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Charlie finally focused on the gray, knotted tie. Nobody in the small town of Alisson, Montana, population seven thousand, wore a tie and even if, on the very odd occasion, they did, it didn’t look like this one. Precisely and perfectly done, like the rest of the man in front of her.

She should probably try breathing again. Now she understood Lilly’s giggle when she’d announced Charlie’s new client.

The minute he’d entered her consulting room, something sucked all the oxygen from the room in a matter of seconds, leaving her breathless.

Valiantly, she’d tried to inhale, but around them, the air was vibrating with strange undercurrents.

“There must be a mistake,” the man said, “I’m looking for...” He glanced at his phone. “Charlie Wilson?”

She finally managed to get some air in her lungs. “I am Charlene Wilson, Charlie to my friends. How can I help you?” Nearly cringing, she held out her hand. Where did the sudden husky voice come from? She didn’t usually sound like this.

For a moment, he stared at her outstretched hand before he took his out of his pocket and extended it forward. Fascinated, she stared as his hand folded around hers. Fingers touched, and...wow. An electric shock literally sent shivers down her spine. Shivers? Trying her best to swallow the hysterical giggle threatening to escape, she quickly dropped her hand. She was twenty-eight, for crying out loud; behaving like a schoolgirl was so not the thing to do right now.

Granted, the guy was drop-dead gorgeous. Broad shoulders, light brown hair slicked back, not one strand out of place—probably didn’t dare—square jaw, brilliant blue eyes; his entire presence emanated an air of purpose and authority. Clearly a man who liked to have everything under control.

Impatiently, he glanced around him. “I’m Logan Johnson. My mother, Eleanor, made an appointment for me.”

Of course, her lunch appointment was with Eleanor’s son. She’d known that, but she’d completely forgotten about that little detail for a moment. Eleanor often spoke about her “beautiful son in Seattle,” but beautiful didn’t begin to describe the man in front of her.

Before Charlie could answer, he rubbed his face, clearly exasperated. “But I thought it was with a medical professional and a...well, not...” He pointed toward the words on her door. “A ‘Bowen therapist,’ whatever the hell that means. I don’t know what she was thinking. Sorry to have wasted your time.” He turned around to leave and in that instant, she noticed the way he stiffly held the upper part of his body.

Damn it, it was her job to look for signs like this when her clients entered her room, but she’d been so occupied perving about the gorgeous specimen of a man, she hadn’t noticed the usual telltale clues of someone in pain.

She relaxed. He was clearly upset because one, he’d thought she was a man, and two, he wasn’t comfortable with what she did. But it was also obvious he needed help, and that, she could provide.

“Chicken?” she asked his retreating back.

He stopped and slowly turned around. “Excuse me?”

“You’re in pain. I can help you. The only reason why you won’t let me try is either because I’m a woman or because you’re afraid.”

His eyes narrowed. “I am certainly not afraid. But I am not prepared to let some”—he motioned in the air with his hands—“pseudo-whatever, put his or her hands on me. I’m in enough pain as it is. What the hell does ‘Bowen therapist’ mean, anyway?” Before she could answer, he sniffed in the air. “And I smell lavender and something woody—what is it?”

Charlie lifted her chin and squared her shoulders. “My sister, Lindsay, and I are both trained nurses. Medical professionals. She has the shop adjacent to my rooms, selling essential oils—that’s what you’re smelling—and I’m trained as a Bowen technique therapist. The Bowen technique is well known in the medical profession and if you give me a chance, I promise you I can help.”

He moved as if to turn, and winced. Grabbing on to the back of the chair with one hand, he cursed under his breath.

Interesting. Not so in control all the time, apparently.

“I can help you,” she repeated, holding her breath. It would be better it if he’d simply leave. The mere thought of having to put her hands on him had her all flustered. But however unpleasant and uptight he was, she’d have to try and help him; otherwise, she’d worry about him all day.

Fortunately, Bowen Therapy did not require intense massaging; surely she could do this without having palpitations, for goodness’ sake.

He finally spoke. “Okay, damn it, I’m here. Let’s do this. But if you do any hocus-pocus stuff, I’m out of here.”

Her hands were itching to pick up something to throw at him, but pressing her lips together to make sure she wouldn’t say anything she’d regret later, she pointed toward the table.

“Please lie down on your back.” She pulled the curtain around the padded table. “There is no need for you to take off your clothes...” Images of his naked body nearly had her tripping over her own feet. “But you may be more comfortable without your jacket and...and tie.”

