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            FLATIRON FIVE FITNESS

          

        

      

    

    
      Straight out of college, five friends with a dream joined forces to build success. Ten years later, their exclusive fitness club, Flatiron Five Fitness, is the hottest destination in Manhattan. People flock to F5F to get fit, to get lucky, and even, to fall in love. The founding partners have been immune to F5F’s romantic spell—at least, so far...

      
        
        Flatiron Five Fitness

        1. Just One Fake Date

        Tyler and Shannyn

      

        

      
        2. Just One More Time

        Kyle and Lauren

      

        

      
        3. Just One Night Together

        Damon and Haley

      

        

      
        4. Just One Hometown Hero

        Cassie and Reid

      

        

      
        5. Two Weddings & a Baby

        A Novella

      

        

      
        6. Just One Second Chance

        Theo and Lyssa

      

        

      
        7. Just Home for the Holidays

        Hunter and Chloe

      

        

      
        8. Just One Silver Fox

        Jacquie and Pierce

      

        

      
        9. Just the Wrong Twin

        Sonia and Nate

      

        

      
        10. When Annika Met Thom
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        * * *

      

      Don’t miss the spin-off series, Flatiron Five Tattoo. Each month, on the full moon, Chynna gives away a special tattoo that brings true love to the recipient. These are their stories.

      
        
        1. Just One Snowbound Night

        (Olivia and Spencer)

      

        

      
        2. Just One Vacation Night

        (Reyna and Kade)

      

        

      
        3. Just One Unforgettable Night

        (Lexi and Gabe)

      

        

      
        4. Just One Christmas Night

        (Chynna and Trevor)

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Flatiron Five Fitness series is also available in boxed sets, each including three or four books.

      Visit the F5F Boxed Sets page on my website for more information and links.
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            SIGN UP FOR MY NEWSLETTER, HEROES & HAPPY ENDINGS

          

          FOR MORE CONTEMPORARY ROMANCE AND ROMANTIC COMEDY!

        

      

    

    
      
        
        My Heroes & Happy Endings monthly newsletter features my Deborah Cooke contemporary romances and romantic comedies. Subscribers get the first peek at new covers, a look behind the scenes at what’s coming, special offers and content only for subscribers, as well as notifications of sales and new releases - and more!

      

        

      
        You’ll get a free read, just for subscribing!

      

        

      
        Sign up for Heroes & Happy Endings today!
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            JUST HOME FOR THE HOLIDAYS

          

          FLATIRON FIVE FITNESS #7
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      Chloe has plans...

      Running the finances at Flatiron Five Fitness West is steadily making her goal of financial independence come true. Returning to New York for Christmas should be routine, but her mom starts matchmaking—and Chloe needs a plus-one fast. When Hunter volunteers, Chloe decides he’s the perfect choice—she’ll never get emotionally involved with a guy who doesn’t worry about tomorrow. It doesn’t hurt that he’s hot, or that he kisses like he invented it—but when Chloe discovers that Hunter hates Christmas, she needs to know why. How much will she surrender to unlock his secrets? And how will she keep herself from falling in love once she does?

      

      Hunter lives in the moment...

      He’s learned the hard way that tomorrow might never come and is determined to make every day count. The problem is Christmas—he needs a major distraction to keep his memories at bay. A fake date to a fancy charity event with his gorgeous co-worker, Chloe, is definitely out of the ordinary for him, but Hunter loves a challenge. What could be a better one than breaking every one of Chloe’s rules? It’s all fun until Chloe decides to help Hunter put the past behind him—when she demands more than a fling, can Hunter learn to believe in the future again?
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        New York City—December 2019

      

      

      It’s the most horrible time of the year.

      Every year, Hunter replaced the words in Christmas songs with choices that seemed more appropriate to him. He hated the holiday season, but this year, it was shaping up to be worse than ever. Jax had put her foot down at Flatiron Five Fitness and wouldn’t let him work more than forty hours in either of the next two weeks. She’d also insisted that he couldn’t work every Friday and Saturday night at the dance club. He still had his full week of work, but no matter how he looked at it, Hunter saw way too many waking hours blank on his schedule.

      Worst of all, he had only a four-hour shift on Christmas Eve and Christmas Day. In the afternoon both times. It wasn’t nearly enough.

      Hunter needed something to do.

      He needed a project, a mission, a quest that was so all-consuming that he completely forgot that it was Christmas. In Manhattan, with bells on every corner and reindeer in every window and carols blasting from speakers everywhere, that seemed like a serious long shot.

      But he had to try. It was exactly a week to Christmas Day but he still didn’t have a plan. He was heading into work for the weekly meeting, feeling uncharacteristically grumpy, when his phone rang.

      His big sister.

      “Hey Char. Ho, ho, ho and all that.” Hunter didn’t have to hide the truth from her.

      “I thought so,” she said. “You really aren’t coming home, are you?”

      Hunter never went to his sister’s place in San Diego for the holidays. He wasn’t going to remind her of that, or point out again that her place wasn’t his home. “Nope,” he said simply instead. “I’ve got work to do.”

      “Just tell me there’s a girl,” Char said. “Just tell me that you’re madly, deeply in love and can’t bear to be parted from her for a single moment.”

      “There are lots of girls,” Hunter said. “And women. A whole island full of them.” He didn’t tell his sister that he was having his annual dry spell. That would have been too much information.

      And Char, being Char, might use it against him. The last thing she needed was emotional ammunition.

      Char sighed. “I just don’t want you to be alone.”

      “But you know that all wishes don’t come true.”

      “You’re determined to be miserable, aren’t you?”

      “I’m determined to keep from inflicting myself on you. Go ahead. Have yourself a merry little Christmas. Make the Yuletide bite.”

      The baby cried then in the background and Char made a sound of frustration. He heard her footsteps then she consoled Evie, officially the most adorable child in the world.

      She liked Hunter. At two years old, she already showed good taste.

      “Say hi to my favorite angel for me,” Hunter said. “I’ll see you in the spring, like always.”

      “Well, you know you’re always welcome. Any time.”

      “I know. Hey, got to go.”

      “Wait.” Char’s voice dropped and he knew she would say something that would stab him in the heart. “It wasn’t your fault, you know.”

      Hunter winced but forced himself to keep his reply light. “That’s what they say.”

      “Oh, Hunter, I just want to give you a hug.”

      “After the holidays, we’ll lock in the dates for the spring,” he said.

      “Uh huh,” she said and he was relieved to hear a smile creep into her voice again. “Am I the only female on the planet who doesn’t believe every promise you make?”

      Hunter grinned. “Maybe. Don’t spread it around.”

      “Have some fun. Please.”

      “Hey, I’m in the Big Apple. There’s a lot to do. Don’t worry about me.”

      “I do.”

      “You’re the only one who does that.”

      “Well, maybe you should think about changing that,” Char chided.

      Hunter rolled his eyes. He was the last guy in the world who would make a commitment to anyone or anything. He’d learned the hard way that there was no point in counting on tomorrow. “Don’t hold your breath,” he said with quiet heat.

      Char laughed. “I’m not, but you could go ahead and surprise me one day.” Evie giggled close to the phone. “Tell Uncle Hunter that you love him and miss him.” Evie uttered a string of those incomprehensible sounds that only Char seemed to understand perfectly.

