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A kiss? Seriously.

Baffled, Brooke put the paintbrush down, her gaze never leaving the painting she’d just finished. She was known for her “vividly realized oil landscape paintings,” as an art journal had once hailed one of her pieces. And recently, another critic had raved about her work, describing one of her paintings as “simple, bold forms expressed in strong strokes and richly saturated colors.”

Okay, lately, she’d moved away from only doing landscape painting and had begun to explore the human figure, but what she’d done on this canvas was something entirely different.

This was a kiss. No matter how or from which angle she looked at the finished work in front of her, there was no doubt about the subject matter.

The faces of the couple kissing were shadowy, their features indistinct, but they were kissing—that much was clear. Ardently kissing, to be precise. But gone were the “bold strokes and richly saturated colors.” Instead, muted hues created a dreamlike glow inside of which scratchy brushstrokes swirled around to form lips, kissing.

And why did the blurry features look so familiar?

With unsteady fingers, Brooke tried to comb back her hair. She hadn’t been sleeping well; that was probably the reason she was seeing things that weren’t there.

Irritated, she brushed another piece of hair out of her face. Why was her hair all over the place? Hadn’t she put it up in a ponytail that morning? Patting her head, she tried to find the scrunchie she’d used for the ponytail earlier. Where was it? Shaking her head, she dropped her hand. She couldn’t even remember, as she’d been so wrapped up in getting these images onto a canvas, in capturing the restlessness she’d been experiencing over the last few weeks. What she hadn’t expected, though, was that the end result would be...a kiss.

Grabbing a cloth to try to clean the worst of the paint on her hands, she checked the clock on the wall. Connor should be home soon.

She seriously didn’t have time for this. It was the second week in June, and there were still several paintings she had to finish for an exhibition in Seattle in the middle of July. The gallery in Livingston, the one that would be showcasing her work moving forward, also wanted more than the two paintings she was in the process of forwarding from a gallery in Missoula to them. On top of that, she and Connor would be moving to the ranch in two weeks’ time.

Schools were also about to close for the summer holidays, and when Connor was home, she didn’t get anything done during the day. She loved having her son around, but at nearly seven, her little boy had boundless energy and he kept her busy. Any work she was thinking of doing during summer break, she’d have to do once he went to sleep at night.

Determined, Brooke picked up the brush again. Okay, she hadn’t been kissed in a while. Quite a while, actually. That was probably the reason why her subconscious had conjured up this scene.

Fortunately, she had no qualms about changing a painting if she didn’t like the end result, and she definitely didn’t like this one. With a few strokes of her brush, she’d be able to transform it in seconds.

Purposefully, she moved toward the painting, but before she could bring the brush down, the door behind her flew open.

“I thought you must be painting; you didn’t even hear me knock! I’ve just been to my Pilates class and thought I’d better check and see whether there is still food in the house.”

It was her mother. Brooke swallowed a groan. Her mom had a knack for turning up at the least opportune moments and this was definitely one of those. The last thing she wanted to do was to try to explain what she’d just painted.

Moving so her body would, hopefully, shield the painting from her mom’s eyes, Brooke smiled. “Mom! So nice to see you. Come on, I’ll make tea—”

But her mother never missed a thing. Unceremoniously, she shoved Brooke out of the way. “I was wondering what’s keeping you so busy!” Clasping her hands together, she inhaled sharply. “Brooke...oh, my dear girl, this is so, so beautiful. Different from anything you’ve done before, but so powerful. Look at the emotion, the feeling, the heat. No wonder I’ve been struggling to get hold of you for days.”

“I don’t like it. I’m going to paint over it—”

Her mother turned on her, eyes blazing. “You’ll do no such thing! This is one of the best paintings you’ve ever done, and deep down, you know it. You simply must make this one part of your upcoming exhibition in Seattle. If you don’t want to do that, at least give it to the gallery in Missoula; they’ll be thrilled to add this to your collection. I’ll go with you—”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Mom. I paint landscapes—”

“Yes, but you’ve been painting human figures, as well—”

“Those works are something entirely different.” Shaken, Brooke motioned toward the painting. “I have no idea where this one comes from, but it’s not something I’ll send to any gallery.”

“Of course, you will. Mark my words, people are going to be talking about this work for a long time.” She glanced back at it over her shoulder. “As for the subject matter—I don’t think it’s so strange for you to be thinking about kissing someone—”

“I’m not thinking of kissing anyone! Seriously, Mother!” Brooke exclaimed, more heatedly than she’d intended.

