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Four seconds seemed like forever. Bailey’s willpower crumbled just like the stale donut she ate for breakfast, and her gaze beelined across the hall for another accidental sighting of Tony Shepard. The glass office partitions of Ajak’s Signs provided her with an excellent view of her new boss, whether she wanted it or not.

“Ah, geez.” The whispered observation resonated as more of a ‘look at him’ while every muscle in and below her belly turned into a rock-hard quivering mess. The staggering response usually happened with every glance, gander, or sighting of the man. And thanks to her inept ability to control her wandering eyes, her core muscles were averaging a better workout than an entire day of sit-ups. Her cheeks ballooned with breath as she flopped onto the swivel chair in front of her desk and ran a hand across her aching stomach. How much longer would this nonsense last?

Wait—what if she was just hungry? Technically, her lunch did start ten minutes ago. Her brows lifted at the idea. Yes, let hunger be the culprit behind the nonsensical convulsions of her twisting belly.

Bailey grabbed her purse and retrieved the peanut butter and jelly sandwich she’d brought to eat. It was horribly misshapen from being shoved into the outer pocket, and the shiny clear cellophane had turned the bread a lovely shade of violet where she’d gone overboard with grape jelly. Peeling away the plastic allowed the purple gelatinous gems to ooze beyond the deformed crust.

After a quick lick of her fingers and a swipe over her jeans, she tugged her cell phone from her rear pocket and reread the text Quin sent earlier that morning.

Quin: Call me, Bailey Alexandra Jazincski.

Leave it to her dorky best friend to spell out her entire name. His phone was ancient so it probably took his big sausage fingers ten minutes to accomplish. Odds that the demanding message was for anything important—slim to none. When they became friends three years ago, he sent a similar text and even used 911 in the message. Frantically, she contacted him immediately, only to have him sing part of a song. Said he needed to know the title. Once her heart rate returned to normal, she forbade him to use the number 911 unless it was for a real emergency.

The song: I Will Wait by Mumford & Sons. It’s sung throughout the entire song. How could he not figure that out?

A smile crept over Bailey’s face as she took a hefty bite of her violet-colored tie-dyed clump and pressed his number.

It rang once. “It’s about fuckin’ time, Bailey!” Quin barked. 

Only half of her laugh came out. The other half had a wad of doughy bread and peanut butter stuck to the back of her throat. She coughed the chunk down. “Really, Quin, that’s how you’re going to greet me?”

“Oh, come on, I thought I’d hear from you over the weekend. So what is this, day three of your new job? Hey, who helped you move?”

“Well, not you, obviously. But yes, this is magical day number three.”

“Oh, magical, is it? And I would’ve helped you move, but the truck still needs a new alternator.”

“You really need to get that fixed.”

“I know. I only have to jump it every third or fourth time. So, how are you making out?”

“So far, so good. Not everyone can be their own boss like you, and it’s busy around here. I’m trying to...you know, find my place and contribute where I can.”

He snorted. “I’ll bet you’re making good money, but don’t tell me. I guess it’s still more than what I could’ve paid you.”

“It’s more than zero, so yeah.”

“Still so bitchy.” After a hearty laugh, Quin sucked in a quick breath. “Hey, do you remember the man who fixed the compressor at the old shop?”

“Oh...I think so.” Bailey licked along the edge of the bread where jelly threatened to drip. “What about him?”

“Well, first off—”

Oh lord.

Bailey’s head fell backward, and her eyes closed. All of Quin’s long-winded stories started the same way, without fail. Around two minutes in, her chair swiveled from side to side, only—the last pivot twisted a bit too far, and Bailey’s chewing all but stopped.

Leaning back into a plush leather chair, talking on his phone, Tony. He had one arm perched behind his head and his feet propped against the edge of his desk. The chair served him up like Sunday dinner—or Wednesday lunch. “Mm.”

Quin’s husky voice shattered her inner thoughts. “Bailey, Bailey? Did you just...moan?”

“What?” she scoffed, and her eyelids slammed shut. Shit, shit, shit. “I’m eating lunch, Quin, and it’s really good. Go on with your story.” She shoved a mutated corner of bread into her mouth.