      “Love you, too, babe,” Hunter said and took the chance to escape. “Later, Char. I’m heading into the subway.”

      That was a lie, but it worked. He shoved the phone into his pocket, balling his hands into fists as he strode the last few steps to the club. The last thing he wanted was to be alone with his memories and his regrets, but he was becoming desperate for a distraction.

      Hunter swept open the door of the club for one of the fabulous fifties who came for yoga in the evenings and she flashed him a smile. He did his best Elvis impression and sang Blue Christmas as he crossed the lobby behind her. She laughed and spun around to sing the chorus with him.

      Fortunately it was one song that didn’t need the words changed.

      Two whole weeks until he was in the clear. No doubt about it, Hunter needed a plan.
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      Home!

      Chloe felt like a kid on Christmas morning. Home for the holidays! She practically had her nose pressed to the glass of the back window of the cab as the driver headed down Broadway. It was all so wonderfully familiar. It had been just over a year since she’d left for San Francisco and as much as she loved her job on the left coast, it was good to finally be back.

      She wasn’t going to think of it as returning to the scene of the crime. Josh had probably married someone else by now. She could just enjoy Manhattan, all decked out for the holidays. She’d made a schedule, just to make sure she didn’t miss a thing. Her calendar was full yet perfectly organized, just the way she liked it. Chloe Richardson didn’t like surprises.

      She just had one job to do first.

      The cab stopped outside Flatiron Five Fitness and she wheeled her suitcase into the building, staring around herself with pleasure. She loved this place, almost as much as she loved Flatiron Five Fitness West. Since it was Wednesday night, the dance club was closed and instead, holiday music was playing softly in the lobby. The sound made her smile. Members were coming and going with purpose and, not for the first time, she thought that F5F had something in common with Grand Central Terminal. She’d missed the New York bustle.

      The shop with branded merchandise was decorated with glittering silver snowflakes, many of them hung from the ceiling so they spun and sparkled. She waved to Germaine who threw up his hands in delighted surprise at the sight of her. The take-out place in the lobby had fresh samosas, by the tantalizing aroma, and Chloe’s stomach grumbled. Maybe she’d grab some take-out before heading uptown to her mom’s. She was going to miss dinner there, for sure.

      And that wasn’t an accident. It also meant she ducked an inquisition. Scheduling was the key to success in Chloe’s world. With luck, she’d get to the apartment in time to change and go to the carol service at St. James, with no pesky interval for maternal inquisition.

      There was a big Christmas tree beside the reception desk, sparkling with ornaments. Sonia was talking to the receptionist, a guy Chloe didn’t recognize, and they were both wearing Santa hats. Videos of the pop-ups from the previous holiday promotion run by Kyle and Theo were playing on the big screen. The rock climbing wall at the opposite end of the lobby was busier than usual. There was even a line of members waiting their turn. She saw Thom instructing two younger boys and waved to him but didn’t interrupt.

      F5F would have been her second home, if not for her relocation to Flatiron Five Fitness West in San Francisco. She’d met Tyler McKay during her internship at Fleming Financial, when he’d been a financial advisor there as his day job. By the time she knew that investment advising wasn’t for her, Ty had left Fleming to be the full-time CFO of Flatiron Five Fitness, the club he’d founded years before with four partners. Ty had given Chloe a job and a chance. He was a terrific mentor and she’d taken the opportunity to run the finance team at the new club on the west coast with his encouragement.

      Chloe knew she couldn’t have worked anywhere better. She was on track to establish the financial independence she wanted more than anything in the world, and she’d have it by the time she was thirty. She would have done anything for Ty, but he didn’t ask for much: running this meeting was a rare request. Ty had gone to Harte’s Harbor for the holidays with Shannyn, his wife, and their son, Michael. He’d asked Chloe to manage the last weekly meeting before the holiday break at the New York club in case he had troubles calling in. Once that duty was done, her vacation could begin.

      Chloe’s phone rang and she answered without looking, assuming that it was Ty, checking for the tenth time that she had the agenda.

      But it was her mom.

      “The dress was delivered,” Chloe’s mom said, her pleasure evident. “And I just had to hang it up for you.”

      “Of course, you did.” Alicia Brett’s curiosity should be a matter of public record. Chloe had no doubt that any package arriving at her mom’s apartment would be opened and examined, regardless whose name was on the address.

      “You’re going to look gorgeous!” Her mom’s excitement was so obvious that Chloe smiled. “I sent down to the bank for your grandmother’s rubies. They’ll be perfect with that dress and I’ve always thought the red would suit you well.”

      Chloe almost dropped the phone. “The rubies? You’re kidding.”

      “I am not kidding, Chloe.” Her mom was stern. “It’s the biggest fundraiser of the season and you can’t turn up without some stellar jewelry. The dress is wonderful, but the rubies will take it to the next level.” Her mom paused for a moment. “I don’t suppose you’ve found a suitable date yet?”

      So that was it. She was going to be displayed as an eligible single. Chloe stifled a groan.

      “No, Mom. There were no hunks on the plane who were available Friday night.”

      Her mom missed the sarcasm. “That’s a shame, but maybe not.”

      Uh oh.

      “I’ve asked Josh to attend,” her mom continued brightly, speaking quickly as if she knew she’d stepped onto thin ice.

      “No, Mom. Just no.”

      Her mom continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “He did such a wonderful job with the silent auction last year that I begged him to do it again. It is for a good cause, dear.”

      Chloe’s heart stopped cold. “Mom!”

      “Well, just because you broke your engagement with him—which was, I must say, a perfect match—you can’t pretend he doesn’t exist for the rest of your life.”

      “Do. Not. Fix. Me. Up.”

      “Never! You’re a grown woman and capable of making your own decisions, but—” Her mom took a breath. “But it wouldn’t break my heart if you happened to find common ground with Josh Harley again.”

      “We won’t,” Chloe said.

      “Well, you don’t know that. He certainly was interested to hear that you’d be home for the holidays. And he’s such a nice young man. So very successful, and handsome, too. I don’t understand you at all...”

      Chloe knew she wouldn’t be able to explain her choice to her mom’s satisfaction. Josh was like a dog with a bone: once he decided what he wanted, he wasn’t able to comprehend that anyone else could want something different. He’d wanted to marry her. She’d actually never agreed—he’d just assumed that she wouldn’t even think of declining. And soon the steamroller of Josh had been rolling, with everyone congratulating her on the match she didn’t want to make. He’d been unable to comprehend her refusal, since it was at odds with what he wanted. Chloe had needed to move across the country to convince him.

      Although it looked as though he hadn’t been persuaded after all. “No, Mom. Just no.”

      “You have so much in common!”

      “No, we don’t.” In a way, her mom was just as determined to make the world the way she wanted it to be as Josh was.

      Maybe that was why she liked him.

      “Chloe, you need to be sensible. You aren’t getting any younger.” No one ever accused Chloe of not being sensible and she didn’t know what to say to that. Her mom took a breath and carried on quickly. “And Maggie’s daughter is bringing her new fiancé and I’m sure there will be a big diamond flashed around.”

      Maggie Forsythe was her mom’s social competition. The two had been playing one-upmanship for as long as Chloe could remember.