Her mother carried on as if she hadn’t spoken at all. “You’ve been alone since Adam’s passing three years ago, my dear. He was sweet, a wonderful husband to you and a great father to Connor, but it’s high time for you to think about kissing someone again.” Her eyes twinkled. “You’re right, your subconscious is definitely trying to tell you something. Maybe kissing someone like—”

“Don’t even say it, please, Mom, really—”

“—the very sexy Gavin Wilson.” Again, she glanced back at the painting. “I have to say, the one shadowy figure does look an awful lot like Gavin, don’t you think? And the woman?” She looked at Brooke. “She could be you.”

Brooke quickly glanced at her work and nearly groaned out loud. Her mother was right. She saw what Brooke hadn’t wanted to acknowledge—she’d painted Gavin Wilson kissing...well, her.

Agitated, she turned away. “Of course, I haven’t painted him. Seriously, Mom, I don’t know how many times I must tell you—Gavin and I are friends. This is becoming so boring. You and I have been friends with his sisters since they arrived in Alisson from South Africa nearly three years ago. Since Gavin has moved in with Charlie and Lindsay, he’s become a friend; it’s not that strange. We’re friends. We talk sometimes when the family gets together, but that’s only when you or Charlie or Lindsay invite Connor and me for dinner. Otherwise, I never see him.”

“You could always invite him over, you know. I hate to see you so alone.”

“Mom, please stop. I’m not alone, I have Connor. And just for the record, I’m very happy on my own, doing my own thing. When Adam was alive, he let me paint while he took care of the rest, and I happily went along with it. Only after he was gone, I realized how little I knew about our finances. It took me a long time to figure out what was going on. With Logan’s help and your attorney’s assistance, I’m finally at a place where I feel I’m in control of my own life. I’m not about to ever let another man ‘fix’ everything for me.”

“Oh, sweetie, Adam spoiled you because he loved you. And you never questioned his decisions. He left you and Connor well provided for, remember? You can’t let the past hold you back. Keep moving forward. And, oh, you and Gavin will make such a lovely couple, and think of the beautiful babies—”

“Mom!” Brooke called out, and grabbing her mother’s arm, she steered her down the stairs toward the kitchen. “Come on, I’ll make tea and you—”

“—the two of you will make.” Her mom was on a roll. “You with your beautiful blond hair and Gavin with his gorgeous blue eyes...”

They stepped into the kitchen. Time for a different tactic. “Tell me about little Ellie. Have you managed to finish unpacking in between playing with baby?”

Fortunately, talking about her new granddaughter and her recent move to Logan’s ranch was something guaranteed to get her mom to change topics immediately. Her brother Logan’s and his wife Charlie’s baby had been born in March, and they all immediately fell in love with the tiny girl. Brooke’s mother was completely besotted.

She put the kettle on. Thank goodness her mom had stopped talking about Gavin. It was so annoying having to explain over and over that they were just friends.

“Such a fabulous idea Logan had—all of us living on the ranch—I couldn’t be happier. Yesterday, I babysat Ellie when Charlie and Logan had to go to Bozeman. When she cries, I take her for a stroll. Oh, Brooke, I love it there, and I can’t wait for you to join us in a week’s time.”

Brooke groaned. “Don’t remind me. I have the upcoming exhibition in Seattle in the middle of July. I’m moving the two paintings still in the gallery in Missoula to a lovely one in Livingston that also wants more paintings, and—”

“Why? You’ve been with that gallery for such a long time?”

“I think I told you. Lynda, the owner, is on a cruise, touring the Mediterranean, and she’s decided to appoint a manager. The last time we spoke, she said she’d still be working with the artists, but the new manager will run the day-to-day sales.”

“So what’s the problem? Don’t you and the new manager get along?” her mom asked.

“I don’t...like the vibe any longer. Besides, Livingstone is much closer.” Her mom didn’t have to know about the manager’s not-so-subtle creepy advances. Fortunately, she was in the position where galleries were asking her if they could exhibit her work, not the other way round. The gallery in Livingston was in the process of organizing a fine art firm to fetch the two paintings—on Wednesday—that were still hanging in the gallery in Missoula. When that was done, she’d have one less worry.

“Anyway, schools are closing in two weeks, and with Connor around...”

“Well, fortunately, I don’t have an immediate upcoming exhibition. There is one in November in Butte, but I have more than enough time to be ready by then. Please, let him stay with me on the ranch, even if it’s only for a few days. Everyone will spoil him rotten; you won’t have to worry about him and can finish your paintings.”

