make loans to people in need and in return we expect those customers to show good faith and repay the money.  For some reason, you think you’re above all that and that you’re entitled.”

      His head pounded.  “Can you just shut up for one minute?”

      “No, you shut up!”  Then on she went.  And on and on and on.

      Barely listening, because he’d heard it all before, his eyes drifted to her left hand, where he noticed she wasn’t wearing the big rock he’d seen on her finger the last time.  Maybe that explained her temperament.  “What happened to your fiancé?” he asked when she finally stopped to take a breath.

      She blinked at him.  “Excuse me?”

      He nodded toward her left hand.  “You’re not wearing your diamond ring.  What did you do?  Chase off the poor bastard with that holier-than-thou attitude of yours?”

      “That is none of your business, Mr. Kavanagh.”

      “Rowan.  You may as well call me by my first name since you’re about to force me into bankruptcy.  It doesn’t get more personal than that.  I mean, not unless we were to . . .”

      “You have a lot of nerve!” she said again.  “I’m starting foreclosure on your loan Monday morning.”

      “You go right ahead.”

      At that moment, Gertie, tail wagging, came running toward them.  She was about to put her dirty paws on Emma.  But the woman, trying to dodge the dog, quickly took a step to the side, right into the pile of dog crap he had yet to clean up.  “Get away from me.”  Then her nose wrinkled in disgust before she looked down and saw what was causing the smell.  “Oh, my God!  Is that what I think it is?”

      “Yep.”  If he wasn’t in such a rotten mood he would have burst out laughing.

      “These are my favorite Christian Louboutins.”

      Assuming she was talking about her shoes, Rowan only shrugged.  He’d been about to dispose of the dog’s mess when she had arrived.  Thirty seconds later and her designer heels would have been spared.  Thank God for small miracles.

      “Well, don’t just stand there,” she barked.  “Do something!”

      So he did.  He turned and started walking toward the storage building.

      “Where are you going?” she shouted.

      “I have work to do.”

      She spouted something behind his back.  Something that sounded a lot like the word loser.  Nobody called him a loser.  He spun around and was about to call her out on it but he didn’t get the chance.  The lumber whacked her in the head and down she went.
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      Rowan dropped to his knees and took Emma Fischer’s head between his hands.  “Ms. Fischer?  Can you hear me?”  She didn’t even stir.  “Emma?”  He patted her cheek with his palm before removing her sunglasses, tossing them onto the grass and lifting one of her eyelids.  Nothing.  Holy fuck!  Had he killed her?  Pressing two fingers to her neck, he felt a pulse and blew out a pent up sigh.

      At least she wasn’t dead.  Leaning forward, he wondered if he should give her mouth-to-mouth when he noticed the rise and fall of her chest.  She was still breathing.  What a relief!  At least she hadn’t died on his property.  That could have been messy.  Messier than the pile of crap she’d stepped in.

      He stared down at her again.  Passed out like she was, she didn’t look like an angry bulldog anymore.  Her facial features had softened.  She was actually kind of pretty.  She smelled good too.  Damn good.  Like citrus maybe.  He leaned in for another sniff.

      “Eww.  Are you going to kiss her?”

      Startled, he glanced up and saw Callie with a look of disgust on her face walking toward them.  “No, I’m not going to kiss her.”

      “Is she dead?”

      “No, she isn’t dead!”  He didn’t bother hiding his annoyance.

      “Are you sure?  Because something sure smells.”

      “What are you still doing here?”

      “I forgot my jacket so I came back for it.  That’s when I heard you arguing with that lady about your loan, and then you hit her with those two-by-fours.”

      “I did not hit her!”

      “It looked like you hit her.  I mean, why else is she passed out on the ground?  Unless she’s drunk.”

      And what did a thirteen-year-old know about such things?  “Can you stop with the sarcasm?  She needs medical help.”  He pulled out his cell and was about to call 911 when Callie spoke again.

      “I can see that.  Boy, are you ever in a world of trouble.  Do you think you’ll have to go to jail?”

      “Jail?”  Rowan scowled up at the girl.  “It was an accident.  You obviously saw the whole thing so you already know what happened.”

      She shrugged.  “All I saw was you guys arguing and you hitting her with those boards.  The next thing I know she’s out cold.”

      Rowan stared at her.  Was she playing him?  Or is that how it had really looked to her?

      “Of course, if I worked for you I might be persuaded to cover for you.  Tweak my story a bit.”

      “Are you out of your mind?  You are not going to blackmail me, you little brat.  It was an accident, and when Ms. Fischer comes to she’ll say the same thing.”

      “Maybe.  Maybe not.  She was really mad.  I heard her call you a loser.  Right before you whacked her.  Eww, what’s that on her shoe?”

      “You don’t want to know.”
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