      “They’ll probably be divorced in a couple of years,” Chloe said, just to cheer up her mom. “Rachel can’t be easy to live with.”

      “You’re probably right, dear, but Maggie is going to be insufferable on Friday.” She sighed again. “You could flirt with Josh, couldn’t you? Maggie tried to fix him up with Rachel, after all.”

      The last thing Josh needed was encouragement of any kind. “I might bring a date,” Chloe said, speaking impulsively for once in her life.

      It was just a survival instinct and like most spur-of-the-moment declarations, Chloe regretted it instantly..

      “Who?” Her mom’s voice had sharpened.

      “It’s a secret.”

      “Are you meeting him now?”

      “Umm....”

      “Who is he?”

      “I’m working now, Mom.”

      “You’re always working, dear. Maybe that’s the problem.”

      Chloe’s mom had never had a job in her life, although she organized many society events like the charity ball. “I don’t think it’s a problem.”

      “Well, you wouldn’t. Amanda is here already with the children: maybe she’ll inspire you.”

      Chloe smiled. She’d never been inspired by her older sister’s choices. They were as different as two women could be. She was looking forward to seeing the girls, though. “Got to go. I’ll see you later, Mom,” she said.

      “Be sure you’re in time to change for church!” her mom instructed. “You never know who will be there!”

      Chloe ended the call with relief. The matchmaking was going to be relentless, unless she could find a date.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey Sonia!” Chloe called and the tall blond looked up with surprise. It took a moment for recognition to dawn in Sonia’s eyes, then she laughed and came forward to hug Chloe.

      “Wow. New look for you. I’d ask whether the west coast suits you but it obviously does.” Sonia stepped back to survey Chloe. “You look great!”

      “Thanks!” Chloe laughed and spun around, letting Sonia check her out. Once upon a time, she’d been the bookish nerd and new hire, the serious girl with the glasses and the conservative clothes. Since then, she’d found her own style, a sleek corporate look that appeared effortless but wasn’t. Her hair was long but she wore it twisted up for work—she thought it made her look older and more credible. She also wore her horn rim glasses for work instead of contacts for the same reason. Her lipstick was pink and her make-up subdued, but the pink hues flattered her skin. Her dark suit was a designer knock-off that fit her perfectly and, thanks to her new work-out routine, she could run through airports in her four-inch heels. She looked expensive, like the world was her oyster.

      And she was back to conquer New York.

      “Did you lose weight, too?” Sonia asked.

      “I work in a fitness club,” Chloe said with a laugh. “And I’ve been using my free membership.” She’d toned up in a big way. Chloe felt strong, maybe even invincible, and that had done great things for her confidence.

      She could even say no to her mom now.

      The trick would be getting her mom to listen.

      “Good for you. It’s great to see you.”

      “Ty asked me to lead the meeting since I was coming home anyway.”

      “Awesome. We should get started soon. Cassie had to go upstairs with the baby for a minute.” Cassie was one of the five founding partners and lived in the penthouse with her partner, Reid, and their new baby, born just a month before. Cassie headed up the marketing for the club and was Sonia’s immediate boss.

      “Is Martin as adorable in real life as in pictures?” Chloe asked. Chloe had sent a stuffed zebra when Martin was born and had seen the baby in online meetings, but she hadn’t yet seen him in person.

      “Believe it,” Sonia said with a smile. “And such a cheerful baby. He’s as easygoing as Reid.”

      Just then, Cassie came striding toward them from the elevators to the apartments. She was in her black yoga gear with her blond hair tied up in a ponytail. Chloe would never have guessed she’d had a baby just the month before. Cassie looked flushed and very happy as she talked to the baby in her arms. There was something black and white tucked in with him, part of it in his mouth, and Chloe was glad to see that her gift was a hit.

      Cassie’s partner, Reid, met her halfway to reception and lifted Martin from her arms. They talked for a minute, then Cassie kissed Reid’s cheek and their ways parted: Reid headed back to the bodega he ran in the lobby and Cassie continued toward Chloe and Sonia. Chloe would have to meet Martin later. Cassie smiled when she recognized Chloe.

      “The giver of zebras!” Cassie cried and they hugged in greeting. “He loves that toy the best. Great choice. Thank you, again.” She also stepped back to survey Chloe with admiration. “You look amazing.”

      “Proof that F5F workouts work,” Chloe said as they headed into the conference room together. More squealing and hugging ensued as Chloe greeted her former co-workers. She booted up her laptop and plugged in the display, then she rapped on the conference table.

      “Let’s get this show on the road,” she said with such authority that the others exchanged glances. She tapped her watch. “Tick tock, people.”

      “There she goes, channeling Ty, like they were twins separated at birth,” Theo teased as he took his seat. He was another of the five partners, the one with a gift for ensuring celebrities came to the club. “We have an agenda and we’ll complete it on time.”

      Chloe had worked with Theo and Kyle the most since they ran the west coast club, but had almost daily conference calls—and steady barrage of emails—from Tyler. Of the five partners, she knew Cassie and Damon the least well. Kyle was a force of nature, but Theo had a sense of humor that most people overlooked. She liked that, as well as his ability to solve problems. His British accent was as easy on the ears as he was on the eyes.

      “Do you want to run the meeting?” Chloe asked him, thinking she should defer to him as partner.

      “No way.” Theo held up his hands. “I’m not messing with Tyler McKay’s big plan.” He smiled when Chloe laughed. “Go for it. Show them how it’s done.” The phone in the conference room rang and Theo put Ty on speaker-phone.

      “Lousy internet here,” Ty said. “No chance of Zoom, but I’ll listen in.”

      “You know the agenda,” Chloe teased and he laughed.

      Meesha, their social media manager, joined the group then. There was a new pink streak in her hair, squiggling up from her temple like a lightning bolt. She had an affection for pink, but it hadn’t been in her hair before.

      “Ms. Frankenstein?” Chloe teased and Meesha grinned.

      “It’s my mad professor look.” Her expression turned diabolical. “Consider yourself warned.” Then she looked Chloe up and down. “You’ve made some changes, girl. I might have to work with that.”

      “Don’t put me on your shipping board!” Chloe said. “My mom’s matchmaking is more than enough for me.” Meesha routinely started discussions among the members across social media platforms. One of the most popular initiatives let members propose and vote for fictionalized relationships between the partners or other staff, sometimes with celebrities, sometimes with members.

      “Come on! You look really hot. Still single?”

      Chloe nodded and tossed out her stock reply. “Sometimes I wish Tyler had a younger brother.”

      Meesha laughed. “Get in line, girl. That one goes around the block.”

      “I heard that,” Ty protested.

      “None of us have a chance,” Nate complained as he came into the conference room.  “Hey, Chloe! Looking awesome, as always.” Chloe gave him a hug, too, noting that he’d bulked up a bit. It was probably all the coaching he was doing with vets in the weight room. He looked more at ease, too, which pleased her. When they’d met, he’d been more self-conscious about the prosthesis he wore on one arm. It was probably because no one at the club made a fuss about it.

      “You could lift your game,” Theo suggested. “Get a good suit.”

      “Waste of money,” Nate said easily. “I wear my uniform for funerals and weddings.” He was an ex-marine, like Damon.