“Okay, well, where was I? Oh yeah, he was the boy next door—”

Boy-next-door described Tony Shepard perfectly. Hands down adorable and unequivocally sweet, with an underlying appeal that made her think of those shadowy, sexy cologne ads for men. Physically, Tony stood a little over six feet tall, about three to four inches taller than her—the perfect height. What girl didn’t fantasize about peering up into their lover’s eyes? His dark brown, almost black hair was short on the sides but long enough on top for a good grip, and the teeny-tiny widow’s peak right in the center of his forehead gave him the added appeal of what could be Clark Kent’s younger brother. As for his age, her gut said he couldn’t be more than three, four years older than herself, but definitely this side of thirty. As if it mattered.

Tony flexed his hips, shifting in the chair. Bailey’s stomach clenched, and her mouth hung open mid-chew as the hand behind his head floated down and came to rest on his lap. Her gifted imagination had no problem conjuring a spectacular set of abs underneath his crisp white Henley.

“What do you think of that?” Quin paused, waiting for her reply.

“Wow.” Wow sufficiently answered Quin’s ramblings and her maddening assessment of Tony. Shit, it’s happening again. She caught a blob of jelly before it fell on her pants. 

“Yeah, that’s exactly what I said. Anyway, he was an okay guy in school. That’s where she knew him from, and—”

Guy in school. Bailey held out for a whole six seconds. A small victory, but two seconds of progress nonetheless.

Tony was probably the guy in school that everyone wanted to be friends with, most likely a sweetheart, one of the cool kids, but just enough of a smartass that people liked him anyway. 

She knew the type. Her boyfriend Jordan, or more precisely—as of eight months ago, her ex-boyfriend, had the similar traits. Has it really been eight months? A numbing chill crept over Bailey.

Strange, how four seconds seemed like an eternity, yet eight months passed by like it was yesterday? The plan was to live happily ever after with Jordan. So much for the plan.

Just like she never planned to move back in with her parents. Sure, she wasn’t the first twenty-four-year-old to find themselves in that position, but no one ever told her how different it would all be. First off, who were these people, and what happened to the mother and father that raised her? And exactly how many open jars of mayonnaise did her mother need in the refrigerator? The woman averaged three. Had it always been this way, and she just never noticed?

Then there were her friends who thought she needed to go out and find someone new, which was the last thing on her list. As cliché as it was, she needed to discover who she was as one and not half of a couple. She didn’t mind staying home, curled up on her parents’ couch, and becoming an avid viewer of Turner Classic Movies. Humphrey Bogart may not have been remarkably handsome, but he had swag.

It took several months, but she finally learned to accept her mother’s odd obsession with mayonnaise, being single, and the idea that she had a new normal. Was it great? Nope. Did it prepare her for the next upheaval life would throw at her? Not even close.

It was on a Thursday, right after lunch when Quin told her he was leaving the franchise sign company they both worked for to open his own shop. Somehow, puking her gourmet grilled cheese from the corner deli, didn’t feel like the appropriate response to her best friend fulfilling his dreams. He’d talked about starting his own company for as long as she’d known him, and now he’d done it. Sure, she couldn’t be happier for him, but once Quin left, the work that had kept her anchored wasn’t the same.

But, things happened for a reason, and she believed that now more than ever, primarily due to the arbitrary decision she made four weeks ago. The decision to join her parents for Sunday brunch at her aunt and uncle’s house in Haymarket, Virginia, almost didn’t happen, but after three straight days of rain, the sun came out that morning. It felt like a sign from the universe.

Having slept through most of the two-hour scenic drive, she woke up when they turned onto Uncle Frank’s road. His home, nestled in the mountains, is surrounded by towering oak trees and evergreens. Eastern redbuds and white dogwoods added the colors of spring along the stone driveway he shares with his neighbors.

It was because of the stones her father drove extra slow, trying to keep dust off his car. That was the first time she saw Tony and the very first time she found herself intrigued by him. He lives next door and just happened to be outside washing his truck. The sequence of events played out like a slow-motion commercial advertising sex appeal, and she got sucked in worse than Grandma Peg buying stretchy pants off of QVC.

Tony’s wet shirt turned mostly transparent, clinging to every muscle along his shoulders and back as spray from the hose swirled tiny rainbows all around him, adding to the moment’s mystical awe.

To this day, she has no recollection of what she ate for brunch, but she’d never forget what happened next.

Knowing Tony owned a sign company, Uncle Frank took it upon himself to introduce her to the neighbor. Fifteen minutes later, Bailey was standing in that hallway, right there, outside Tony’s office, where he offered her a job, and she preposterously accepted.

A reflection of light bounced off the glass next to his door. Tony saw the same flash. A second later, his gaze connected with hers. What followed was a panty-melting smile and a quick wink. He always added the wink as if his gorgeous smile wasn’t enough.

