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      Hunter O’Brien’s sister is at it again. She is determined to see all four of her brothers married off. But just because she’s managed to successfully play matchmaker with his two older brothers doesn’t mean she knows the woman who is right for him. Especially when she chooses her friend Willow Parks, the only woman Hunter knows who despises him.

      As a single mom Willow Parks is trying to build a new life in Crystal Lake, Pennsylvania. She is finally settling in and making some friends when she crosses paths with Hunter O’Brien. The man reminds her of her ex-husband. She has been down that path before and does not want to go down it again. But when her brother-in-law is found dead, and she is being questioned for his murder, she has no choice but to turn to Hunter for help.

      Hunter’s gut tells him Willow isn’t being honest with him. She knows more about the murder than she is saying. Is she guilty or is she trying to protect someone else? And either way, is he willing to risk everything to protect her?

      [image: ]
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          Hunter:  Hunter

        

      

    

    
      The minute Hunter O’Brien stepped inside the door of Willow’s Cakes ‘n Such the cupcake lady’s captivating smile disappeared.  He swore Willow Parks hated him and he had no idea why.  As far as he knew he’d never done anything to cause her to feel that way toward him.  He could normally charm the pants off any woman, but not this one.

      Not that he’d ever tried to get in her pants.  Nor did he want to.

      Okay, that was a lie.  She was attractive.  He’d give her that.  Beautiful, in fact.  The long waves of nutmeg colored hair, full breasts and nice ass would make any healthy red blooded guy look twice.  If only she could spare him a smile, a wink maybe, or perhaps just a kind word once in a while.  Maybe then he might be interested.  But every time she laid eyes on him, she’d give him a look of contempt.  He was starting to get a complex.

      He wouldn’t even have come into her shop tonight if not for his sister Mackenzie asking for a favor.  They were celebrating his niece’s one month birthday at dinner this evening and Mack wanted Willow’s red velvet cupcakes for dessert.  Not that baby Cassidy would be eating any of the delicious goodies.  So Mack wouldn’t have to drag the baby out in the rain today, Hunter had promised to stop after work and pick up her order.  Besides, it was no big deal.  The bakery was directly across the street from The O’Brien Company office building, where he spent most of his days.

      He brushed the raindrops from his suit jacket, stomped his wet shoes on the welcome mat.  The shop was cozy and smelled like heaven.  The scent of freshly brewed coffee combined with the sweets wafted through his nostrils.  Dozens of tasty treats were artfully displayed on the shelves.  Willow, with Mack’s help, had done a great job with the interior décor having chosen bright, fun colors to appeal to the consumers.  And she seemed to be making a go of it; at least that was the word around town.

      He knew Willow lived in the apartment above the shop as it was one of the many buildings The O’Brien Company owned.  His oldest brother Aidan had negotiated the lease with the cupcake lady over a year ago.  So far they had gotten their rent on time, although Hunter wondered how anyone could make a living by selling pastries and a few wedding cakes a year.

      “I have your cupcakes right here,” Willow said, tapping a manicured fingernail on the white bakery box sitting on the glass counter, the whole while avoiding his gaze.  “Please tell Mack I put it on her tab and thank her for me.”  Turning her back on him, she lifted her hair from her shoulders, rubbed at her neck and let out a tired sigh.  “Goodnight.”

      Hunter stood frozen and stared at her back.  Because he couldn’t control it, his gaze drifted to her shapely denim clad ass.  A moment later he gave a small head shake and rolled his eyes.  The woman was insulting.  After all, he was the customer.  It certainly wouldn’t kill her to be congenial.  He was about to tell her where she could shove her cupcakes and walk out of the shop when he suddenly changed his mind.  “Do you hate all men, or just me?”

      Slowly, she pivoted around and studied his face.  She didn’t appear to be embarrassed because she had been called out on her actions.  “Just you.”  She licked her pale pink lips as if she was daring him to challenge her comment.

      Chagrined, he raised a brow.  He hadn’t expected her to admit she actually hated him.  “Can I ask why you hate me?”  Not that he cared.  All right, maybe he did care.  A little.

      “Look, Hunter,” she said with a sigh, “I don’t hate you.  But just because your sister and I are friends, and you’re my landlord, doesn’t mean I have to like you.”

      “I agree,” he said with a nod of the head.  But her answer hadn’t satisfied him.  “But there is a difference between not being friends with someone and downright hating them.  Does it have something to do with me not calling you last year after Mack set us up?”