She waited until he’d disappeared behind the curtain before she exhaled. What was wrong with her, for goodness’ sake? Here she was, nearly hyperventilating, and all because of a man. Yes, he was seriously attractive, but he was, nevertheless, just a man.

One with a perfectly knotted tie.

He was lying down, as she’d instructed, when she opened the curtain.

“How did you hurt your back?” Her voice was cool, and she wasn’t meeting his eyes.

“While hiking,” he said curtly. He was in pain; it didn’t matter what the hell happened. “Tell me about this Wowen, Bowen, whatever the hell you call this cr—therapy.”

She gave him a cool look. “It’s called Bowen Therapy.”

“Bowen Therapy,” he said, his gaze on her mouth.

“The guiding principles of the technique were established by Tom Bowen during the 1950s. It focuses on the whole person, not just the condition. In other words, it treats the cause, not only the symptoms. It helps the body to heal and restores the balance by shifting the body from your innate ‘fight or flight’ system to a more natural state of calm.”

He watched her as she studied his body. She was holding something in her hand. Damn, she had yet to touch him, but he was struggling not to react to her nearness. The fact that he was lying on his back wasn’t helping, either.

“Natural state of calm? With you doing strange things to my body?” he grumbled, only realizing the ambiguity of his words when they hung in the air around them.

Her lips twitched.

“Oh, you think this is funny?” he snarled.

“I think you’re in pain. I think you like being in control and at the moment, you’re not. That’s why you feel the need to lash out. But it’s fine. I often have children throwing tantrums.”

“I’m not throwing a tantrum, damn it...” He tried to sit up straight, but a pain shot up his back, and groaning, he had to slowly lie down again.

“The movements in Bowen Therapy,” she continued as if he hadn’t interrupted her, “are very distinctive and are used on precise points on the body. It involves moving the soft tissue in a particular way. I will use a rolling-type movement, using my fingers, hands, or sometimes my elbow. It will create a focus for the brain by stimulating the nerve pathways and tissue. I work on only a small area, depending how far your skin can move. What you may find strange—”

“This whole damn day is strange. I don’t know what the hell my mother was thinking,” he muttered.

But the lady was not to be fazed. “—is that in between working on you, I’ll leave the room. This is when the body starts repairing itself. Close your eyes, please?”

Close his eyes? Not while he had no idea what she was going to do. And how the hell could anything be repaired when she’d be leaving the damn room? This would teach him not to ever listen to his mother again.

“Please?” she asked, and smiled.

He closed his eyes quickly. If he had to look at her for one more minute, he’d be in trouble. It was getting more and more difficult to keep his body under control as it was.

“Okay, keep your eyes closed and breathe,” she crooned, after a few seconds. Bangles jingled, soft hands touched his sides, moved slowly toward his back. To the exact spot where the pain was. His eyes flew open.

“How do know...?”

“I used a crystal,” she muttered. She was bending over him, her earrings—miniature chandeliers, really—were caressing her cheek and her long hair fell forward like a curtain, touching his shirt. Roses. That was what he was smelling. His body reacted and he swallowed a groan. The woman was killing him.

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had such a physical reaction to someone he’d just met.

She lifted her arms and moved away. “I’m going out of the room now. Close your eyes and try to...relax.” The last word was muffled as she quickly left the room.

Damn it to hell and back. He should’ve paid more attention when she’d phoned to sing the praises of the “wonderful therapist” Charlie, who, she’d claimed, had “fixed” her neck, leaving her free of pain for the first time in years. She hadn’t mentioned that “Charlie” was a gorgeous-looking woman.

He should’ve remembered his mother never did anything normal people did.

But she’d phoned when he’d been on his way to a meeting he was already late for. He’d eventually caved, partly because the meeting had been about to begin and partly because he’d felt so guilty he hadn’t been back home since his sister Brooke’s husband’s funeral two years before.

It wasn’t as if he hadn’t seen his family, though. His mom, Brooke, and her son, Connor, had visited him in Seattle a few times over the last two years, and they’d all been to his cabin in Mount Rainier National Park near the city a couple of times.

There wasn’t really time in his busy schedule to fly to Bozeman, get a car, and then still drive the extra forty minutes to Alisson. He was the CEO of a fund-managing company and worked twenty-four-seven. It had been his goal in life to make enough money so that he could have the life he wanted.

But, he’d calculated, this way he’d manage to see his mom and sister and maybe get some relief from the constant backache that had been plaguing him for the last few weeks. Time in his busy day to find out where a good physio or chiropractor was, he didn’t have. Anna, his PA, would gladly help, but this was the kind of thing he’d rather do himself. Nobody else needed to know how much pain he was in.