Bailey strained to unfurl her stomach muscles. Means nothing. Sure, she might be here for a reason, but he wasn’t it. He couldn’t be.

From the moment they met, it was clear that Tony liked to flirt. And—Bailey firmly believed those flirtatious gestures were the same to him as breathing and, most likely, perfected well before he hit puberty. Also, it couldn’t mean anything—because his girlfriend was a dead ringer of a Kardashian wannabe.

Bailey was so not that.

Most of the time, wearing makeup was determined by her mood. Fair to say that over the last eight months, other than Carmex lip balm, she wasn’t helping CoverGirl’s stock any. Her long blonde curls rarely cooperated or stayed where she put them. Add any percentage of humidity to the air, and her massive locks could be two feet wide in every direction. On those days, Quin called it her Witchy-Bitchy hair.

Bailey nodded toward Tony—a clumsy nod that screamed of guilt for having been caught gawking—yet again. The chair squealed as she turned away, drawing ample humiliation to her self-inflicted lack of restraint. He probably thought there was something wrong with her.

Obviously, there is.

“Right?” Quin’s rambunctious question severed her thoughts. “He said his boss was a real asshole. Hey, is your new boss an asshole? If he is, I’ll come down there. Don’t take any shit, Bailey.”

She snorted outright. For the most part, Quin was a big guy with just enough redneck-ish-ness that people might perceive him as threatening. But, in truth, she’d probably do better in a fight than he would.

“He’s not an asshole.” Bailey steadied her tone. Quin had the knack of hearing things in her voice without having to say them. She quickly redirected the conversation. “But there’s this guy named Dylan that works here. I managed to piss him off good this morning. I asked him to replace some vinyl on a van that was cock-eyed. It had to be at least a quarter of an inch off. He tried calling me a bitch under his breath, but I heard him.”

“Well, sometimes, you can be a bitch.

“Don’t you forget it, either.” Bailey crammed more violet dough into her mouth. “There’s another guy here, too, named Lazlo. He’s old, like you.”

“Ha, ha, ha. Thirty is not old.”

“Relax, I’m joking, old man. Anyway, I think Lazlo’s probably thirty-one or thirty-two. He does mostly busy work like weeding vinyl, sanding, and prep work, stuff like that. Kayla, the girl out front, told me Tony gave him the job after he’d been in a serious accident a couple of years ago. They both seem okay.” She dropped the last bite into her mouth and licked her sticky fingers.

“So, how do you like your new roommates?”

“Yual.” She groaned inward and outward. If she’d only taken up the offer from her aunt and uncle to live in the guest room for a while. Should’ve, would’ve, could’ve. Even though she’d almost doubled her previous salary, everything in northern Virginia cost twice as much as compared to home. Being able to afford a place on her own would be impossible. The main reason she found a place to live so quickly was that Tony’s girlfriend just moved in with him, and the roommates needed to fill the spot.

Her new roommates were girly girls, club flies, super-skinny, overly perfumed yuppie professionals. Or, to put it another way, sophisticated upper-class whores. At least, that’s what she really thought of them. Of course, with names like Desiree, Raven, and Shawna, how could you not think of strippers?

“Well, I don’t have to worry about them stealing my food. I think they feast on the souls of unsuspecting men on a nightly basis.”

“Bailey, are you sure you’re going to be happy there? It all sounds...so different. Maybe I can borrow more money from somewhere. Make it work, somehow.”

“Talk about an asshole for a boss.” She covered her laugh with a mocking, harsh tone. “Come on, Quin, you can barely afford to pay yourself. Besides, I’m a much better artist than you, so realistically, I’d have to make more. Now, I don’t own a sign company, but I would think the owner should make more than the employees.

“Okay, okay, enough. I got it. And I’m a pretty good artist.”

“Yes, you are.” An image of Quin came to mind, standing awkwardly and pigeon-toed in a Pirates baseball cap pushed back to the point of falling off, along with paint-splattered jeans and one of his many ratty Dave Matthews t-shirts. It brought a smile to her face.

Quin remained uncharacteristically quiet. Uh. He was either wallowing in undeserved guilt or reflecting on his bottomless pit of debt. The man deferred every student loan he had, and along with starting the new business from scratch, he was getting married soon and decided this was a good time to buy a house much larger than he could reasonably afford. By the grace of God, his fiancée Liz had a decent job teaching that provided them with other necessities like food, clothing, and health care.

“Hey, how are the plans progressing for the upcoming nuptials?” Bailey knew how eager Quin was to get married and start a family.