“Thanks, Mom, but—”

“He’ll so enjoy the wide-open spaces on the ranch, and you know how much he loves the animals.” As usual, her mom wasn’t listening. “He gets on so well with Gavin, doesn’t he?”

Brooke laughed. “Mom, you’re relentless. Give it a rest, will you? Your son is married to the love of his life, thanks to your meddling.”

“I didn’t meddle. I simply made sure they got together in one room. The rest happened without any help from me.”

“That’s meddling, Mom. You deliberately let him believe Charlie was a man!”

“I never said that. Anyway, they were meant to be together—anyone can see that. When Charlie and Lindsay moved to Alisson about two... no, it’s nearly three years now, I just knew she and Logan were meant to be together. The same with Lindsay and Blake. I vividly remember the night Blake joined us at the bar. His gaze zeroed in on Lindsay, and he couldn’t look away. It was so obvious then they belonged together. That’s why I know you and—”

“Mom, stop it!” Brooke groaned. “Can we please talk about something else? How is Lindsay?”

Her mother smiled. “She’s absolutely glowing. Being pregnant seems to agree with the Wilson sisters. She’s been very busy; their website for her lovely products seems to be a hit, and they can’t keep up with the orders. Apparently, Lilly will take over the running of the place when Baby comes, and Lindsay will probably have to get another person in to help during those first few weeks.”

Brooke smiled. “How wonderful she’s also expecting a little girl.”

Her mother’s eyes twinkled. “But now we need to find a little brother for Connor.”

“Mom! I’m thirty-three and I have a child—not an attractive package deal for any man, even if I was looking for one. Which I’m not.”

“Oh, sweetie, that’s ridiculous, you’re gorgeous, and the right man—”

“Not interested, Mom. I have Connor. I’m very happy.”

Her mom glanced at her watch. “Where is he, by the way? Shouldn’t he be back from school?”

Brooke looked at the clock against the wall and frowned. Her mom was right. Connor should’ve been home by now. Her house was close to the school and he was usually here about ten minutes after the school day ended.

Before she could react, there was a knock on the door.

“You expecting anyone?” her mom asked.

Brooke shook her head while she walked toward the front door and opened it. She blinked, but she wasn’t hallucinating. On her porch, with Connor next to him, was Gavin Wilson holding two bags of what looked like groceries in his hands, if she wasn’t mistaken.

Speechless, she could only stare. Fortunately, Connor started babbling the minute she opened the door. “I told him we can just open the door, but he wanted to knock.” Connor hugged her legs. “Hi, Mom, I’m hungry. I’ve fetched Uncle Gavin to cook for us. Where is Grandma? I saw her car. Grandma!” he yelled and rushed inside.

Stunned, Brooke stared after Connor.

Gavin cleared his throat. “I found him at my front door.”

“What do you mean?”

“Connor. He came to the house.”

“I don’t believe it. But...why?”

Gavin grinned. “He’s told you.” He lifted the two bags of groceries he was carrying. “I’m happy to oblige.”

Brooke frowned. Had she heard correctly? Her son had gone to Gavin’s house to ask him to come and cook for them?

“But...it’s totally ridiculous; you can’t come and cook for us. Gavin, really...”

“It’s no secret in town you and your mother...how shall I put it? You don’t like cooking?”

“I cook,” Brooke began heatedly, but before she could finish her sentence, her mother appeared, all smiles.

“Yes, my dear girl, we cook, but nobody wants to eat what we cook! Come on in, Gavin, I’m on my way. I’m so glad you’re here.”

Gavin smiled. “Hi, Eleanor, lovely to see you.”

Beaming, her mom gave Brooke a quick hug. “I still have some things to do before I drive back to the ranch. Enjoy your dinner!” She stopped halfway down the stairs to look back at them. “Gavin, ask Brooke to show you her new painting.”

Brooke gnashed her teeth. “Goodbye, Mother.” She quickly closed the door before her mom could utter something even more embarrassing.

“I’m so sorry Connor bothered you. I’ll talk to him. You really don’t have to cook for us.”

“What about bourbon-grilled pork chops?”

Her tummy growled.

Gavin grinned. “I’ll take that as a yes.”
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For some reason, he was never quite prepared for her. Gavin busied himself getting the groceries he’d bought out of the bag. Ever since he’d arrived to visit his sisters in Alisson during the middle of last year, Brooke Johnson had caught his eye.

Initially, he’d thought it was because of the sadness he’d noticed in her startling blue eyes, but the longer time he’d spent in the presence of the honey-blond widow, the more she kinda...what? Bothered him? Maybe. There was something in the air when he was around her. She was gorgeous, sexy and...off limits. He was very much aware of that fact.