      “No.”  She picked at a thread on her apron before lifting her chin in defiance.  “I disliked you long before that.”

      She had a lot of nerve.  “I see.”  At his sister’s request, or insistence rather, he and his brothers had all escorted her hand-picked dates to her friend Kendall’s wedding last summer.  He and the cupcake lady had barely said two words to one another that night.  Same with his brothers and their dates.  For some reason Mack had decided she knew exactly the types of women he, Aidan, Connor and Owen would like.  But the night had turned out to be more than just a little boring.  There had been absolutely no chemistry between any of the matches.

      Although, it was kind of funny now that he thought back on it.  His brother Connor had ended up marrying Brooklyn Marsh, Mack’s best friend who she had hand selected for him.  And his oldest brother Aidan had married Lila Adams, the woman Mack had picked for him, even though she had not attended Kendall’s wedding.  Now that two of his brothers were married he could see Aidan and Connor had been perfectly matched with their mates.  But how the hell had Mack thought he and Willow Parks were suited?  The woman was a cold, crabby prude.  Not his type at all.  Never in a million years could he see himself lying beside the cupcake lady for a night, let alone a lifetime.  He hadn’t meant to chuckle aloud but it was too late now.

      “What’s so funny?”

      Hunter straightened his shoulders and frowned.  “Nothing.”

      “Something made you laugh,” she said, giving her long nutmeg colored waves a toss.

      He shook his head, unable to hide his grin.  “It’s just that I still can’t believe Mack would think you, of all people, were even close to my type.”

      Willow blinked but didn’t smile or laugh.  The flush of her cheeks told him she was either angry or upset.  She untied the white apron from her waist and laid it aside.  “It’s been a long day.”

      Hunter assumed that was his cue to leave.  Maybe he shouldn’t have opened his big mouth.  He hadn’t meant to hurt her feelings, or had he?  Hell, she was the one who’d said she hated him.  But he supposed for Mack’s sake he shouldn’t have acted like an asshole.  He was about to apologize when the door behind her swung inward.

      “Mom?”

      There was that smile he had first seen when he’d entered the shop.  Ignoring him, she spun around to face the boy who was obviously her son.  Hunter hadn’t even known she’d had a child.  She may even have more than one for all he knew.  He suddenly realized he really didn’t know that much about her.  Other than she was a great baker.

      The boy looked to be about ten years old.  Willow must have had him pretty young.  Hunter would have guessed her to be in her late twenties, but maybe she was older.

      “Did you finish your homework?” she asked the boy.

      “Yes,” the kid answered with an eye roll and scratched at his mop of hair the color of his mother’s.  “Over an hour ago.  I’m starving.  When are you coming upstairs?”  He gave his long sleeved tee a tug over his hips.  The boy’s jeans had holes in both knees.  The untied sneakers completed his look.

      “I was just about to lock up for the night.”  She glanced at Hunter.

      Rather than grabbing his cupcakes and leaving, Hunter said, “I didn’t know you had a son.”  And why did he care?

      “Reggie, this is Mr. O’Brien.”

      The kid nodded then focused on his mother once again.  “I’m starving,” he said with way more emphasis than the first time.

      “I’ll be right up,” Willow said and watched as the boy opened the door and disappeared behind it.  She turned toward Hunter.  “Let me get your cupcakes.”  She walked over to the counter and lifted the white bakery box with both hands.

      It was like something in the movies.  The box somehow collapsed, falling from her grasp and the contents spilling out.  Willow struggled to keep a few of the cupcakes from hitting the floor but only managed to smash them between her body and the glass shelving.

      Hunter stood motionless, mouth and eyes both open wide, not sure what to do.

      Letting out a tiny moan Willow stepped away from the counter and assessed the damage.  Her red sweater and denim clad legs were dolloped with the white cream cheese frosting.  Her hands were also covered with frosting as well as chunks of red cake.  If she didn’t look so horrified he supposed he might have laughed.  But seeing her face he didn’t dare.

      “I am so sorry.”

      “It’s okay.”  He’d noticed she had plenty of cupcakes for sale so that wasn’t the problem.  “Would you like some help with the mess?”  He started toward her.

      She ran her gaze over his attire.  “You’ll ruin your suit, and I’m sure it cost a small fortune.  You’d better stay back.”