“Oh, Jesus, Bailey! It’s crazy. Liz only let me pick some of the food. You know, I honestly think she might be colorblind. To her, there are only three shades of blue. Three! Can you believe that? She must have only had a small box of crayons as a kid.” He paused. “Hey, wait, you’re still coming, aren’t you?” Wishful optimism filled his voice.

Yes, Quin’s concern stemmed—not because she’d moved two hours away, but if she’d have a problem seeing Jordan. Sure, the timing sucked, but in this case, her taking a new job and relocating had nothing—absolutely nothing to do with the announcement of her former boyfriend becoming engaged. Adding to the bizarre twist—Jordan’s fiancée was related to Liz.

Yes, technically, Bailey broke up with Jordan, but it was still odd to think that he met his soon-to-be wife because of her friendship with Quin. It all felt like an overly theatrical plot from The Young and the Restless.

Bailey caught movement from the corner of her eye. Tony veered into the hallway, heading toward the front office. “You know I wouldn’t miss it. What did you want anyway, Quin?”

“Do I have to want something? God! Maybe I just wanted to hear your bitchy voice.” He said it jokingly, but behind the bitchy part was sincerity. “It’s not the same without you around, Bailey.”

“I know.”

The bond she had with Quin was tough to explain. Almost everyone who saw them together naturally assumed something more was going on. There wasn’t. Still, labeling their friendship as brother-sisterly didn’t work either. Sure, at times, he’d puff out his chest if someone looked at her the wrong way, and he flat-out refused to introduce her to any of his “dickhead” friends after her breakup. Not that she felt like dating. After spending the last seven years attached to someone, it only seemed right to have this time for herself, deserved it even.

“I miss you too, Quin.” As the words left her mouth, the wavy curls along the back of her neck practically straightened. Her head swiveled, and sure enough, Tony stood in the doorway of her so-called office, his fist raised, ready to knock.

“I gotta go, Quin. I’ll call you tonight. Bye.” Bailey shoved her phone into a rear pocket and swiped at the gooey breadcrumbs stuck on the front of her shirt. Seriously. Next time, less jelly.

Tony’s hand lowered. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt.” He crossed his arms and eased a shoulder against the doorjamb.

A tingly warmth hummed throughout her body. Not because he overheard her tender goodbye but because of the way he stood in the doorway, so casual and all beefcakey. All she needed was some gravy—or whipped cream. Either would work. “Oh, you didn’t. I just finished my lunch.”

Tony eyed her with feigned curiosity. “So... Who’s Quin? Sounded pretty serious.”

“Oh, umm, Quin and I are just friends. We used to work together back home.” 

“Okay?” One of his dark brows lifted and curved into a tantalizing skeptic wave, clearly expecting her to offer more of an explanation which she did not intend to give. Explaining Quin wasn’t necessary.

It wouldn’t make a difference what Tony thought? Her spine stiffened, and she sat up straighter.

Midway through a reassuring breath, Tony’s gaze roamed down her body in a slow, meandering evaluation. The heat swirling in her core flooded straight to her face. A second later, her nipples twerked for attention. Traitorous little nubs. Crossing her arms might hide at least one of those humiliating reactions. Her face, however, was probably three degrees away from spontaneously combusting. And it took two tries to cross her arms. How does one forget to do something like that? Pay no attention to me. Just trying to cover up my titties and not burst into flames.

Tony’s head tilted sideways, clearly confused by her weird behavior. “Hey, I was wondering if you might have a different pair of work shoes or boots in your car.” He exaggerated a glance at her sandals.

The air trapped in her lungs surged free. A boisterous laugh followed. He was checking out her shoes—not her. Stupid. So stupid. “Oh, I do, as a matter of fact.” Inside her ragged-out Audi Quattro TT were three garbage bags of clothes; not all of them clean, but she was relatively confident that her work boots were among them. “Why, what’s up?”

“Dylan called. He’s not going to make it back this afternoon, and I need a second pair of hands to help with an install that I promised to get done today. Do you mind?”

“Not at all. I told you that I did a lot of the installations back home.”

His brows lifted. “I remember. You’ll be on a ladder. Are you afraid of heights?”

“Nope. Are you?”

His wavy brow straightened. “There’s only one thing that scares me, and it’s not heights.”

For some reason, she couldn’t imagine him being afraid of anything. “And what would that be?” 