Which, of course, begged the question: why was he here, in her kitchen, about to cook for her and her son?

Brooke was crouching in front of Connor. “What are you supposed to do after school?”

“Come back home. But, Mo-o-m...”

“Correct. You come home. I didn’t know where you were. I was worried.”

“I’m sorry,” Connor mumbled before he flashed his mother a smile. “But aren’t you glad we’re not having sandwiches again?”

Brooke quickly got up. “That’s enough, Connor. Do you know how many kids don’t have any food?”

“Yeah, I know. But—”

“But nothing. You’ll apologize to Uncle Gavin for bothering him.”

“But Grandma said Uncle Gavin is a marvelous cook,” Connor said. “So I thought it would be nice to have someone who is a marvelous cook, cook for us. And you’re working so hard—aren’t you glad?”

Brooke’s mouth twitched. Connor had perfectly mimicked his grandma’s “marvelous.”

Gavin had to swallow his own grin. “It’s really no bother. I have to eat anyway.” He gave Connor a wink.

Connor grinned. “See? He’s not bothered. Can I go and play until we eat, Mom?”

“May I,” Brooke corrected him.

“May I?” He grinned cheekily.

“Yes, go play, but you and I are going to have another conversation about this.”

“But only after we’ve eaten, please?”

Brooke burst out laughing and hugged her son. “Yes, sweetie, we’ll eat first.”

Gavin turned away. Brooke laughed easily and often. It was one of the first things he’d noticed about her. One of her smiles always seemed to light up a room. And her gorgeous legs had led to a number of near-embarrassing moments for him.

Connor left, and after a few minutes, Gavin saw Brooke fidgeting. It was clear she was very uncomfortable having him in her kitchen. Interesting. Normally, she seemed unfazed. He’d been to her house before, although this was the first time neither of his sisters was with him. Could that be the reason why?

He set the oven to broil and took out the meat. “A small saucepan?” he asked.

Wordlessly, she handed him one.

“This looks brand new,” he said, putting it over an open flame.

“Not quite,” she said. “I don’t...okay, I don’t cook. I can’t cook. I don’t think I’ve ever used that. Happy?”

Grinning, he opened the bottle of bourbon he’d bought, poured a quarter of a cup into the saucepan, added brown sugar, mustard, and garlic. While he waited for the ingredients to boil, he looked at Brooke. “This isn’t a competition.”

She’d moved closer and was watching his every move. “Tell me what you’re doing. It smells divine.”

“It’s a very easy recipe. You stir these ingredients until it boils...” He kept stirring for a while. “There it is—then you turn down the heat and let it simmer for a while until it thickens slightly.”

“Where did you learn to cook?”

“When our parents died, Charlie and Lindsay were in their early twenties and still studying. I tried to make things easy for them when they came home over weekends and holidays. I didn’t realize how much I’d picked up from our mom—she was a great cook. Once I started, I discovered I love to cook.”

Brooke grinned. “Well, that explains it. My mom, as everyone knows, is a terrible cook. In our house, my dad was the one who made sure we had something to eat, but after he passed away, we were basically raised on sandwiches. I make a mean sandwich if you ever want one.”

“I’ll remember that.” He smiled. “Your mom has other strengths, though. She’s a great artist, like you are. We all have our strengths and weaknesses.” He motioned toward the oven. “It’s going to take a few minutes to grill the chops. Why don’t you show me your new painting?”

“No!” she called out before she turned away quickly. “What about wine? I have a bottle of Chardonnay...”

“I’ve also brought a bottle of wine, but yeah, thanks, a glass of Chardonnay sounds lovely. Why don’t you want me to see your p—?”

“So have you decided if you’re moving to the ranch?” Brooke interrupted while she poured the wine.

“Yes, now that I’ve joined Logan’s firm, it will make things easier. We’ve talked about building offices adjacent to the main homestead on the ranch for the times—” His phone rang before he could finish his sentence. “Sorry, it’s Charlie.”

He answered while he took his glass from Brooke. Their fingers touched briefly. She caught her breath, turned away quickly. Mmmm, interesting evening all around.

“Charlie? Everything okay?” he asked his sister.

“Yes, of course. I was just checking up on you. I haven’t heard from you this week.”

“I had lunch with you on the ranch on Saturday; it’s Monday.”

“Really? Well, I’ve missed you. What are you doing?”

And then the penny dropped. “Ah. Now I get it. You’ve spoken to Eleanor?”

At the mention of her mother’s name, Brooke whipped around, her eyes wide.

“No, I phoned her to remind her to buy diapers for Elly...”