      “Nothing that the dry cleaners can’t fix.”  He slipped off his jacket and tie and set them on one of the two small parlor tables before going behind the counter to offer a hand.

      “There’s a bucket and some rags in the kitchen,” she said with a nod toward the door where her son had come and gone.  Hunter went in search of them.

      He filled the bucket with hot soapy water and grabbed several clean rags.  Willow was busy plucking the gooey chunks of cake from her body and plopping them into the empty box when he returned.  She got down on her knees and began picking up the mess from the floor before reaching for a wet soapy rag.  Hunter squatted down beside her, wrung a rag out in the bucket and went to work.

      A few minutes later, their mission was complete.  He stood and held out a hand to Willow to help her up.  He was surprised when she took it.  Seeing a clump of frosting in her hair, he reached out to wipe it away.  Her eyes widened as she quickly took a step back.

      “You have frosting in your hair.”

      “Oh.”

      Hunter stepped forward and skimmed his fingers over the strands of sticky hair.  Her breath tickled his neck as he completed the task.  Then slowly, she lifted her head and stared up at him through her long lashes.  Her eyes were a kaleidoscope of colors.  Brown, gold and green flecks.  Hazel was probably the proper term.  Her lips were a luscious pink color and he was tempted to kiss them even though he knew that would be a mistake.  He breathed in her scent.  She smelled like vanilla and something minty.  After a long moment her lashes fluttered before sweeping downward.

      She stepped away from him and took an unfolded piece of cardboard from beneath the counter.  “I’ll box you up some more cupcakes.”  She folded the cardboard into a box and taped the bottom for extra measure before filling it.  Hunter went around the counter to retrieve his coat and tie.  He watched as she taped the sides of the box shut, something she must not have done the first time around.  “I was a little on edge when you walked into the shop this evening.  I must have forgotten to tape up the box.”

      “Why were you on edge?”

      She lifted her eyes skyward then leveled him with a look as if he had just asked the most ridiculous question she’d ever heard.

      “Because of me?” he asked but she didn’t bother to answer.  “Are you implying the accident was somehow my fault?”

      “Well, you do have an off-putting personality.”

      “Off putting?”  Was she for real?  “You scowl every time you see me and I have the off putting personality?”

      “Yes.”  She slid the taped box across the counter.

      He stood there, mouth agape, staring at her as he waited for her to apologize.  When he realized she wasn’t about to do anything remotely close to apologizing, he asked, “You never did tell me why you hate me so much.”

      She ran her tongue over her pink lips and fixed her gaze on him.  “Because you’re rich, arrogant and smug.  You think you can have any woman you want just by flashing your wallet and your pearly white teeth at them.  I’ve been led down that path once before and I am not about to go down it again.  Goodnight, Hunter.”

      Now it was his turn to scowl.  Because he couldn’t think of a good comeback, he simply turned and walked toward the door.  “You’re welcome,” he mocked over his shoulder before the door closed behind him.

      The woman was delusional.  Never once had he bragged about being rich or, even more importantly, made a play for her.  What the hell was her problem?

      Obviously, she wasn’t married or Mack wouldn’t have hooked the two of them up in the first place.  So, was Willow divorced?  Was she possibly comparing him to her ex-husband?  Probably.  But just because she’d been foolish enough to marry a dick weed didn’t mean Hunter had to endure her wrath.  No wonder she wasn’t married or dating anyone.  Who the hell in their right mind would want to be tethered to someone like her for the rest of his life?  It didn’t matter that she was sexy and beautiful, or that she had a nice ass.  Or that in spite of her dissuading attitude he’d wanted to kiss those pink pouty lips only moments ago.

      He shook his head and decided on the drive home to never cross paths with Willow Parks again.  Not for any reason.  No matter how badly he wished he’d have tasted those lips and that luscious mouth.

      [image: ]

      Willow couldn’t get thoughts of Hunter O’Brien out of her head.  Especially the way he’d stared at her mouth earlier.  For a minute she was sure he was about to kiss her, and she’d been tempted to let him.  Until she had come to her senses and distanced herself.  What had she been thinking?

      Okay, so it had been a long time since she had kissed a man.  A long time since she’d been on a real date.  The one with Hunter escorting her to Kendall’s wedding didn’t count as they had barely talked, let alone kissed.