What he hadn’t expected, though, was that the “therapist” would be so beautiful. He saw pretty women every day, but something about this therapist had caught him off guard. With clear blue eyes, long, blond curls cascading down her back, and a slim body, she was simply exquisite.

But what the hell was she wearing? In a glittering pink top that left her arms bare while delicate lace gathered gently around her long neck, and a soft, layered skirt that fell to the ground, she didn’t look like any medical professional he knew.

The women he was used to, and whom he met on a daily basis in business, wore appropriate suits that didn’t distract from the work at hand. And he’d been on his way out of the door of Charlie’s office—he still wasn’t sure how he’d ended up on this table, on his back. Yet here he was, trusting someone he didn’t know from Adam to relieve his pain.

Why on earth would his mother think he would let a...a...gypsy like this treat his back?
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Charlie braced herself before she opened the door to her office again. Fortunately, Lindsay and Lilly were still out to lunch because otherwise they both would’ve noticed Charlie’s flushed face when she’d literally fled her own rooms a few minutes ago. She had no idea how to explain what was happening.

He’d reacted to her—she couldn’t help but notice it. What she hadn’t expected, though, was what the sight of his “reaction” did to her. In her tight top, her hardened nipples were easily noticeable; she’d had to get out of there quickly. Hopefully, the ridiculous moment had passed and she’d return to her cool self.

Still muttering, she opened the door. Logan was sitting on the table.

“You’re not supposed to move,” she scolded. “But since you’re up...” Her gaze flew to his crotch before she could help it and her ability to speak disappeared.

“So, you’ve noticed.” His jaw was stiff, his eyes mere slits. I’m...sorry, and—”

She cut him off with a wave of jingling bangles and cleared her throat. “Please lie on your stomach.” He was undoubtedly embarrassed because his body was refusing to toe the line.

Oh, my word, what’s up with the husky voice today?

Scowling, he lay down with a grunt and she put her hands on his back.

“What are you doing now?”

“Just relax.” While applying subtle, relaxing rolling moves across the muscles and tendons of his lower back, she tried her best not to look at his broad shoulders, his narrow hips, his perfectly rounded butt.

This was going to be the longest forty-five minutes of her life.
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It was only after he’d put on his jacket that it hit him: his mother was trying to set him up with the lovely therapist.

He’d been wracking his brain, trying to understand why his mother would send him to someone like Charlie Wilson. He’d been here for what felt like an eternity, but he was still in pain. What the hell the “technique” was, he still had no idea, but she’d barely touched his body. A few feather-like movements would be followed by her leaving the room, and each damn time he was left aching for more of her touch. This was no real therapy.

He cursed under his breath. Whatever she was doing, it was obviously utter nonsense and if his body hadn’t been so out of control, he would’ve caught on much earlier.

But now his brain cells had finally started working again, and it was clear as daylight what was going on here. His mother had figured he would fall for the lovely therapist, or whatever the hell she was, the minute he saw her.

He should have suspected something like this—his mother had been way too insistent. She wanted to see him married and settled. She wanted grandbabies, he was told regularly. But he never imagined she’d try and do something like this.

Just then the door opened and Charlie was back. And just as quickly, his body reacted to her again. With her nearby, there was no possibility of his body reaching a state of calm, as she’d so quaintly put it.

Fed up with the way his mother had conned him again, he tried counting silently to ten before he spoke, but he was still furious. “I’ve finally realized what’s going on here. You’re obviously in on the deal. So let me be perfectly clear—I’m not in the market for a wife. So this whole”—angrily, he motioned with his hand—“charade, was all in vain.”

Her eyes widened and she caught her breath before she burst out laughing. Stunned, he could only stare. She laughed with utter abandon. Her whole body took part—blue eyes twinkled, the bangles on her arms jingled, even her hair was bouncing merrily to the sound.

He gnashed his teeth. “It’s not funny.”

She let out another giggle before she finally managed to gulp in her laugh. But her eyes were still filled with mirth. “I assure you, sir, getting married is so not something I’m interested in. I’m very happy with my life. You don’t have to worry that I have designs...” Another giggle erupted before she quickly composed her face. “Drink lots of water when you get home and don’t do any other strenuous exercises. And do give my best to your mother. She is a such lovely person.”

He didn’t miss the slight emphasis on “she.” As Charlie spoke, she walked toward the door and opened it widely.