      “There is that,” Theo agreed.

      The human resources manager, Jax, had shut down her computer in the main office and joined them, shuffling a bundle of paper. “Good to see you back, Chloe,” she said with a warm smile. “We’ve missed you.”

      “Thanks, Jax. We could use someone as organized as you out west.”

      “Maybe I’ll move,” Jax said, to Chloe’s surprise.

      “I’ve got a job for you, if you do.”

      “My oldest is in Los Angeles. It might be nice to be closer,” Jax said, then smiled. “I hear you’ve taken up kickboxing. We’ll have to square off while you’re in town.”

      Chloe laughed. “I’m too much of a newbie to be a threat to the queen, but I wouldn’t mind a few tips.”

      “Chloe doesn’t need any help on the finance end,” Theo said. “She even keeps Kyle’s spending in line.”

      There was a low whistle from Damon at that. The quietest of the five founding partners, he strode into the conference room. Chloe thought he looked a bit more frazzled than usual, then she remembered. “How’s Haley?” she asked and Damon pushed a hand through his hair, his expression worried.

      “Three days late,” he confessed. “She’s serene about the baby taking its time, but the waiting is making me nuts.”

      “She is a nurse,” Cassie reminded him and he nodded.

      “I know. First time for me, though.”

      “Psst, they don’t come with instruction manuals,” Cassie teased and Damon smiled.

      “She says it’s common for a first child to take its time,” he said. “I know all of that, but I’ve been ready for two whole weeks!” He threw up his hands and they all laughed at his exasperation.

      “Wait for it,” Cassie warned. “Your world is about to be turned upside down.”

      “Babies come in their own time,” Theo said. “Remember Michael?” He was referring to Tyler and Shannyn’s son: Shannyn had gone into labor at Cassie and Reid’s wedding. Haley, Damon’s partner, had helped with the delivery.

      “Talk about drama,” Cassie said. “He stole the show.”

      “Your show,” Tyler noted.

      “My show,” Cassie agreed and laughed, obviously not troubled about it.

      “I’m kind of glad I missed the delivery part,” Theo said under his breath, then cast Chloe a smile. His son, Logan, was eleven but Theo and Lyssa had only reunited the year before.

      “Babies everywhere,” she said to him in an undertone. “Good thing there’s daycare at the club.”

      “That’s thanks to Hunter and his yummy mummy marketing initiative,” Sonia said. “Wow, is that ever working. Who knew there were so many women with babies and infants in our neighborhood?”

      “I did,” Hunter himself said, ducking into the room with his usual cocky grin. He bowed with a flourish and Chloe’s heart took a little skip. She’d forgotten how just his presence affected her equilibrium. Not that it mattered. Hunter didn’t even know she was alive. She couldn’t keep herself from stealing a look. He looked just as reckless, unpredictable, and hot as she remembered—maybe a little more buff.

      He took a seat and spun it with a flourish. “Never let it be said that I don’t do my homework.” He sounded and acted even more like Kyle, the cocky jock and idea guy who led the F5F West team. Chloe didn’t doubt that he was like Kyle in other ways—although Kyle had ended his string of one-nighters once he and Lauren had connected.

      “Maybe you just got lucky,” Sonia teased.

      “I can’t get lucky often enough.” Hunter grinned as the others groaned. “Seriously, they’re out there, pushing strollers through the park, lining up for lattes. You just have to keep your eyes open.”

      “And what’s the next trend, Mr. Eyes Open?” Theo asked with a smile.

      “The fab fifties,” Hunter replied without missing a beat. “Haven’t you noticed how many are signing up for yoga? We need to look at the schedule and make sure we offer enough classes in time slots that work for them. Most of them have day jobs. We maybe should ramp up our offerings on evenings and weekends.”

      Cassie made a note. “That’s a good point.”

      “Hey, it’s what I do,” Hunter said easily. “Come on, Meesha, put me on your shipping board as a reward for services rendered.”

      “You’ve been on there this year already,” she complained. “We don’t want people to get bored.”

      “But I like to see their suggestions. Taylor Swift made the list last time.” Hunter was as confident of his place at the center of the universe as ever. He scanned the room, then spotted Chloe.

      His jaw literally dropped. His eyes widened as he did a double-take. For the first time in Chloe’s experience, Hunter Tate was dumbstruck.

      The sight pleased Chloe more than she knew it should. She straightened her glasses for a better look. She felt like she’d been struck by lightning but knew better than to make much of any sign of interest from a guy like Hunter.

      He was totally not her type.

      She wasn’t his, either.

      But it was only natural to feel triumphant that she wasn’t invisible any more.

      Meesha was looking between them, consideration in her dark eyes.

      But Chloe knew better that to be seduced. She gave Hunter a brisk wave. “Good to see you, Hunter,” she said in her most professional boss-lady voice. “As usual, you’re last. Shut the door please, Meesha. Everyone take a seat, and let’s get started.” She enjoyed Hunter’s astonishment, even as Theo got Kyle on the big screen and she pulled up the agenda.

      “Hey, Kyle,” Damon said when that partner called a greeting from San Francisco.

      “Hey, everybody. How’s the weather in Manhattan? Not to make you jealous or anything—” There was a collective groan, because that was exactly what Kyle wanted to do and they all knew it “—but we’re going down to the beach for a barbeque tonight.”

      There was a groan, because everyone knew that snow was forecast for the east coast—and Kyle knew it. Behind him on the big screen was a sweep of blue sky. Chloe knew exactly where he was sitting at the club.

      “There will be bikinis,” Kyle added with a wise nod. “And surfers.”

      “Beam me over there,” Hunter said as everyone laughed again.

      Chloe cleared her throat and the group fell silent. “Our agenda tonight includes the November financials, the holiday promotion plan, a suite of new classes for January, some ideas for Valentine’s Day marketing to couples, plus a report on our web content...”

      Before Chloe had gone west, Hunter hadn’t even noticed her. He’d been barely aware of her existence, unless he wanted his pay check early and Jax wouldn’t give it to him. And now, he was watching her with a hunger that Chloe liked just fine. There was power in being at her best and that fed her confidence in a new way.

      She had a plan for her life and it didn’t include guys like Hunter, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t be glad he thought she looked hot.
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        * * *

      

      Who would have guessed?

      Quiet, conservative Chloe Richardson had been replaced by a sexy, svelte boss lady with legs up to her neck. Damn. Hunter could have looked at her all night. She was polished, with poise to spare, and exuded confidence in a way that made him want to drop to his knees and worship at her altar. She could have been a movie star, her movements graceful and elegant, her legs smoothly muscled and her lips so lush that Hunter wanted to run his fingertips across them.

      No, he wanted to kiss them. He wanted to back Chloe into the wall, take off her glasses and unpin her hair. He wanted to unwrap that sexy librarian look and loose the tigress trapped inside. He wanted to kiss her until she moaned. He wanted her to make him a list of just what she wanted, in very precise terms, then he would deliver on every single item. He wanted to peel her out of that black suit and make love to her until she begged for mercy. She could keep those heels on. They worked for him in a big way.

      He didn’t disguise his interest, but instead of being on the same proverbial page, Chloe had spared him only one glance of amusement—or maybe pity. Hunter prayed that it wasn’t pity. Then she ignored him as if he didn’t even exist.