      But why Hunter?  She loathed the man and all men like him.  Her ex-husband Gary had left a bad taste in her mouth.  A womanizer, cheater, liar and thief described him well.  In the end his lies and greed had gotten him a nice long vacation.  Twelve years behind bars in a federal penitentiary.

      She supposed it wasn’t fair to say Hunter was a liar or a cheat because she had no idea if he were either of those things.  But he sure had the makings of a womanizer if she had ever seen one.  Practically every female she had met since moving to Crystal Lake last year had claimed they had either dated him or slept with him.  And his love for money made him greedy, at least in her eyes.  Just look at all the real estate the O’Briens owned in this town, including her shop and the upstairs apartment where she and Reggie lived.  They seemed to scarf up just about every piece of commercial real estate that became available.

      She couldn’t believe Mackenzie O’Brien Sullivan was Hunter’s sister.  Mack was one of the sweetest people she had met since moving here.  She had helped her remodel the bakery, while keeping within the budget Willow had stressed.  Never once had Mack tried to talk her into any unnecessary purchases or tried to upsell her.  And the shop had turned out exactly the way she had dreamed it would.

      The other O’Brien men didn’t seem to be as arrogant as Hunter.  Mack’s twin Owen was nice enough.  He chatted with her whenever she ran into him.  And Aidan had always been nothing but professional with her.  But every time she ran into Hunter he always seemed to look her up and down first, as if he were deciding whether or not she was worth wasting his time on.  And in the end, rather than making small talk, he’d simply turn his head in the opposite direction.

      So why was she so attracted to him?  She was still kicking herself for allowing Mack to talk her into going to Kendall’s wedding with him last year.  It should have been a fun evening.  Instead the night had dragged on and on.  She’d never been so bored in her life.  With the exception of saying hello and goodnight the man had barely spoken to her.  He hadn’t even asked her to dance the entire evening.  Which was probably just as well.  Had they danced together she would have been forced to breathe in his manly scent, feel his hard chest pressed against hers and gaze into those amazing dark eyes.  That would have been way out of her comfort zone.

      Well, she certainly didn’t need to worry about that any longer.  There would be no more dates with Hunter.  And she definitely was never going to kiss the man.  Doing something like that would make her the stupidest woman on the planet.

      “Mom?  Are you listening to me?”

      Willow set her fork aside and studied her son across the kitchen table.  The smattering of freckles across the bridge of his nose was adorable and reminded her he was still a boy.  He was almost ten, but sometimes he seemed way older than his years.  He’d been forced to become independent earlier than she would have liked.  Thanks to Gary.

      “I’m sorry, Reggie.  What did you say?”

      Reggie blew out a frustrated breath.  “I asked if I could go visit Dad this weekend.”

      Willow frowned.  It was a three-hour drive each way.  “I’m sorry. Not this weekend.  I have to work Saturday and . . .”

      She stopped short when Reggie kicked the table leg.  “You always have to work.  That’s always your excuse.  You’ve never taken me.  Not even once.  I always go with Uncle Rich or Grandma and Grandpa Moser.”

      “Reggie,” she warned but her son continued his rampage.

      “You just don’t want me to see him.  Not ever.”  His face and ears grew pink with anger.

      “That’s not true,” she lied.  But it was partly true.  Not because she wanted Reggie to suffer and not because she was trying to punish Gary by keeping his son from him.  It was because Gary was a horrible influence on Reggie.  Always making promises to the boy that he couldn’t keep, telling him lies, trying to turn him against his own mother.  If she had her way she would have forbid Gary to see their son until he could promise not to fill his head with ludicrous ideas.

      But she’d been ordered by the court to allow her son to see his father once a month even though that meant Reggie had to see him in a prison environment.  What Reggie had said was true.  Most oftentimes Gary’s brother took him to see Gary.  While that was a huge help, she didn’t want her son around his Uncle Rich either.  Another bad influence.  Rich actually condoned what Gary had done.  Not that he would ever voice his opinion in front of Reggie.

      And Reggie really enjoyed spending time with his twelve-year-old cousin Clayton.  Clay was a good kid, but she credited his mother, Rich’s ex-wife Bethany, for that.  Even though the two women weren’t friendly, she loved her son as much as Willow loved hers.

      “It is true,” Reggie argued, scowling at her.  “Dad said when he gets out of prison I can come live with him.  We’re going to get a real house, a big one like we used to have, not some dinky apartment like this.  He’s going to buy me the biggest TV we can find, and he said I can get a dog.”