And that should have been that. He should have walked out, gotten into his car, and driven away.

Instead, his feet moved purposefully toward her. Again, her eyes widened, but this time it was in alarm.

“What are you doing?” she asked warily.

“I have no idea,” he said, getting the words out somehow before he bent his head. The smell of roses hit him again, seeped through his skin, and heated his blood. His lips simply had to test the texture of her skin. For a millisecond, his mouth touched her temple. Petals. Satin. Soft.

“I wasn’t the only one who was aroused,” he muttered.

“Don’t...” Her voice was a mere whisper.

Hastily, he stepped back. What the hell was wrong with him? Without saying another word, he stormed out. At this moment, he could cheerily throttle his mother.
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Charlie was still standing with her hand on the doorknob, utterly bemused, when Lindsay returned from lunch. Inside were sounds indicating that Lilly, the young girl they’d hired to help them, had also returned.

“It is just the most glorious summer’s day outside. You should really take a walk. I love this time of year!” Lindsay sang, twirling around the office. Only when she caught sight of Charlie’s face did her smile fade. “What’s wrong?”

Charlie quickly moved forward and touched her sister’s hand. Lindsay was so much better since they’d made the move from South Africa to this lovely town two years before; she didn’t want to do or say anything that might upset her sister in any way.

“Nothing is wrong, sweetie, relax. I’ve just had a difficult client. You know, one of those who doesn’t think what we do is ‘professional.’”

“But weren’t you supposed to see Eleanor’s son over lunch? Don’t tell me he is the difficult client? Both Eleanor and her daughter are so sweet.”

“I know, right? I also find it hard to believe he’s related to such lovely free spirits as Eleanor and Brooke. You should see him—my fingers literally itched to mess up his hair and loosen his tie.”

Lindsay’s eyes widened in mock disbelief. “Mess up his hair? Loosen his tie? You seriously want to tell me my I’m-not-interested-in-men-period sister wants to actually touch a man? I have to see this guy!”

“Don’t be ridiculous, of course I don’t actually want to...to...” And suddenly the gentle pressure of warm lips against her temple replayed so vividly in her mind, she had to rub the place where his lips had been.

“Charlie?” Lindsay’s voice finally penetrated her thoughts. “Your eyes kind of glazed over there for a minute—care to tell me why?”

Fortunately, Lilly called over to Lindsay; there was a client in the shop asking for her, and Charlie didn’t have to answer.

“Don’t think you’re going to get away with it, it’s Friday night. Tonight, I’ll ply you with drinks until you confess.” Lindsay grinned as she walked in the direction of the little shop adjacent to Charlie’s rooms. “By the way,” she asked over her shoulder, “is there now a final date for your meeting in Seattle?”

“Yes, the second Friday in July—in about three weeks’ time. Why? You want to join me?”

“I’ve been thinking about it. There are quite a few companies selling essential oils in Seattle; it’ll be nice to try to see at least one of them.”

“Oh, Linds, that’ll be so nice. We haven’t been anywhere else since we arrived in Montana, and apparently Seattle is a beautiful city.”

“Great—I’ll check out flights and accommodation?”

Lilly appeared with Charlie’s next client. “Thanks.” She nodded to Lindsay before her sister slipped into her office.

Charlie greeted her client, but Lilly hovered. “So, tell me about the hot guy you saw earlier?” she whispered.

“Don’t you have work?” Charlie asked Lilly.

“Mmmm, this is serious.” Lilly giggled but before Charlie could say something, she left, waving her hand. “I’m going, I’m going!”

Charlie groaned. Lindsay was bad, but Lilly was worse. They were going to pester her until they had all the details and some juicy tidbits.

But apart from the fact that Logan Johnson was rude and a snob, there really wasn’t much else to tell anyone. Except to mention his very blue eyes, his broad shoulders, square jawline...

Exasperated with herself, she rubbed her face. She’d never had such a physical reaction to any man before. So why had she reacted like a sex-starved old maid? Okay, he was seriously attractive, but so were many other men. And it’s not as if she didn’t date or have sex. It had been a while, but she wasn’t sex-starved, for goodness’ sake.

But hopefully, this craziness would pass because she knew she could never get serious about anyone. Being dumped by her last boyfriend, Toby, because she couldn’t have children, had kinda driven home the fact that she wasn’t “marrying material,” as he’d nastily put it.

It had taken her a while to come to grips with her reality, but after nearly four years, she’d learned to let go of the picture she’d always had in her head of a loving husband, a couple of kids, and a ranch. Maybe she’d be able to have a ranch one day, but she could never have children, and day by day she was learning to live with that particular heartache.