      Women did not ignore Hunter Tate.

      Not the ones who counted anyway.

      Could this be his holiday challenge? Hunter knew Chloe well enough to understand that her life was a spreadsheet, all planned from one day to the next, with no room for surprises. She was probably in tight with some business dude, like Tyler, all expensive suits and fancy cars, big money and private jets, and they probably had a twenty-year plan all worked out and carved in stone. There wouldn’t be any living in the moment with Chloe: no impulse, no whims, no sudden detours.

      What if he took it as a challenge to teach her how to have fun?

      It would be doing her a favor.

      He was pretty sure Chloe wouldn’t see it that way.

      Could he change her mind? Hunter was tempted to try. He spent the meeting considering numerous possibilities and discarding them as implausible. She’d have an answer to every suggestion, inevitable refusals, most based on her existing schedule. How did people live like that?

      Hunter made his presentation about the roll-out of more fitness classes for new mothers in the new year but wasn’t really paying attention to much beyond Chloe’s note-taking.

      They were packing up and he had no plan, then Chloe’s phone chimed.

      Chloe shook her head when she looked at the text message. “Oh, Mom,” she said with resignation, then looked around the room with what might have been desperation. “I don’t suppose any of you know a hunk with a tux who’s available Friday night?”

      It was the opening Hunter needed.

      Sonia grinned. “If I did, he’d be busy,” she said and Meesha laughed.

      “I do,” Hunter said and waited for her to look at him. “I am,” he added with a smile.

      “You?” she said.

      “Me.”

      “What about the dance club?” Damon asked.

      “Jax made me take a Friday off. This one.” He smiled at Chloe. “My dance card is open.”

      “And you have a tux,” Meesha said, folding her arms across her chest to eye him. “Color me skeptical. No rental is going to cut it for any party Chloe’s going to.” She turned to Chloe. “Isn’t this your mom’s annual charity ball with all that Upper East Side money?”

      “That’s the one,” Chloe said, meeting Hunter’s gaze. “All the fancy people will be there. I don’t think you’d like it.”

      “You don’t know, though,” he countered. “And I’d like to find out. Come on, let’s do it, Chloe.” He lowered his voice, letting her worry about the double-entendre. “Are you afraid to take a chance on something that isn’t already on your calendar?”

      She bristled predictably. People who loved their routines hated having that trait pointed out to them in Hunter’s experience. “Of course not.” She raised a hand. “It’s just...you.”

      “Not good enough for you?”

      “I don’t think we have a lot in common.”

      “Opposites attract.”

      “My mom would never believe we’re a couple.”

      “Does that really matter?”

      She opened her mouth and closed it again.

      Hunter closed the distance between them with a single step, liking how her eyes widened a little. “I dare you to take a chance. Just one little one.”

      “And take you to my mom’s charity ball.”

      “I don’t see a line of other candidates, and it’s already Wednesday night.” Chloe’s eyes narrowed and he knew she was thinking of another objection, so he spoke quickly. “What time should I pick you up, and where?”
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      Hunter had a daredevil look, one Chloe didn’t trust at all. Why would he make such an offer? Why was he so determined to make it happen? What would he do at the event itself?

      Why had she even given him an opening?

      No doubt about it, her mom’s confirmation that Josh would be attending had thrown Chloe’s game. She didn’t really need a crutch or a defense, but she also didn’t want to be bombarded by her mom’s expectations in concert with Josh’s.

      She was afraid she would cave.

      That possibility annoyed Chloe, which she didn’t like at all.

      On the other hand, there was zero chance of her falling for a guy like Hunter. He just might be the perfect fake date. It was evident that he was already convinced of his own perfection—she wouldn’t fall for him and he wouldn’t be hurt by that. She wasn’t sure he cared about anything other than having a good time.

      The others left, but Hunter lingered, his gaze locked on her like he’d eat her up.

      “You didn’t answer me,” he said, his voice low and husky.

      “You weren’t serious.”

      “I am serious.”

      “Why?”

      He shrugged. “I like to mix it up. I’ve never been to one of those parties. How will I know whether I like them or not unless I go?”

      “You’ll be bored.”

      He smiled and her heart went thump. “Nope. I’ll be with you.”

      Chloe held up a hand and took a step back. “Don’t try to charm me.”

      He sat on the edge of the conference table, his jeans making him look tall and rugged, like a cowboy. His dark hair was a bit long and his eyes were fiercely blue. She’d always been jealous of those dark lashes. He’d grown a short beard, but it was his wicked smile that made her heart go crazy. “So, there are rules? I should have guessed.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “That you haven’t really changed inside, even with the new packaging. You’re still risk-averse. You still want to control everything. You still have rules for your rules.” He shook his head as if this was a sad state of affairs.

      Chloe was startled that he’d noticed that much about her. “It’s better than not having any rules at all. It gives me focus.”

      He gave her a simmering look, one that surprised her. “I have rules.”

      “Seduce every woman in proximity?”

      Hunter laughed, startled into it, and his teeth flashed. “Not officially, but that’s a good one.” He sobered and studied her, those blue eyes twinkling. “Are you volunteering?”

      “No.”

      He nodded with mock solemnity. “Oh, so we’re supposed to attend this party together but never touch each other or talk to each other, like two strangers who just met in the lobby. I’m thinking that you need a date for a reason and that strategy won’t fix whatever the problem is.”

      “I don’t need a date.”

      “Then you want one.”

      “No, I don’t.” Chloe winced when he waited. She looked down at her phone and the stupid text message, feeling Hunter’s gaze bore down upon her. She found herself wanting to tell him the truth. It might actually convince him to back out.

      She met his gaze steadily. “Okay, I was engaged to a guy before I took the job in San Francisco. My mom adored him but I dumped him.”

      Hunter blinked. “Why?”

      “You’re going to laugh.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.” He shrugged. “Only one way to find out.”

      Chloe sat on the edge of the conference table, too. “He was bossy.”

      Hunter was watching her closely. Having his attention made her feel a bit warm and a little flustered, which was probably why she said more.

      “He decided things, and couldn’t understand that other people might not agree. He’s like a bulldozer.”

      “He decided you would make a good wife for him and couldn’t accept that you might think otherwise,” Hunter guessed and she was startled by his insight.

      Chloe nodded.

      “What’s he like?”

      “Handsome, rich, successful, from a good family, impeccably dressed, well connected...”

      “Sounds like he should have been perfect for you.”

      “That’s what everyone else thought!” she said with exasperation.

      “Why not you?”

      Chloe frowned. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Oh, that’s a sure sign that it does. Come on. Who do you think I’m going to tell?”

      “I want to make my own choices. That’s all.”

      “That’s reasonable.”

      “He was choosing the venue for the wedding, planning when we’d have kids and where we’d take vacations. I hadn’t even accepted his proposal! He thought I should give up my job and organize his life instead.”

      “While you want your career.”

      “I didn’t get my MBA just to have an MRS.”

      Hunter grinned. “I can see that. And he’s coming Friday?”

      She nodded again. “Because my mom invited him.”

      “So, he has expectations, since she invited him. She probably told him you’d be in town. He must still be single, then.”

      “Undoubtedly.”