      She bit her lower lip to keep from saying what she thought about all that.  Lies.  All lies.  Gary had Reggie convinced he was going to win his appeal.  There was no way in hell that was ever going to happen.  Again, the man was filling her child’s head with pipe dreams.  “That’s nice.  But until then I’m calling the shots.  And we cannot go visit your dad this weekend.”

      Reggie pushed back from the table and got to his feet.  “Then I’m going to call Uncle Rich and ask if he’ll take me.”  Lifting his plate from the table, the way he’d been taught, he took it to the counter next to the sink and set it down with a clang before running off to his room.

      Willow had tried not to show her frustration even though she did not want Reggie around Gary’s brother or any of his family.  They’d all but blamed her for Gary’s conviction.  Yes, she could have used spousal privilege so she would not have had to testify against her husband.  But Gary was guilty of running a Ponzi scheme.  What he’d done was horrifying.  He had taken advantage of friends and acquaintances, as well as strangers, to the tune of thirty million dollars.  He’d lied to everyone, including her.  And he’d felt no remorse afterward, not even when he’d been caught.  He deserved to go to prison.

      They had lost everything; their home, furniture, cars, jewelry.  But those were just things.  What had hurt the most was that she had lost her friends.  There were still some people who thought because of the lavish lifestyle they’d had that she had to have known what Gary had been up to.  But nothing could be further from the truth.  She’d once thought her husband was brilliant and hardworking, that he had earned all that money because he was a good businessman who made smart financial decisions.  It had all been a sham.

      She’d been a victim as well.  Because she had believed in her husband she’d talked some of her friends and her parents into investing money with Gary and he had taken it, knowing full well things could come crashing down soon and they could lose everything.  Fortunately, her parents hadn’t invested all their life savings.  Because they were suspicious of Gary, and the way his wealth had grown so quickly, they had told him the money they have given him was all they had to spare.  Which was a lie.  Thank goodness they hadn’t given him more.  Unlike some of their closest friends.

      With the little money Willow had managed to save running a bakery while Gary was being investigated, she was able to move from Bonita Springs, Florida to Crystal Lake, Pennsylvania, which was only twenty minutes from Erie, where she and Gary had grown up.  She’d used the rest of the money to open Willow’s Cakes ‘n Such.  So far she did not regret her decision.

      She hadn’t taken out any loans or accepted a penny of the money her parents had offered her.  She was in charge of her own destiny.

      She had taken her maiden name back and had maintained a low profile since she’d been in town.  So far no one had ever questioned her much about her past.  And those who had were told by her that following her divorce she had moved from Florida to Pennsylvania so she could be close to family, which was true.

      No, she did not regret her decision to move to Crystal Lake.  But sometimes she regretted the person she had become.  The woman who was afraid to trust again, to let her walls down, especially when it came to handsome rich men.  Like Hunter O’Brien.
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      Hunter sat across his desk from Hugh Whitman.  Hugh was the committee chairman for the Republican Party.  He was the one who had approached Hunter several months ago about running for Senator.

      “So, what do you say, Hunter?”  Hugh ran his fingers through his white beard as he waited for Hunter’s answer.

      Over dinner last evening Hunter had discussed the opportunity once again with his family.  They had all been excited and supported him one hundred percent.  “I’m in.”

      The man smiled knowingly and bobbed his snowy white head up and down.  “Good.  Good.”  He started to stand then sat back down.  “There’s just one thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Do you have plans of getting married in the near future?”

      Hunter almost laughed.  “Not anytime soon.  Why?”

      Hugh sat up straighter, stared past Hunter’s shoulder, toward the window that faced the center of town.

      “Is that a problem?” Hunter asked.

      “Well,” he said after a long pause and meeting Hunter’s gaze again.  “The party feels married men are more stable.  And married men with children are even more stable.”  He gave a small shrug.  “They like family men.  What can I say?”

      Hunter stared at Hugh.  “Is the fact that I’m not married going to be a deal breaker?”

      “Not necessarily.”  He appeared to be thinking.  “Is there a special someone in your life, at least?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      The man frowned as his shoulders slumped.  “I’m sorry to hear that.”  He slapped both hands to his knees before getting to his feet.  “Well, I suppose I will just have to convince them, that married or not, you’re the right man for the job.”

      Hunter stood as well.  “Thanks, Hugh.  I appreciate that.”  They shook hands and Hunter led him to the door where they said their goodbyes.