“And let me guess, then she just happened to mention that I was cooking for Brooke and Connor?”

“Oh, I can’t tell you how happy I am to hear that!” Charlie gushed. “We’ve all been hoping the two of you—”

But Brooke grabbed his phone before Charlie could finish her sentence.

“Charlie, you know what my mom is like. Please ignore her. Gavin and I are friends. Nothing else. Friends. I wish you’d stop this.”

Gavin popped the chops in the oven, his eyes never leaving Brooke’s face. It was fascinating watching all the emotions on her face and...was she blushing? Brooke quickly turned her back on him, but he’d already seen her slightly rosy cheeks.

While talking, Brooke bent down to pick up one of Connor’s trucks on the floor. Her jeans slid down slightly, and for a millisecond, a tiny piece of white lace was visible.

Desire slammed into his gut, and the blood roared in his ears. What the hell had just happened?
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Out of breath, Brooke turned back with Gavin’s phone still clutched tightly in her hands. “I’m sorry about my mother. She is incorrigible, and I have no excuses to offer for her. For some or other reason, she’s decided she’s a matchmaker. You’ll remember how she conned Logan to go and see Charlie. I’ve tried to explain to both your sisters, time and time again, that you and I are just friends, but now that they are happily married, they seem to be helping my mother with her matchmaking plans—as if she needs any encouragement. When you see them again, please make sure they understand we’re friends, and that’s it?”

Gavin opened his mouth, but Connor came rushing in, cutting off his words.

“I’m hungry, Mom. Really, really hungry.”

“I’m going to make some fries, as well. Do you think you can wait a little while longer?” Gavin asked Connor while peeling the potatoes he’d brought with him.

“Can I watch what you’re doing?” Connor asked, eyes wide.

“Of course. Pull up a chair—you can help me.”

Within seconds, Connor was standing on a chair and with his hand on Gavin’s shoulder.

Brooke swallowed against the lump in her throat. Connor obviously had the need of a male figure in his life. He loved hanging out with her brother, Logan, and since the first night they’d met Gavin, her little boy had somehow made a connection with the tall, seriously gorgeous guy.

Yeah, she’d noticed exactly how gorgeous he was. She was a widow, not dead. And one would have to be dead not to notice Gavin Wilson’s cobalt blue eyes or the movement of his arm muscles beneath a shirt or the way his jeans fitted over...

Taking a big sip from her wine, she turned away. Oh, my goodness, look at the direction her thoughts were going. Focus, focus. There had to be something else that she should be doing besides drooling over Gavin. Oh, yes, the table. She could set the table—that at least she could do. Quickly, she walked toward the cupboard where she kept the silverware and plates.

Her body was buzzing, though, making it difficult to focus. What was it that she’d thought of doing? She stared at the cupboard in front of her for a few minutes before she remembered. Set the table. Take out knives, forks, plates, napkins.

Help.

Inhaling deeply, she tried to concentrate on the task at hand, but it was difficult. Before Connor had reappeared in the kitchen, she and Gavin had been alone in a room for the first time ever. A room still vibrating with electricity.
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By the time they’d finished dinner, the unfamiliar undercurrents in the kitchen had Gavin seriously hot and bothered. What the hell was going on? For some strange reason, his whole being had tuned into Brooke, and all his senses were on high alert—without looking at her, he was conscious of her every move, her smell, the light on her hair, her full mouth.

This had never happened before. He liked the opposite sex—he’d dated often—but what was going on in this kitchen tonight was a first.

Fortunately, Connor had kept the conversation flowing since neither he nor Brooke seemed to have much to say. He’d made the food, and he knew it was a foolproof recipe, but he might as well been eating dust. He’d hardly tasted anything.

Brooke finally got up. “Time for bed, Connor. Go take a bath. I’ll be up in a minute.”

Reluctantly, Connor got up. “Uncle Gavin, you’ll read me a story when I’m in bed?”

Brooke didn’t look at Gavin but shook her head. “Sweetheart, Uncle Gavin wants to go home...”

“Of course, I will,” Gavin heard himself say. “While you have your bath, I’ll clean up here, and then I can read you a story.”

Brooke shook her head. “That’s not necessary, Gavin, really. You’ve cooked; I’ll wash. I just want to...”

They simultaneously reached to pick up the same plate, and again their fingers brushed briefly. Brooke snatched her hand away quickly, but not before he noticed the soft blush on her cheeks.

“Come on, Connor, let me help you.” Without looking back, Brooke took Connor by the hand, and they left the kitchen.

Gavin exhaled slowly. He
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