      “And you need a hunk with a tux in self-defense.”

      “It sounds pathetic, doesn’t it?”

      “No, it sounds like he really is the right guy for you,” Hunter said, to her surprise. “Sounds like it’s just a question of his information management style.”

      “What?”

      “Maybe having a little competition will make him lift his game. You might like the result.”

      Chloe shook her head. “No, he’s not right for me.” Then she glanced up at Hunter. “What about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “Who’s your ideal match?”

      Hunter laughed. “I don’t have one.”

      “Seriously. You can’t be planning to stay single forever.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because no one wants to be alone all the time.”

      Those eyes twinkled. “I’m seldom alone.”

      “But who do you confide in? Who knows your secrets?”

      “No one,” Hunter said, his tone surprisingly hard. He stood up. “And that’s exactly how it should be. So, am I locating a tux or not? You can email me the list of rules.”

      “Why are you doing this?”

      He leaned closer, his blue gaze boring into hers with an intensity that stole her breath away. “Because I’m looking for a project and I think you need to have some fun.”

      “And you’re the one who can provide that?”

      His smile was quick and wicked. “Absolutely.” He lifted one dark brow, which made him look even more like trouble. “Or are you scared?”

      “I’m not afraid of you!”

      “Are you afraid of fun?”

      “No.”

      His gaze dropped to her lips. “Of sex?”

      “No.” Chloe’s protest was a little more breathless. “But you and I aren’t going to have sex. I have rules...”

      “And I’m going to break them all. You have to know that.” His gaze was searching. “The only question is: are you in or not?”

      The strange thing was that Chloe wanted to surprise Hunter Tate more than she’d wanted to do anything in a long time. She knew he expected her to pass on his offer. She told herself that she could manage the party alone, even though she didn’t want to.

      The simple fact was that going to her mom’s fundraiser with Hunter did sound like a lot more fun.

      “I’m in,” she said firmly, smiling when his eyes lit with surprise.

      Of course that wasn’t enough for Hunter.

      “And just how—” he murmured, leaning closer “—are we going to celebrate that?”
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      Chloe folded her arms across her chest before eying Hunter with obvious reservations. He could practically read her mind, and it was fascinating.

      She’d actually agreed.

      And now she was...wondering, about pretty much all the same things he’d been wondering about since he’d caught a look at her earlier. He eased closer on the conference table, well aware that everyone else had left the office. “Any suggestions?” he invited, ensuring that his gaze dropped to her mouth and lingered there.

      She licked her lips, quickly and swallowed. “I thought you were the one with all the ideas.”

      He met her gaze again and smiled. “Guilty as charged, but I thought you’d prefer to have a plan.”

      “What’s wrong with plans?”

      “Nothing, unless they keep you from the good stuff.”

      “Maybe the plan is the good stuff.”

      He scoffed a little. “Not in my experience.” He watched her catch her breath. “Impulse is definitely where the action is.”

      She took a deep breath and got to her feet. “Just tell me the truth: why are you offering to do this anyway?”

      “A favor for a friend.”

      “Is that what we are now?” She shook her head, clearly not expecting an answer. “Is it true that you have a tux?”

      “No, but I’ll get one. Trust me.”

      She laughed a little, a husky laugh that got him right where he lived. “I don’t.”

      “Big surprise.”

      “And totally justified.”

      Hunter grinned. “Maybe.”

      “It doesn’t have to be a tux. It’s not black tie. A dark suit will be good enough.”

      “I don’t have one of those either, but fear not: I’ll fix it.”

      Chloe regarded him warily. “There will have to be rules.”

      “Is that the same as having a plan?”

      “Pretty much.” She spoke briskly, as if she was reviewing the monthly financials for the club. “This is a fundraiser for one of my mom’s pet charities. Very elegant.”

      “I’m surprised you don’t have a Powerpoint ready.”

      “I didn’t expect you to volunteer.”

      “Fair enough. I didn’t expect you to agree.”

      “Everyone can have a weak moment.” She tried to glare at him but her eyes were twinkling a little. Hunter thought that bit of humor made her look adorable. “My mom wants me to have a significant other.”

      “Or else she’ll fix you up with Mr. Wonderful.”

      She nodded. “But it’s a performance, Hunter. It’s not a date. There will be no sex. There will be no second date.”

      “Can I hope for a kiss?”

      “No.”

      Hunter pouted, even though he hadn’t expected her to say anything else.

      She folded her arms across her chest. “If we do it, it’s a business arrangement, like a little Christmas gift for my mom.”

      “Why does it matter so much to her?”

      Chloe sighed again. “The daughter of a friend, and I use the term loosely, just got engaged. My mom and Maggie are the kind of friends who compete over every little thing, and since I’m not engaged, it looks like this round is going to Maggie. Maggie will rub it in, gleefully. I want to give my mom a comeback.” Her eyes narrowed slightly. “Changing your mind?”

      “Not a chance,” Hunter said. He closed the distance between them and took a deep breath of her perfume. It was the good stuff. He reached up to touch a fingertip to her chin. “But I reserve the right to break the rules.”

      “Just try it,” she said, challenge in her tone.

      “I intend to,” he replied, then bent to brush his lips across hers. He felt her catch her breath. “We have to make it look good, don’t you think?” he murmured, staring into her eyes. “And it’s possible that we won’t get it right the first time.”

      She almost laughed. “You’re not suggesting that we practice.”

      “I am.” He smiled and, incredibly, Chloe smiled back.

      “You’re incorrigible.”

      “I try. I really do.”

      She laughed then. “I suppose you do have a certain charm.”

      “Thank you very much.”

      “Is it too much to hope that you clean up well?”

      “Not at all.” Hunter surveyed Chloe, with her lips parted and her eyes shining, and he just couldn’t resist. He slid his hand around her nape, felt the softness of her skin and the silk of her hair, then exerted the tiniest bit of pressure. She could pull away and he’d let her go, but he was betting on her doing otherwise.

      It was sweet to be right. Chloe leaned against him, her hands on his shoulders. She smiled as she held his gaze. Her thighs brushed against his, so smooth and firm that he wanted to run his hands over her. Positive reinforcement, that’s what she needed. Some encouragement to surrender to impulse more often.

      “So this is just practice?” she murmured, her gaze locked on his mouth.

      “Absolutely.” He nodded. “We want to get it right. We need it to look good.”

      “Practice does make perfect,” she said and took off her glasses. Hunter heard them land on the conference table but didn’t look. She didn’t close her eyes, at least.

      “My anthem exactly,” he murmured.

      “You don’t practice,” she teased.

      “I do, all the time. But I should warn you that the best practicing happens in the shower.”

      She laughed, surprised into it. “You can’t practice everything there.”

      “Everything important. Dance moves. Karaoke.”

      “Cooking?”

      “I don’t cook.”

      “Knitting?”

      “Not a knitter.”

      “Small engine repair?”

      Hunter laughed despite himself. “Not my thing. The grease gets under your nails.”

      Much to his surprise, Chloe sobered. “Kissing?” He felt her fingertips on his jaw and her breasts almost against his chest. Her perfume flooded his senses and her eyes, her eyes were filled with both amusement and desire. He was snared. It was perfect, a moment that could last forever, an instant filled with desire and yearning that he didn’t ever want to end.