      Once he was alone he thought seriously about what Hugh had said.  The party feels married men are more stable.  And married men with children are even more stable.  He almost laughed.  Hell, he was nowhere close to marriage let alone ready to be a father.  He wasn’t even dating anyone exclusively at the moment.  And he sure as hell was not about to run out and find a potential wife just so he could be a senator.  Nothing would be crazier than that.

      He returned to his desk and sat down.  Pivoting his chair so he could look out the window, he wondered what type of woman he would want for a wife if he were to get married someday.  Someone smart, independent.  Someone who could make him laugh.  Someone amazing.  But before he could dwell more on the subject his thoughts were interrupted when he glanced across the street and saw Willow Parks come out the front door of her shop.  She was dressed in jeans and a pink sweater and was carrying a stepladder.  She set it up in front of her display window then went back inside.

      Curious, Hunter continued to watch, waiting to see what she was up to.  A few moments later she came out the door again, this time carrying a yellow bucket and a squeegee.  The bucket looked like the one he had found in her kitchen last night.  The one he had filled with water and used to clean up the cupcake mess alongside her.

      Shielding her eyes from the sunlight with a hand, Willow zoomed in on him watching from his window.  Although he shouldn’t have been staring, he did not turn away.  She raised her hand slightly as if she were about to wave to him, then apparently changing her mind, lowered her hand just as quickly.  She must have remembered how much she hated him, all because he had money and could easily attract women.  But if it was so damn easy for him to attract women why wasn’t he dating anyone?

      Mack had told her brothers last summer she’d had a difficult time finding them dates for her friend’s wedding because most of her friends thought they were arrogant.  Of course, he and his brothers had all disagreed with her.  However, it was hard not to be a little arrogant when you were worth billions of dollars.

      Bucket in hand, Willow climbed the ladder and began washing the large display window with a wet rag.  Hunter watched the sway of her hips going side to side with her moves.  He had a vision of climbing the ladder behind her, pressing his body to hers, snugly against that lovely shapely ass.  He would wrap his arms around her small waist, just to steady her so she didn’t fall.  He could almost smell the vanilla and mint scent on her, the one he had experienced last night.

      He closed his eyes, remembering.

      “What are you doing?”

      His brother’s voice jerked him back to reality, and he spun his chair away from the window.  “Have you ever heard of knocking?” he asked his younger brother Owen who stood there with a smirk on his face.

      “The door was open.  And since when do I have to knock?”  He moved into the room, past the desk and went to stand in front of the window.

      “Willow Parks, huh?”

      Hunter opened a manila folder and pretended to be interested in the papers inside.  “Whatever you’re thinking, don’t.  The cupcake lady hates my guts.”

      “I doubt that.”

      Raising a hand in front of him, he said, “Oh, yes, she does.  She admitted it last night.”

      “Last night?”

      When Owen’s brows shot up, Hunter quickly diffused whatever he was conjuring up.  “When I stopped to get the cupcakes.”

      Owen scratched his head.  “You went to the bakery last night and she just flat out said she hated you?”

      “Yep, that was pretty much how it went.  She even blamed me for making her drop a box of cupcakes.”

      Owen grinned.  “Is that so?  Did you say anything to Mack?”

      “No!  And you’re not going to open your big mouth either.  I don’t want anything to do with that woman.  Besides, I thought you and I agreed to stand up to Mack if she ever tried playing matchmaker with us again.”

      “Yeah, well that was before Ivy Bangkok left the country.  After her father’s financial ruin she ran off to some third world country, determined to save the poor or something.  She won’t be back anytime soon, so I have nothing to worry about.  But you, my man, are in big trouble.”

      “Stop looking at me like that.  Willow Parks is the last woman on earth I would even consider getting shackled to.”

      “Uh, huh.  I could tell that when I walked in.  The way you were staring at her out the window and then smiling with your eyes closed.”  Owen laughed.  Hunter didn’t.  “By the way, the reason I came in here to see you was because I ran into Hugh Whitman in the hallway.  I assumed you were in your office working on your campaign, but I guess you were too busy picturing Willow naked.”

      Hunter tossed a yellow legal pad at his brother, hitting him in the chest.  “Let’s go get some lunch.”

      “Are you buying?” Owen asked.

      “Yes, as long as you promise not to bring up Willow’s name.”  Hunter stood and walked around the desk, heading for the door.