He didn’t answer, but something, not quite a smile, flashed over his features. It said, Wouldn’t you like to know? He pushed away from the doorway and straightened. “I’d like to leave in about ten minutes, if that works.”

“No problem, I’ll be ready.” Bailey popped up from her chair like an overeager puppy, her nipples still beaming at full salute. Tony sauntered away. Great. Her chin and eyelids lowered, drowning in self-awareness. Get the boots—Dork.

Kayla Rosslen, the girl from the front office area, jumped from behind her desk and followed Bailey to her car. The young woman’s petite frame and pixieish voice automatically conjured images of flowers and butterflies, not to mention that the tips of her dark-cropped hair were highlighted bright orange—today. Yesterday, they were lime green.

Bailey rummaged through the first plastic garbage bag with no luck. She started on the second bag.

Kayla made herself comfortable against her front fender, slurping on a supersize berry red fountain drink. “He quit, you know?” She sucked on the straw until it screeched.

Bailey straightened and stared. “Who quit? Dylan?” Shit. “Because of me?”

Kayla simply shrugged, which looked more like a poorly disguised “yes.” The straw screeched again.

“Oh, my God.” The new girl rocked the boat and made someone quit. Crap. “What did Tony say?”

“Just that.”

Guess Dylan couldn’t handle the criticism. Chalk up one more for the bitch. Maybe the vinyl wasn’t that crooked. Working with Quin for so long made it easy to forget how to play nice with others. Shit, shit, shit!

Kayla remained silent other than the slurping, and Bailey couldn’t tell if she was happy that Dylan was gone or if she was one of those girls who feasted on drama.

Bailey would rather scrub toilets at a public gas station than deal with drama.

A stiff rubber sole scraped her knuckle. Thank God. Tugging the boots free, Bailey dumped most of the clothes from the bag onto the floor of the car. She snatched a pair of clean socks from the pile and headed back inside.

Stepping through the front door, Bailey had an unobstructed view down the narrow hallway—all the way to the back of the shop. The large bay door was open, and Tony was securing a second extension ladder to the bed of his sleek black F-350 Ford truck.

Her mind raced. I should have checked the measurements before I said anything. I need to explain what happened.

Just as she approached Tony, he grabbed the back collar of his white Henley shirt and yanked it over his head.

All she could do was gape.
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Bailey’s mouth hung open—reprehensibly. Her greedy eyes scoured Tony’s bare chest—the dark umber of his nipples, a set of spectacular pecs, rippling muscles on his stomach, as predicted, and the exact level of his tan line, barely visible from the fringed waist of his worn blue jeans. The drool-worthy scene had her jaw snapping shut before she did just that. Her earlier victory of six seconds—obliterated beyond repair.

Tony glanced at the boots in her hand. “Good, you found them.”

“Oh yeah.” Why was her voice so raspy? She cleared her throat and replied again. “Yeah.”

Tony rummaged behind the driver’s seat of the truck. Each subtle movement caused the hewed ridges along his back and shoulders to undulate.

Look away, look away, Bailey’s mind warned futilely. Seeing Tony shirtless was the same as a forty-car pileup on the interstate. Only she didn’t have to rubber neck because he was right here in front of her. And traffic is at a standstill.

He emerged from the truck holding a gray t-shirt, and began threading his arms into sleeves. “So, are you ready to go?” The shirt flipped over his head and ever so slowly unraveled over his torso.

Unsure of the actual look on her face, what color it was, or if she might actually have a string of drool hanging from the corner of her mouth, Bailey forced the new lump in her throat—down and swung the boots in his direction. “Ready as I’ll ever be.” God, what is wrong with me? She retreated to the passenger side of the truck, praying for this fixation, or whatever it was about Tony, would fizzle out soon. The sooner, the better. I’m such an idiot.

Once in the truck, Bailey kicked off her sandals, mindful to keep her feet off the seat and away from the dash. Tony’s truck looked new, loaded with all the bells and whistles. Leather interior, inlaid wood dash, backup camera, full navigation, and an excellent sound system. Easily a seventy to eighty-thousand dollar truck, or more. Just another piece of the puzzle.

Tony didn’t come across as some kind of secret millionaire. From what Bailey had seen in her three days, his business appeared steady, with relatively standard clients. Yet here he was—younger than most, running a successful business, driving an expensive truck while living in an enormous home nestled in a spiffy wooded community of Northern Virginia. She narrowed down her theories to three things. He had won the lottery, had a rich relative somewhere, or was in more debt than Quin.

Bailey finished tying the laces of her boots and leaned back into the seat. “Kayla told me that Dylan quit.”