      “Oh, definitely,” he managed to say, remembering that she was waiting for his reply. “Some of the best kisses, in my experience, happen in the shower.”

      “Too bad,” she said quietly. “We’ll just have to make do.”

      There was a glint in her eye, just the barest warning, then she kissed him. Hunter was shocked and thrilled. He’d never expected Chloe to make the first move, but it was all fine by him. She tugged him closer, making a little incoherent sound of need that got him right where he lived. He caught her closer and angled his mouth over hers, deepening their kiss into something to remember.

      If he was arguing his case, he was going to be as persuasive as possible.

      The no-kissing rule would be the first to go.
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      Chloe really had been missing out.

      This was the kind of kiss she’d dreamed of all her life. Didn’t it figure that it came from Hunter, the last guy in the world that she should be kissing? She wanted to lean into it and let that kiss take them wherever it would—and she had a good idea where that would be—but she pulled away with an effort.

      She watched him take a quick breath then push his hand through his hair. He looked startled and his gaze clung to hers as if he was seeing her for the first time. “I don’t blame Mr. Wonderful for wanting you back,” he said, his voice husky.

      “Josh Harley,” she said, even the sound of her ex’s name bringing her back to reality. “His name is Josh Harley.”

      “Should I take notes?”

      “I’ll send them to you,” she said, then added his contact information to her phone with her usual efficiency. “Here’s the invitation and the schedule for Friday night.” She sent both to him with a flick of her fingertips, hearing his phone chime as they were received.

      “How about more practice?” he asked, just because he thought he should.

      She gave him a look. “I think we’ve nailed that.”

      She’d been sure he’d argue that point with her, but Hunter checked his phone. Chloe felt an unreasonable disappointment, but told herself to get over it.

      One kiss would have to do them.

      “Where’s the master plan?”

      “What master plan?”

      “For your trip home. How long are you here? What other things are we going to do together? Where will I meet you and when? Where are you staying?” Hunter shook his head. “If it’s a performance, I need the script.”

      It wasn’t an unreasonable request.

      Chloe hesitated only a moment before sending Hunter her calendar for her visit to New York.

      He scrolled through it, then started to laugh. “Call you the impulsive one. Do you really follow a schedule like this every day?”

      She felt herself bristling again. There was nothing wrong with being organized. “It’s how I get everything done.”

      “Right.” He scrolled through it. “Every hour of every day is present and accounted for. I need a nap just reading this. Oh, look, you forgot to note when you’d brush your teeth. Morning and night?” He looked up at her, his eyes sparkling, and she wanted to deck him.

      “I knew you’d make fun of it.” She started to pack up her laptop. “You should send me your plan.”

      “I have five eight-hour shifts every week at F5F,” Hunter said, without referencing anything. “Four hours, one to five, in the weight room Tuesday to Saturday. The first two hours are with Nate’s vets.”

      “Why?”

      “Why not?” He brushed off the question in a way that was already becoming familiar. He was evasive about personal questions and Chloe wondered why. “Monday and Thursday, I work six to eight on the rock climbing wall, usually as a belayer, then eight to ten in couples’ yoga with Sonia. Friday and Saturday, I’m typically at the dance club eight to midnight and often after that, but off the clock. For these next two weeks, though, I’ve pulled afternoons in the weight room on Sundays and Mondays, as well as Saturday and Sunday morning on the rock climbing wall.” He fell silent.

      “Did you ask for that?”

      “No. Jax wanted to mix it up in the dance club. Plus lots of people want the weekends off. Vacations, etc.” He kept his gaze averted and Chloe guessed that he didn’t like the change much.

      “But when you’re not working?”

      He shrugged. “No plans. Whatever comes up.”

      Chloe stared at him in shock. “But it’s Christmas.”

      “So?”

      “You have to have plans at Christmas.”

      “Why?” His gaze was steady and challenging. He either had no plans or didn’t want to tell her about them.

      “Aren’t you meeting friends and family? Something?”

      “Free as a bird.”

      Chloe felt her eyes narrow. “That can’t be.”

      “Sure it can, because it is.”

      “Aren’t you going to Damon and Haley’s open house on Christmas Day. Everyone is invited.”

      “I won’t be there.”

      “You don’t have plans or you don’t want to have plans?”

      “What difference does it make?”

      “There’s a story behind this,” Chloe guessed

      “Not one you need to know.” He stood up and turned to leave, evasive again.

      Chloe wasn’t as ready to let him get away with it. “I think I do need to know.”

      Hunter surveyed the conference room as if he’d find the answer in one corner. Then he met her gaze again. “Because I hate Christmas. I don’t celebrate it in any way. It’s a question of principle.”

      Chloe was shocked even though he looked serious. “Nobody hates Christmas!”

      “You just met someone who does.”

      “But...but why?”

      “I just do.” He held her gaze steadily. “We could enumerate all kinds of reasons: the terrible music, the false charity, the rabid commercialism, elves, but the exact reason isn’t important. I don’t do Christmas. Period.”

      Chloe couldn’t believe it, but Hunter got up and reached for his coat, apparently ready to leave. “I’d better find a suit.” He snapped his fingers. “You never told me where you’re staying.”

      “At my mom’s.” She emailed him the address.

      “Swishy digs,” Hunter said, obviously realizing that the address was on the Upper East Side. “Did you grow up there?”

      “Not exactly.”

      He looked up, inviting more. “I should know, shouldn’t I? The most compelling fake dates know all the details.”

      “We lived in that building when Mandy and I were kids.” At his look, she continued. “My sister. Three years older. Now happily married and living in D.C. with her lawyer husband. She’s already at my mom’s with the kids. Daughters, two. Daphne and Alexandra. Ballet fiend and tomboy.” He smiled crookedly at that. “Marshall probably won’t come until Christmas Eve.”

      “He’s missing the big party?”

      “He always does. Marshall doesn’t do small talk. Mandy goes with her friend from school, Todd. This works out better for both of them. They both love to dance.”

      “No partner for Todd?”

      “He’s between boyfriends.” Chloe took a steadying breath, knowing that Hunter wouldn’t let her off with half the story. “So, we lived in that building until my dad died, then we moved out.”

      He was watching her closely. “Why?”

      “We just did,” she said with impatience, not wanting to get into details. She wondered how much Hunter saw in her reaction. “We moved back when my mom remarried. Cooper died ten years ago and left her all his money.”

      “Got it.” He scrolled through her calendar and she thought he was going to razz her about it again. “Shopping tomorrow morning at the Christmas market in Bryant Park with your sister,” he said and looked up.

      “Yes.”

      “And the kids?”

      “Perfect.” He dropped his phone into his pocket. “Meet you at ten at le Carrousel Magique.”

      Chloe stared at him. “You can’t be there.”

      “Free country,” Hunter said with a cavalier tone that made her want to smack him.

      “But my sister...”

      He pivoted, pinning her to the spot with a bright glance. “I thought we were making this convincing.”

      “You’re just trying to break my rules.”

      He laughed. “I don’t even have the list yet.” Hunter came back to her side and claimed her suitcase. His eyes were filled with daring and mischief. “We could go for dinner, review your rules, make sure I don’t miss any of them.”