      “Not sure I can make a promise like that.  You’d better let me buy.”

      Hunter shot Owen a look over his shoulder that said he didn’t think he was funny.  And yet he couldn’t help but laugh on the way out of the building.  He and Willow Parks?  That was hysterically funny.  He cracked up again.
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      Russ Patterson prided himself in keeping up with his appearance.  He ran three times a week, stayed away from alcohol and red meat as much as possible, and he’d given up smoking five years ago.  No one could ever say he was a slouch.

      Women loved him and he hoped they would prove it at the polls next year.  He was a family man with a beautiful wife and two children.  They regularly attended church, not that he believed in God.  But he wanted the American people to believe he was a church going Christian.  Nothing wrong with giving them a little hope.  No sense telling them he was really an Atheist.

      He had worked hard to get where he was today.  And he was not about to let his chance of becoming a senator slip through the cracks.  He had earned this, deserved it, more than any man he knew.

      Sitting behind his desk, he stared at his investigator, waiting for the news.  “Okay, let’s have it.”

      “I heard they’re going to back Hunter O’Brien,” Carl Burke said, running his fingers through his comb over.  “In fact, Hugh Whitman just met with O’Brien to tell him the news.”

      Russ slammed the heel of his hand against his desk.  “I knew it!  Whitman lied to me.”

      Carl nodded.  “You were right, Russ.  Tell me what you need, how I can help.”

      “Find out everything you can about O’Brien.  I want him ruined.”

      “But I told you last week the man is squeaky clean.  The whole family is, in fact.  Good old boy from a small town.  Parents died when the kids were young adults.  They’re worth billions but they don’t flaunt their wealth.  They’ve made quite a few smart real estate investments, but even those are clean deals.  I’m telling you, people love the guy and his story.”

      “Are you working for him?  Or are you working for me?” Russ asked, annoyed with Carl.  Sometimes the man could be so irritating.

      “I’m working for you, but I’m telling you there’s no dirt on him at all.  Not so much as a parking ticket.”

      “Find something.  I don’t care what.  Even if you have to make up something.  People love to distrust politicians.  They get off on it.”

      Carl frowned.  “Don’t say things like that.”

      “Come on.  There has to be something he’s hiding.  What about his friends?  Colleagues?  Girlfriend?”

      “He isn’t dating anyone currently.  And I couldn’t find one person to say a bad word about the guy.  People love him,” he said again for the second time.

      “Question his ex-girlfriends.  Maybe he’s into kinky sex or he dates prostitutes.  Women don’t trust men who date prostitutes.”  He took a breath.  “Find out where he hangs out, what he does in his spare time.  Follow him, night and day.  He has to be hiding something.  Everyone has secrets.  I’ve got five thousand dollars that says you missed it.  Go find it, or make it up.  I don’t care how you do it, but I want something by the end of the month.  You got that?”

      “Yes, sir.”  Carl slowly got to his feet, smoothed a hand over his rumpled suit and walked out of Russ’s office.

      Russ was not going to get beat out of the race by Hunter O’Brien.  That smug son-of-a-bitch and his designer suits.  He’d only met the man on a few occasions and he didn’t like him one bit.  Nor did he trust him.  Nobody was that perfect.  Nobody.  And Russ wasn’t going to stop until he proved it.
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      Owen wiped his mouth and chin with the white paper napkin before setting it aside.  “So, tell me how it went with Hugh Whitman.”  He reached for his glass of water and drank a few gulps.

      “It went great until he mentioned that the party likes married men.  Married men with children,” Hunter emphasized.

      Owen set his glass on the table.  “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Afraid not.”

      “Then why did they bother to approach you?  They knew you were single.”

      “I’m not sure.  Maybe Hugh thought I was close to getting married.  That by the time the election rolled around, I would be.  Think about it.  A year ago, all four of us were single,” he said, referring to the O’Brien brothers.  “And no one would have guessed Connor and Aidan were close to being married at the time.”  Because actually they weren’t.

      Owen shook his head, disappointment written all over his face.  “So, now what?”

      “Hugh said he would try to convince the Party to back me, but I could tell his words lacked enthusiasm.”  He took a bite of his grilled ham and Swiss, chewed and swallowed.  “It’s not a big deal.  I have plenty of time to get into politics, if that’s what I decide I really want.”