His laid-back chuckle filled the cab. “So that’s what’s got your panties all knotted? I figured something was bothering you. When I was changing my shirt, you had the most bizarre look on your face.”

Bailey’s eyes widened. A bizarre look? “Oh, that...really, huh. God, I didn’t, I mean... well...I wasn’t, umm ....” Mumble much? “I was going to say, I could call Dylan if you want, maybe explain or apologize.” He didn’t mention drool. There had to be drool. “And my panties aren’t...by the way.” 

Tony squinted before glancing in her direction. Apparently, clarifying the condition of her underwear surprised him. “Do you mean they aren’t knotted or that they’re not panties? Are you wearing a thong?”

Her thoughts momentarily crashed. “What?” His chuckle conveyed that he was only teasing. Bailey tried not to laugh but did—a big ole girly-girl laugh. Ugh. “No, I’m serious.” She was about to reiterate her offer to contact Dylan when a different sight waylaid her already muddled abilities to behave like a normal human being around her new boss.

Tony had his left wrist casually draped over the steering wheel. The pose was identical to a month ago, the first time she rode with him. For whatever reason, she found it so incredibly sexy.

Exchanging glances between her and the road, the always-lingering smile from his lips filtered into his eyes. “Before I get myself in any kind of hot water, I’d just like to say, don’t worry about Dylan. If it was crooked, I’m glad that you caught it. He probably figured it was close enough, and I don’t want that type of work representing my company. I have a feeling that he’ll come back around when he’s ready to do it right.”

Bailey turned away. Even though she was vindicated, his logic and understanding were as appealing as the rest of him. Staring out of the window, she suddenly became aware of the heavy traffic on the highway. This wasn’t a road she’d been on before. One thing was for sure: she needed to watch where she was going, or she’d get lost—in more ways than one. Maybe working alongside Tony would be easier if he was an asshole.

Her gaze snagged onto Tony’s reflection in the side passenger mirror. His gorgeous smile slowly faded. A second later, he broke the stalwart silence.

“So, tell me about your friend Quin.”

“Okay, umm, like I said, we used to work together back home. Then, about four months ago, he left and started his own sign business.”

“Oh. How come you didn’t go to work for him?”

“Well, he’s just getting started, and money’s tight. Plus, I think this is something he wants to do on his own. Make his own mark on the world.”

“I can respect that.” He sniffed. “So, did things ever get complicated?”

Something in his tone made her turn and address him directly. “Complicated?”

“You know, working side by side, he’s a guy, you’re a girl.” He lifted his chin, suggesting a different kind of...you know.

Of course, she knew what he meant. It was what everyone thought. “It’s not like that between Quin and myself. In fact, he’s getting married soon.”

“Well, now, that would make things a bit complicated.” Tony’s fetching smile returned, and Bailey succumbed to a soft laugh.

“Don’t you think men and women can be just friends?” she asked, genuinely curious to know what he thought.

“Sure, I mean...I guess it’s possible.” His drawn-out glance skimmed over her entire face. “But, I think it’s also reasonable to assume that some guys would want to be your friend just to get in your panties—or thongs or whatever it is you’re wearing.” A glimmer entered his eyes as he rededicated his focus on the road.

“What can I say? Quin isn’t like most guys.” Are you? The question popped into the far back regions of her brain, causing a phantom pain. She blinked hard, forcing it away. “What about Kayla? Would you consider her a friend?”

“Hell no.” When her jaw fell open, his grin broadened. “Kayla is my sister.”

“O-oh...oh,” Bailey stammered. “Wait, isn’t her last name Rosslen?”

Tony adjusted his wrist and gripped the wheel. “She got married right out of high school, but her husband Jason died in a car accident.”

“That’s horrible. I’m sorry.” She wanted to ask if that was the same accident that Lazlo was in, but the hint of sadness in his voice kept her from doing so.

After a moment of silence, Tony took a solemn breath, and his jovial persona returned. “So you and Quin—have never...?”

“No, not ever, and what’s this obsession you have with Quin?”

He straightened in his seat and let his wrist fall back onto the steering wheel—where it belonged. “Frank told me you were in a serious relationship a while back, but it was over now.”

“Oh.” Thanks, Uncle Frank. Her gaze shot back out of the window. “That was someone else. His name was Jordan.”

“I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. I’m just wondering, that’s all.” His sweetheart of a grin made it impossible to be upset. The man really was too hot for her own good.