      It was ridiculously tempting to spend more time with him. “I have to get to my mom’s,” she said instead. “She’ll be expecting me.”

      “Ah, the homecoming ritual. How does that go, anyway?”

      “Don’t you even go home for the holidays?”

      “Nope.”

      “Why not?”

      “No home. It’s not possible.” Hunter spun the bag with a flourish, then wheeled it behind him as he marched out of the office and into the lobby. Chloe strode behind him with her laptop bag and purse, fighting the sense that he was running her show. “You’ll want to go over to Broadway to get a cab uptown. Let me do the honors.” He was changing the subject to distract her. Chloe already recognized his technique.

      How could he not have a home?

      “I can get my own cab,” she protested, trying unsuccessfully to reclaim her suitcase.

      “Of course, you can, but I’m trying out gallantry to see how I do with it. I’m thinking it will be the way to go on Friday night.” He winked at her as he reached for the door to the street. “Come on. Participate in the great experiment of making me into a plausible date for you.”

      “You’re just making fun of me.”

      “I’m worshipping at your feet, Chloe, and don’t begin to imagine otherwise.” He winked at her as she stepped past him. “Send me the rules, please,” he whispered and she glanced up to find his eyes glinting. “I’d hate to miss one.”

      She stopped cold in the doorway and met his gaze. “How can you not have a home? You must live somewhere.”

      “Other people’s homes,” he said brightly and set off toward Broadway.

      “What?”

      “I house-sit. I move every two to four weeks, feed the cat/gerbil/snake/canary, bring in the mail, sign for deliveries, listen for burglars in the night.”

      Chloe blinked as she tried to absorb that. “Why?”

      “Why not? It’s like free rent.”

      “But you get paid well at F5F.”

      “Right, you’ve reviewed the payroll, haven’t you?” Hunter laughed. “I like the adventure. It’s like traveling, a new city twice a month, but not really.”

      Chloe kept up with his long stride. “But you still have to have a home. You have to be from somewhere. Everyone is.”

      “Of course, but it’s gone, so I can’t go back there.” He shrugged. “I guess I could, but it’s not like I’d know anyone there anymore.” His sidelong glance was quick, his expression closed, and Chloe smelled a secret.

      Another one. He didn’t like Christmas and there had to be a reason for that. He said he didn’t have a home, and there was an explanation about that, too.

      Against every expectation, she was curious.

      About Hunter Tate. She’d always thought he was as deep as cling wrap but he was turning her expectations upside-down.

      And they’d barely started.

      “You want to compete on the cab thing?” he asked, challenge in his tone and she guessed that he was trying to distract her again. “See who’s got the best moves?”

      “No. I want to know why you hate Christmas.”

      “Don’t hold your breath waiting on that,” he advised, his gaze suddenly serious. He gave her a hard look, as if to warn her, then stepped to the curb and raised a hand as he whistled.

      The cab came to him like a hawk on a lure. Chloe was impressed.

      “Mind if I ride partway?” Hunter asked as he held open the door for her.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Gotta get a suit. Remember? Theo and Tyler go to the same tailor uptown. I’ll give it a try.” He went around the cab and got in on the other side, saving her from scooting across the back seat. He filled the space with his long legs, but her carry-on bag on the seat between them meant they weren’t touching. Chloe realized she would have liked to have had that lean thigh pressed against her own.

      She was officially losing her mind

      “It’ll be expensive,” She felt obliged to warn him.

      He nodded, apparently philosophical. “No doubt. I’ve learned at F5F that a good suit is made to last and worth every penny. If I’m going to buy a suit, I’m only going to buy one for the duration.” He raised his brows. “I’ll have to find some swish places to go on a regular basis.”

      Chloe’s phone rang before she could think of a reply to that. She should have anticipated that Josh would call in. She showed Hunter the call display, watched a smile start to curve his lips, then answered—well aware that Hunter was listening.
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        * * *

      

      This Josh guy didn’t waste a moment.

      In a way, Hunter could admire that. Josh knew what he wanted and he went for it. In another way, Hunter couldn’t understand how this guy could miss the fact that Chloe didn’t share his goal. She’d dumped him. She’d moved across the country immediately afterward and hadn’t come back since. She wasn’t the kind of woman who said one thing and meant another, and she didn’t play games. Hunter had to wonder whether Josh knew anything about Chloe at all.

      Then he wondered whether Josh wanted to know anything about her. Maybe he just planned to impose his own ideas of a perfect wife and mother of his children upon Chloe—no matter what she thought of it.

      Hunter already disliked this guy big-time.

      “Oh, thanks,” Chloe said, her gaze meeting Hunter’s. Her tone was sweet, too sweet to Hunter’s thinking. There was a warning in that honey and he wondered whether she’d sting. “That’s so thoughtful of you, especially since we aren’t together anymore.” Her voice hardened a bit and she hurried on, as if to keep Josh from making the obvious suggestion. “But you know, it’s the most amazing thing. I chaired a meeting at Flatiron Five Fitness for my boss, since he’s on holidays, and I met up with Hunter again.” She snapped her fingers. “We picked up like it hasn’t been a year. The connection is amazing.”

      Hunter grinned and gave her a thumbs-up. She was a better liar than he’d expected. He heard his name repeated by Josh.

      “I didn’t tell you about him? That’s surprising.” She mused over that for a moment, leaving lots of time for Josh to think of why that might be. “Hunter works at the club, too. We always got along really well, but you know, workplace rules, so it came to nothing. Now...” Chloe dropped her voice to a husky chuckle. “Well, everything’s different now since we work at different clubs.” She paused to listen. “Oh yes, I’ll see you at the party. Hunter, too. Of course, he’ll be there with me! See you, Josh.” She ended the call, leaned back and exhaled. “And so it begins,” she said under her breath.

      “Is that what we’re going with?” Hunter asked. “Old connection, only being explored now because we’re finally both single at the same time?”

      “And not working in the same club.” She wrinkled her nose. “Sorry. It was the best I could do on the spot.”

      “Don’t apologize. It’s brilliant in its simplicity. We can totally make this work.” He leaned closer and bumped her shoulder. “You were great. Even I believed you.”

      “Really? I’m not used to telling fibs.”

      “Fibs.” Hunter grinned. “That was a snow job and it was fabulous. What you didn’t say was as good as what you did say. You gave him lots to worry about.”

      She flushed a little. “Oh good. I think.”

      “See, I’m already teaching you dangerous new skills. It’s like osmosis.”

      Chloe laughed, her good mood restored, her gaze dancing over him. “Maybe we will have fun.”

      “We will definitely have fun,” Hunter replied then his own phone rang.

      Chloe stared as he pulled it out. “Your ringtone is Rhinestone Cowboy?” she asked, obviously incredulous.

      “Yes,” Hunter said, punctuating that with a glare, then answered. It was Jacinda, which was good because he’d lost her new number and their usual restaurant had closed over the summer. They agreed to meet as usual for dinner on Christmas Day, and she’d found a different restaurant she liked. Hunter got the address. He only realized when he ended the call that Chloe was watching him.

      And listening.

      “So you do have at least one plan for the holidays.”

      “I do now.” Hunter felt the weight of Chloe’s curiosity and against all expectations, he caved to it and told her more. “Old friend. We usually go for Chinese food on
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