      “I thought you had decided that was what you really wanted.  Last night you seemed pretty excited.”

      “Yeah, well, that was before I found out they wanted to take away my freedom and cut my balls off.”

      “I hear you,” Owen said with a deep chuckle.

      Hunter grinned at the thought of getting married, having kids.  He wasn’t ready.  Although his older brothers, Aidan and Connor, neither of whom had seemed ready for marriage just months ago, were now perfectly happy and content.  He would have never in a million years thought those two would have been married already.  But that didn’t mean he had to go down the same path.  He was serious.  If the Party didn’t want to back a single guy, then so be it.

      He and Owen finished their lunch.  Sliding out of the booth, Hunter picked up the check and shoved it at his younger brother.  In spite of Owen’s joke back at the office, he hadn’t brought up Willow’s name once and Hunter couldn’t have been happier.  But that didn’t mean he was going to let him off the hook.  Owen was buying.

      They were about to leave the diner when a denim clad female ass he recognized pressed against the glass door and forced it open.  There was Willow, carrying a stack of bakery boxes in her arms.  She let out a tiny squeal when she turned and saw him.  Then she frowned as she steadied the boxes with the help of her chin.

      “Do you need some help?” he asked.

      She shook her head.  “No, thanks.  Billy called and said they could use some more of my pound cakes.  These just came out of the oven.  I’m going to take them back to the kitchen.”

      Billy Weston, not William or Bill, was the owner of the Crystal Lake Diner and had been for as long as Hunter could remember.  The man was approaching eighty and still worked long hours every day, even Sundays.  He didn’t trust anyone to run things for him.  It was probably why the diner was such a huge success.  That and the fact that the food was actually very good.

      “Here, let me help.”  Owen relieved Willow of the boxes and started toward the kitchen.

      “Thanks, Owen,” she called out and wiped her hands on her jeans.

      It had not escaped Hunter that Willow had declined his offer to help but had accepted Owen’s without a fight.  No surprise there at all.
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      “What the hell is going on here?” Hunter asked Owen and Aidan, entering the O’Brien kitchen that night.  On the way up the winding drive, just moments ago, he had passed a few women leaving his home.  They had either beeped or waved at him.  He’d wondered what that had all been about.

      Aidan was the first to respond.  “Lila’s baby shower.  Remember?”

      Hunter vaguely recalled Mack mentioning she was throwing a shower for their sister-in-law.  He’d had a township meeting after work that had run late.  It looked like he had missed all the excitement, not that he was complaining.  He wasn’t really into baby showers.

      The only guest who was still at the house was Willow Parks.  And the reason he knew that was because the only vehicle left in their drive belonged to her.  He’d recognized her white van, advertising her business, parked out front.  She wasn’t in the kitchen, but he heard female voices coming from the dining room.  Apparently something was funny as there was plenty of laughter.  He knew to whom the voices belonged.  Mack, Lila, Brooklyn and Willow giggled hysterically, over what he had no idea.

      Owen gulped down the glass of wine he had been holding then popped a cookie in his mouth and chewed.  “I thought it would be fun to stick around the house.  You know, since there was going to be so many nice looking women here.  Not to mention great food.  Great wine.”  He shrugged, set his glass on the counter and handed Hunter an iced sugar cookie shaped like a baby carriage.  “Try one of these.  They’re really good.  Willow made them.”  He helped himself to another cookie then rested his hip against the counter.

      Hunter bit into the cookie.  Owen was right.  It was good.  Damn good.  Of course, he was extra hungry.  He’d missed dinner because of the meeting.  “I’m starving.  Anything left I can eat?”

      “I can go scarf you a sandwich,” Aidan offered.

      “That would be great.”  Hunter’s stomach growled as he said the words.

      Aidan disappeared down the hallway and came back a few moments later with a plate.  Two mini sandwiches, a skewer of assorted fruit bites and some fancy looking potato salad.  Hunter set his briefcase on the counter, got a fork from the silverware drawer and dug in.

      “Yeah, I thought it would be a gas to hang around, you know?” Owen continued.  “I thought I would hear some interesting gossip.  But it turned out all they did was talk about breast feeding.  Did you know women have to use a pump on their breasts?  And some babies don’t take well to their mother’s nipples.”

      Hunter exchanged glances with Aidan and shook his head in dismay.  Sometimes Owen didn’t know how to turn it off.  Facing his younger brother, he scowled at him.  “Do
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