“No. It’s not that.” The urge to let him know she wasn’t seeing anyone threatened to explode from her lips. As if that would matter to him. She chuckled, mostly at herself. “It’s just—my love life is not that interesting.”

Tony’s impressive features scrunched with half a smile. “In all seriousness, I don’t believe that for a minute, but let’s talk about something else. Let me tell you about the party your aunt and uncle threw last summer. I had no idea that Frank played the guitar. He’s a regular Lynyrd Skynyrd.”

Bailey readily welcomed the chance to talk about something other than her panties and past relationships. “He thinks he is.”

After ten minutes of praising her uncle’s musical talent, Tony turned and entered Glendan Square Shopping Center.

The thick odor of new asphalt hung heavy in the air. Across the parking lot, landscapers shoveled fresh mulch around newly planted trees, adding to the already pungent aroma. At the far end of the L-shaped building, tarps covered the sidewalk where painters were nearly finished with a fresh coat of paint on the overhead façade. From the looks of it, the facelift on the aging structure was a vast improvement.

Tony parked along the curb in front of a storefront located near the middle of the longer section of the building. He pointed toward the lighted box running overhead. “See, it’s not too high. All we have to do is swap the old bookstore sign face for Nadine’s Nail Salon.”

“You mean the 3’ x 10’ acrylic panel we’ve been walking around in the shop all week?”

“That’s the one.”

Bailey stepped from the truck, taking mental notes of the other businesses. On the left was a franchise greeting store. It had the only professional-looking sign there. To the right of what would be Nadine’s, was a karate dojo. It had an overhead sign made on rough plywood. The letters were crooked, and the spacing was off. A few doors up was a tax prep business. The plain block lettering was too small, and the light gray color got lost on the glass from the inside light.

At the opposite end of the shopping center was a Mom-and-Pop pizza joint and a place selling antiques. The pizza sign looked old and dirty. Cockroaches came to mind, unfairly perhaps. The inside could be crystal clean, but that was the vibe she got from the sign.

The antique shop might sell lovely antiques, but from here, the sign looked chintzy and made her think of broken junk. There’s never a second chance to make a first impression.

As for the other five storefronts, brown paper covered some of the windows, and the sparse number of parked cars suggested those spaces were empty.

Tony unloaded the two ladders and placed them into position while Bailey readied a DeWalt cordless drill to remove the end cap from the lighted box.

He seemed pleasantly surprised, hefting the tool from her hand. “You have done this before, haven’t you?”

“Yeah. But I don’t know what tip you’ll need. It could be a Phillips, flathead, or a star bit. Or even a hex-head nut.” Why did she emphasize the word nut?

Guys have nuts. Tony is a guy.

With nuts.

Stop!

Tony suppressed a smile and rooted in the toolbox. “Got it. I’ll just take a variety with me.”

A few minutes later, he leaped from the third rung of the ladder to the pavement, holding the drill in one hand and the metal end cap in the other. “It was a Phillips. Now, the old face isn’t super heavy, but it is a little windy. Once the sign is out of the box, it could catch like a sail. Be ready.”

The slight slope of the parking lot had one ladder extended as far as it would reach. Tony’s added height made it clear he’d be using that one.

Bailey climbed up the ladder closest to the sign box and tugged on the ten-foot piece of acrylic. More cumbersome than heavy, she shimmied the sign face toward Tony in a series of jerks and pushes. Once free of the track inside the sign box, they rested the acrylic against the ladders and climbed down. Easy.

Tony gave her one of his toe-curling smiles. “Not bad.”

The smile on his lips triggered the same quiver that usually turned her into a glob of girly-goo. So, instead of suffering through another round of awkward grins and pointy nipples, she steered her gaze away from his face.

She made it as far as his smooth, round shoulders. They were magnificent. She wanted to run a finger along the curve where it connected to, oh, impressive biceps. He wasn’t even flexing. Cords and tendons made up his sinewy forearms, shadowed with a spattering of dark hair. His hands, broad, with long fingers—fingers that lift, grip, pull, caress...

“Before we carry the new face up there, I want to compare the size of the two faces.”

Her ogling bubble popped, and she ran a hand over her lips checking for drool. At least this time, he didn’t catch her.

She took one end of the new sign, and they stacked the two faces back to back. “Looks like yours is slightly bigger and a smidge thicker.”

Someone please cut out her tongue. Slightly bigger and a smidge thicker. Good god. She glanced sideways, hoping it was just her warped mind that made it sound kinky.

