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    "All things counter, original, spare, strange;Whatever is fickle, freckled (who knows how?)"
—from "Pied Beauty" by Gerard Manley Hopkins
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TREY DROPPED HIS OVERNIGHT bag just inside the front door and looked perplexed. I understood his confusion. Except for the fire in the hearth and the glow of candlelight, the reception area of the Camellia Inn was dark. It was obviously, utterly, not open for business. And yet there I was, standing in front of the fireplace next to a tidy square dinner table set for two.

He shut the door behind himself. "Your message said to meet here, to come prepared to stay the night."

"That's right."

He didn't budge. Didn't take off his coat, didn't unbutton his suit jacket or remove his gloves. He cast a skeptical eye around the parlor, at the multiple bouquets of red roses and the white ribbons cascading from the chandelier, the froth and splendor of Victorian romance as executed by the exuberant new innkeepers. They'd set up the table for us with white linens and crystal and good china, but I'd provided the champagne and Pellegrino myself, plus a platter of sushi. Chopsticks too, the nice black lacquered ones from Trey's place. I'd even arranged a selection of heart-shaped chocolates on a heart-shaped porcelain dish, though my favorite dessert was still standing at the threshold, scowling.

He narrowed his eyes. "Where is the staff?"

"Gone for the night."

"All of them?"

"Every single one. It's just the two of us."

He looked even more puzzled. "What about the other guests?"

"There are none. We have the entire B&B to ourselves."

He folded his arms. Now the curiosity was moving into suspicion, which I'd have a harder time working with. Suspicion came with walls, and Trey knew how to erect walls, strong solid ones that were impossible to knock down. I'd learned how to do end runs around them, but it was exhausting work, and I preferred to avoid it if at all possible.

I pulled back one of the chairs. "Sit. I'll explain while we eat."

He remained in the doorway. "I'd rather you explain now, please."

Just as I'd expected—the hearts and flowers were not softening him. On the contrary, they seemed to be making him even more wary. After all, Valentine's Day had come and gone over a week ago. But while the rest of the country had packed away its Cupids, Atlanta was still wrenching itself free from the blizzard that had slammed the entire region into bewildered, shivering stasis. With the black ice finally melted, Atlanta lurched forward once more, frostbit, teeth still chattering.

And Trey and I were finally having a slightly-behind-schedule Valentine's Day. Our very first ever. Unfortunately, he remained in the doorway, apprehensive and unconvinced and not yet with the program. 

I put my hands on my hips. "I know it's hard to fathom, but I'm trying to be romantic here, which does not come easy for me. So could you please summon up a little cooperation?"

I stepped forward and let the candlelight catch the crimson beading of my dress, firing it into a liquid dazzle. It was an Armani, one Trey himself had picked out almost a year ago, and it molded to my curves with the intimacy of skin. The matching Prada heels were going to get kicked under the table as soon as we sat down, but I tolerated them for a few more minutes because of the way they pulled my calves taut and elongated my thigh, also on display since the dress sported a lightning-bolt slit up the side. When I walked, it rippled ever so slightly, like a curtain about to come up on a burlesque show. Other red dresses had come into my life since then—elegant and designer, every single one—but this dress held a special place in my heart. In Trey's heart too, I suspected. Or at least in his eyes.

At the sight of the dress, he stopped casing the place and looked at me, really looked, for the first time since stepping foot in the inn. He pulled off his gloves, taking his time. Gave me a final and thoroughly thorough appraisal. Then he locked the door behind himself and closed the distance between us in a few graceful strides.

One of the casualties of his frontal lobe damage was a damaged sense of other people's personal space. He often stood too close or too far away for polite encounters. He was too close now—so close I could catch his scent, warm and male, soap and evergreen—but in this instance, I knew the breach was deliberate.

I pulled his scarf from his neck, slow like a strip tease. "I left you a present on your nightstand."

"I know."

"Did you bring it?"

His eyes slid sideways to his overnight bag and then back to me.

I smiled up at him. "Oh goodie. But let's eat first, shall we?"

I removed his overcoat next, and then the tie, both of them joining the scarf in a nearby armchair. We walked together to the table, where I sat as gracefully as I could in the tottery heels. Ever the gentleman, Trey moved behind me to slide my chair closer. As he did, his fingertips grazed my bare shoulders, not accidentally, and my skin tingled in response. Even after a year, his slightest touch could still ignite me. I had a feeling it always would.

He leaned closer, so close I could feel his breath against my ear. "You're wearing the perfume."

"It's called Kerosene. How could I resist?" I turned in my seat to look up at him. "Was that your idea of a joke, by the way?"

His expression remained deadpan, but his eyes were bright in the firelight. Less than two weeks before, a homicidal maniac had tried to burn my shop to the ground, Trey and me in it, and had sprayed some bullets around in case the blaze hadn't worked. We'd managed to thwart those plans, thank goodness, but I'd had to get new front counters installed because no matter how much I scrubbed, I'd been unable to get the smell of kerosene out of the wood.

Trey examined me cautiously. "It was a reference, I suppose. Is that okay?"

"Very okay. We can't take these things too seriously, now can we?"

He looked relieved. "Okay. Good. That's not why I chose it, of course. But still."

I brought the inside of my wrist to my nose. It was an unusual fragrance, bitter citrus at first, warming into smoky amber and vanilla with a smolder of sandalwood. Velvety, lush, a little boozy but bright.

"It's perfectly me," I said.

He almost smiled. He had the nose of a bloodhound, Trey did. He also possessed, I was discovering, a wry sense of humor that I was only now beginning to comprehend. I wondered how many punchlines he'd sent my way that I'd completely misinterpreted, how many sly observations he'd fastballed right under my nose.

He took his own seat opposite me, unbuttoned his jacket. "You look very nice."

"Thank you. So do you."

"Thank you."

I grinned. "Look at us being all first-date manners. Like we have to be on our best behavior or we'll go home alone."

His eyes crinkled at the corners. "I'm not sure how the evening will end in some respects, but I am reasonably certain—"

"—that you're getting lucky tonight? You are. Very perceptive of you."

He blinked at me, his mouth pressed in a straight line. Pressed hard, fighting whatever amusement was bubbling up. The candlelight sheened his black hair with golden highlights, darkening his eyes to black-blue, and I knew a blush lurked on those cheekbones. Yes, he'd decided he was going to play along with whatever I had planned. It was a revelation, this yes—it wouldn't have happened eleven months earlier.

He inclined his head politely. "I was going to say that I was reasonably certain neither of us would be going home alone. But...as you say."

I laughed. I knew we looked straight outta Buckhead, a stereotypical fancy couple on a stereotypical fancy date, Trey with his cuff links and bespoke Italian suit, me with diamond earrings and a complicated up-do. These were disguises, of course. Personas. I was a blue jeans woman, dirty blonde bed-headed and rough around the edges. And while Trey had taken to Armani like a duck to water, underneath the Italian couture he was still a beat cop, a solid-hearted good guy, as unpretentious a human being as I'd ever known.

And we were having Valentine's Day, a holiday I'd sworn I would never celebrate. But that was before Trey. With him in my life, I was doing a lot of things I'd never thought I would. I pulled the champagne from the ice and filled my glass. Filled his too, even though he didn't drink, because I knew the symmetry would please him.

I raised my glass. "To hearts and flowers and getting lucky."

Trey raised his as well, and
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