What irritated her most about herself was that only after Toby had left did she realize how much she’d gone out of her way to try and make him happy, and if he hadn’t dumped her, she probably would still be jumping through hoops, trying to be the kind of woman he wanted.

From watching the way her friends made themselves smaller to keep the men in their lives happy, she could honestly say being in another relationship didn’t look all that appealing.

And after Lindsay’s experience with her last boyfriend, she’d let go of the idea of ever finding a loving husband.

It had taken her a while to discover who she really was, to dress to please herself and not a man, to do what made her happy and to live her life according to her rules and not someone else’s.

Men, as this one had just proven again, loved to be in control. And she could control her own life quite effectively, thank you very much. She certainly didn’t need a man to tell her how to behave.

And right now, her goal was to make a home for herself and Lindsay and to provide a calm and stable environment for her sister. Both of them had been lost after their parents’ sudden deaths. That period of turmoil, of grief, was probably the reason why Lindsay had fallen for the first guy she thought could give her stability. And Charlie had been so busy feeling sorry for herself, she hadn’t noticed the signs in time to warn her sister. And so Lindsay had ended up in a nightmare.

She put her hand on her heart. It was still racing like a runaway train. Aaargh, she was simply going to ignore this spark or jolt or whatever one called this craziness.

Fortunately, she wouldn’t see him again.

But as she walked back into her rooms where her next client was waiting, her hand strayed up to her temple again. Oh, my goodness, this was ridiculous. She had work to do; she didn’t drool over men.
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Logan’s mother was looking perplexed. “I don’t think I follow you. You’re unhappy because you don’t think Charlie looked the right part?”

“No... Yes! And you deliberately let me believe Charlie is a man!”

“Since when does that make a difference?” his mother asked.

His sister, who had just popped in from her house next door, also had something to add. “I can just picture the scene. You all superior and haughty, telling her she wasn’t dressed according to Logan Johnson’s rules. How can I ever go back to Charlie and Lindsay? And they’re the best!”

“Mom, you were trying to set me up with her—don’t even try to deny it!” he bellowed.

Both of them fell silent for a moment before they burst out laughing.

Brooke was the first one to recover. “Set you up with Charlie? Mom will certainly never set up the lovely Charlie with someone as...as... Come on, Mom, help me. Describe your son.”

His mom finally stopped laughing. “My dear child,” she said and cupped his face for a moment, “I love you to bits, as you know, but you’re simply too...too ...” She looked at Brooke. “What is the right word?”

He scowled at his mom and sister. “Seriously? So, I’m the problem?”

Grinning, Brooke snapped her fingers. “Boring, Mom. Describes my brother to a tee.”

His mother nodded. Nodded! “Too boring for Charlie, in any case. The two of you would’ve made beautiful babies, but alas, no, sweetheart. You, my dear boy, are too predictable, too rigid, too controlling for someone like our Charlie. You’re too much like a...like a...”

“Man?” Brooke offered.

“I am a man, damn it!” he snapped, highly irritated.

“What I mean,” his mom said, “is Charlie needs someone who will get her, you know? And let’s face it, son, you prefer your women rake-thin, groomed within an inch of their life, and without any personality. And that”—grinning, she shook her head—“is not Charlie. Don’t you just love the way she dresses? It’s so rare to see a woman embracing who she is and dressing accordingly, without trying to please anyone else.”

“The way she dresses? Mom, she looks... I don’t even know how to describe her style. If you can even call it style.”

His mom’s eyes lit up. “It’s called Boho, and isn’t it fabulous?”

“Mom,” Brooke said and glanced at her watch. “If you want to change before we leave, you should hurry up, it’s getting late.”

“Go where?” Logan asked.

“Over weekends, we meet up with our friends in one of the local bars-slash-breweries. Everybody seems to be brewing beer these days, even in Alisson,” his mother said. “But don’t worry, I know it’s not your scene. I’ve made something for you to eat so you can go to bed early.”

Clair moved toward the front door. “Okay, Mom, I’m going to change. The babysitter is already with Connor; I’ll just get my bag. Ten minutes?”

“You realize I’ve come to visit you for the weekend?” he asked crossly.

His mother rubbed his arm. “Of course, but you told me how tired you were, and I thought you’d like to go to bed early tonight.”

“Not at half past six!”

“Well,” Brooke said from the door, “Friday nights, Mom and I go out. You’re welcome to join us, but that means you’ll have
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