His eyebrows lifted, and mischief danced in his eyes. “Okay. Yeah, it’s bigger, but I think it’ll fit.” He snickered and shook his head. “Go ahead and get your end.”

One horrendous snort escaped before she could stop it. Did that noise come out of her? Bailey picked up her end, and together, they hoisted the new sign face up the ladders the same way they brought the old one down. It wasn’t so much heavy as it was cumbersome for its size.

At the top of the ladder, Bailey carefully aligned the acrylic into the track inside the box. It slid about three inches when, out of nowhere, a gust of wind slammed against the panel, which still protruded.

“Hold on, Bailey. Be careful,” Tony warned, even though he held the bulk of the sign from his end, as the sign face bowed from the wind.

If it curved too far, it might chip the corners already inside the frame or snap at the bend. Acrylic sheets weren’t cheap, and if that happened, and they needed to remake the sign, they could say goodbye to any profit margin. Bailey tightened her grip on the front edge, ignoring the other lingering danger. If the wind blew hard enough, the sign wouldn’t be the only thing that could end up broken. Twelve feet off the ground may not seem like a lot, but landing on her feet would be fifty-fifty at best—with splintering shards of acrylic to land on. No thanks.

Her struggle eased when the rogue gust vanished as mysteriously as it came. She nodded. “Push. Push now.” The sign moved another two feet but refused to go any further. “Hold on. It’s hitting something.” Bailey brushed bits of debris and buildup out of the track. She spotted the problem. “There’s a set screw.” She tried lifting up on the new, slightly bigger sign, but there wasn’t any extra space.

“See if you can take it out.” A slight strain pinched Tony’s voice.

She checked to see what tool she would need. “Yeah, it looks like one of those star tips.” Bailey scurried down the ladder and rummaged through the toolbox. “Where are all the tips?”

Tony snorted from above her. “In my pockets.”

“You took all of them?”

“Yeah, what can I say?” He readjusted his grip on the sign as leaves from the roof churned into the air. “You’re going to have to come and get it. I can’t let go of the sign.”

It didn’t seem that windy when they started, but she looked around and checked the sky for flying monkeys.

On the fourth rung of his ladder, reality sunk in. She was going to put her hands in Tony’s pants. She stopped two rungs below him. It put her face just above his butt. “Which pocket?” Her voice squeaked.

“Front and back.”

Great, now his voice is squeaky.

“Really?” Screw it. If Quin were standing here, this wouldn’t be a big deal. She would’ve already checked his pockets and been back on her ladder.

Bailey held onto the ladder with one hand and gently brushed over Tony’s rear pockets with the other. Sure enough, she felt what could be a couple of pellets below his right cheek.

Her hand eased into his rear pocket just as a hefty wind rammed her from behind. Instinct tightened her hold on the ladder—and a handful of his ass.

“Sorry.” Oh my God. She quickly scooped the contents, and successfully gathered one straight bit and three sizes of Phillips’s—no star bit.

“It’s not here. Maybe I can get a Phillips to work?”

“I doubt it. I know I grabbed some. The others are in my front pocket—the left one.

Bailey stepped higher to the next rung, which inevitably brought her closer to him but gave her hand a better angle.

“But be careful, it—goes to the left.” He covered up a shaky laugh by clearing his throat.

It? Oh, Hell, no! A stupefied, indistinguishable sound fumbled through her lips. “What...? No way. Let me hold the sign, and you get it yourself. Or we can start over.”

“No way, I’m not pulling it out.”

It took her mind less than half a second to dirty up his words. I’m going straight to hell.

Tony adjusted his grip on the sign. “Look, you can’t reach the sign, and you’re right here.” He wasn’t wrong. “It will be fine. Just—get it.” Maybe she was making a way bigger deal out of this than it needed to be?

Bailey took a huge breath and tried positioning herself in a way that kept her body from touching his. Which was totally impossible. Two grown people sharing one ladder are going to touch. Here goes nothing. Her left hand snaked into his front left pocket.

The firmness of his thigh became instantly apparent through the thin, as in, nearly nonexistent pocket fabric. Who knew pocket fabric was so gauzy? Not her, that’s for dang sure. Her fingers shimmied along the outer seam, safely away from—it. Bailey identified the leather key fob of the truck keys, but changeable tips were smaller and probably mingling near the bottom.

Her hand crept deeper... Pain stabbed into her middle finger. Bailey shrieked, Tony jerked—making her foot slip off the rung. Latching onto whatever she could grab, she flung herself against his backside to regain her footing.

Tony rushed an
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