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Kennedy Airport, New York City

Harley Brennan eased his tired body into a comfy recliner in the Eagle Airlines V.I.P. lounge and ordered a lemonade, a ginger ale, and an empty glass. He then mixed his own “Carla Special.”

“Always do you own bartending?” a seductive female voice asked.

Harley turned to stare into the gorgeous, baby blues of Shyla Hollings. “Shyla, sweetheart. What’re you doing here?”

“Heading to L.A.”

“L.A.? Me too. What for?”

“A set design job. I heard you’re going to be the next, future husband on Marriage Minded.”

“You heard?” he raised his eyebrows.

“It’s all over the media. Your handsome face is everywhere. Don’t you watch television?”

“Not lately.”

“Oh, that’s right. Concussion. No TV.”

“Were you at the game or was I hallucinating?”

“I was there. Penny had tickets. So, I had to sit on the Demons side and cheer for Mark, but I was rooting for you too.”  Shyla sat back and crossed her legs.

“You came by after, right?”

“I did. You remember. I guess the injury wasn’t as bad as it seemed.”

“Bad enough. Want a drink?”

“Can I try yours? Looks interesting.”

“No alcohol, but it’s great.” He slid the beverage toward her.

She picked up his glass, never removing her gaze from his, took a sip then ran her tongue over her lips. He got chills. “Delicious.”

And so are you, sweetheart. Harley reordered the same ingredients and mixed one for her.

“You’ve never lacked for female companionship, so, why the TV gig?” she asked, taking a drink and nodding approval.

He looked down at his hands. “I gave up.”

“Gave up?” She raised her eyebrows.

“Gave up hope you’d come back. Gave up hope another Shyla Hollings would walk through my door. I want to settle down.”

“So, you contacted the show?”

“They came to me. Convinced me I’d find my true love. My soulmate.” He narrowed his eyes. “Are you allowed more than one soulmate in a lifetime?”

She blushed, making her fair complexion even more beautiful. Blonde hair fell across her forehead as she turned her head.

An announcement came over the loudspeaker that their flight would begin boarding in ten minutes.

“Traveling first class?” he asked.

“As usual.”

“Maybe I can get your seat switched to be next to mine.”

“That’d be great,” she said, downing the rest of her drink and pushing to her feet.

“If I can’t have you forever, guess I’ll have to take what I can get.” He rose and offered his hand. She took it.

Harley made a good case with the airline ticket agent, and they got their seats switched. They settled in. Shyla relaxed her arm on the armrest. Harley managed to brush her fingers a dozen times before they even taxied down the runway. Once the plane was airborne, the stewardess came by with champagne and hors d’oeuvres.

Harley had expected to be able to greet Shyla as an old friend whenever they met again. After all, it had been a year since they had dated. Could you even call it dating? Stolen weekends here and there...a month together, two months apart. Shy traveled around the world for her work, doing set design for theater, movies, and television. Harley spent half his time on the road during football season. It had been a miracle if they were within a hundred miles of each other on a weekend.

For Harley, the magic had started during that week in Costa Rica, at Penny and Mark’s wedding, and it had never faded. The electricity, the spark, the chemistry they had had in that tropical paradise still beat inside him. His blood pumped faster, his tongue got tied, and every nerve cell jumped to high alert whenever he had the good fortune to see her.

Did she feel the same? His question had been answered by her broad smile, warm greeting, and enthusiasm in bed. He had believed her feelings matched his, at least at the time. Her early design success hadn’t diminished her interest in him, as they had met whenever they had been within a short plane ride of each other. Eventually, their jobs had stretched their bond, like taffy, to the breaking point. Getting together had simply become too difficult, so they hadn’t.

Harley had first met her right before she had gotten her big break into top television shows and A-list movies. She had been an aspiring designer, nobody. He had found her to be quiet, unassuming, artistic, sweet, shy—just as her name predicted—and beautiful. He had been drawn to her immediately. Expecting to find only a hot bed partner for that week in Costa Rica, he had been knocked off his feet by her wit and genuine warmth.

Shyla Hollings could deadpan like the best comics in the world. She was funny—hilarious, in fact—and had kept him laughing every minute that he hadn’t been kissing her. She had become his soulmate, the total package, the one woman he’d been seeking. His heart had sung. Then, it had happened. She had gotten called by a major Hollywood producer’s office to work with an Academy Award winning set designer, and her career had taken off, leaving their affair to exist on crumbs until it simply hadn’t been enough.

Football season had ended until training camp in July. Just turned thirty-three, Harley had settling down on his mind. But Shyla’s career had been flying higher than ever. They had tried to fit in a committed relationship, but the physical distance had overwhelmed them. He had grown lonely and wanted his freedom. She had been the greatest, but going to bed alone every night hadn’t.

After giving it everything he had, Harley had faced the only option left—giving up the greatest girl in the world for one who was in the same city. He had asked her if they could take a break. She had cried but agreed. And that had been just over a year ago. Was Fate playing a hand, bringing them together at the airport? If so, Harley had to admit Fate had lousy timing.

On the plane, he was drawn to her, again, like metal to a magnet, as if they had never parted. She wore a silk tank top in aqua that showed enough cleavage to tempt him. Her nails were a soft peach color, and her blonde hair just long enough, but not too long, expertly styled. Her appearance screamed success, cool sophistication, and beauty. Obviously, she could have her choice of men.

On the way to their seats, Harley had noticed each man they passed staring at the lovely blonde. Being the envy of every guy on the plane boosted his ego. He raised his glass.

“To old friends,” he said, raising his glass of bubbly juice.

“To old lovers,” she countered.

“Touché,” he replied.

They drank and nibbled on crab puffs, and brie on tiny cracker rounds. Shyla filled his senses, her beauty, her unique scent, wrapped in an expensive perfume, wafting across the seat to him, the softness of her skin as his fingertips touched the back of her hand. Simply sitting next to her had him wired. Harley had no idea what he was putting in his mouth, but he wished it were a certain part of Shy, instead of a seafood puff.

“So, you won the Super Bowl, now you’re looking for a wife?”

He nodded. “That’s about it.” He picked up his drink.

“I can’t believe you can’t find one on your own.” She narrowed her eyes.

“All those groupies in bars aren’t exactly the girls I want to take home to mother.”

“That would be quite a trip, since your mom’s been gone five years now.”

He almost spit out his drink. She laughed and handed him a napkin.

“Nice way to talk about my mother.”

“None of your teammates can fix you up with the perfect girl?” She arched an eyebrow.

“If they could, would I be sitting here?”

She shrugged. “Guess not. Well, they can’t all be me.” Mischief twinkled in her eyes.

He grinned. “You got that right.”

The steward brought out caviar on toast, which they gobbled down. They dined on filet mignon, cooked medium.

Harley thought he’d lose it when she pulled out the same book that he had finished recently. “Damn it, Shy. Why do you have to be so much like me?”

“A man-whore?”

“You know what I mean. I read Grafton’s latest book last month.”

She chuckled. “My male twin. Oops, that would make us incest.”

He smiled before replying, “Is there an ‘us’?”

Color crept up her cheeks. She turned away, peering out into the blackness of night. “I guess not. Not if you’re on the quest for connubial bliss with someone else.”

“Did you want to get married?” His eyebrows shot up. 

“The idea had crossed my mind once or twice.”

“About me or some other guy?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” She shot him a saucy look with narrowed, sparkling eyes.

A twinge between his thighs brought panic. “And if I said I did want to know, would you tell me?”

“You’re joking, right?”

“Dead serious.”

“I’m not going to tell you!” she teased, as she raised her glass.

Sassy as always, Shyla brought out the beast in him. He wanted to crush her to him, kiss her silly, and take her right there. Harley’s self-control kicked in. 

Feeling full and happy to be with Shyla, Harley fell asleep holding her hand. She rested against him and they remained together for the balance of the flight. When Harley woke up, Shyla was already awake. She squeezed his hand. 

“Hey, sweetheart,” she said softly for his ears only. He cupped her cheek and kissed it. 

The pilot came on the loudspeaker and announced their descent into LAX airport. Shy’s fingers sought his, clutching tight.

“You’re still afraid? How the hell do you travel around the world if you’re scared to land?”

“I make sure to sit next to strong, sexy men who’ll hold my hand. It’s a great icebreaker.”

He laughed, opening his hand to her small one then closing around it. They settled back in their seats, enjoying a comfortable silence. Color drained from Shyla’s face as the jet dropped.

“Where are you staying?” he asked.

“The Versailles.”

“Me too. How about joining me for a drink in the bar?”

She drew her stare from the window to his eyes. “Tonight?”

He nodded.

“Why not?”

“You can finish that story about the Swedish director and the camera man.”

Her worried expression melted as a smile stretched across her face. “Oh, yes, that one.”

She squeezed hard as the plane bumped down onto the runway. He lifted her fingers and kissed them. Their gazes held for a moment before the stewardess returned to retrieve blankets and pillows. The thought of what he and Shy could have done with a blanket spread between them invaded his brain. He shook his head slightly to clear out the lustful ideas.

After they claimed their bags, a man came forward, holding a sign with Harley’s name on it.

The footballer grinned. “I guess the show sent a limo for me,” he said. “Your carriage awaits, my lady,” he said, with a sweeping gesture. The chauffeur opened the door, and they piled in. He had to admit the first class plane ticket and the chauffeured limo with the show footing the bill eased his Monday-morning quarterbacking of his decision to go on the show.

The vehicle pulled up in front of the Versailles Hotel. Shyla didn’t have a reservation. Harley had a suite.

“Stay with me. Save money.”

“Yeah, right.” She shot him a sharp glance. “We’re old news, Harley. I don’t think it would be a good idea for me to bunk in with you. Besides, don’t you think the show might object?”

He sighed. “You’re right.” 

The hotel found a room for her and took care of their luggage. Shy and Harley headed for the elegant bar. The decor had a French flavor, and the watering hole was no exception. It carried the finest French wines and liqueurs, including cassis from Nuit St. Georges.

They claimed a small, round table by a window overlooking a manicured lawn, highlighted by the soft, yellow glow of lanterns. The two, plush, stuffed armchairs were close together. Shyla ordered a Kir, made with the finest cassis from France, while Harley ordered a cognac.

“Should you be drinking that?” she asked. 

“It’s just one drink.” 

“What did the doctor say?” Shyla asked. 

“He said an occasional drink was okay. This is a special occasion, isn’t it?”

She shrugged. “It’s your funeral.”

The room was dark, with only a candle on the table to light their faces. Shyla’s cheekbones were outlined by the reflection. Her eyes were bright, mirroring the flickering flame. Her beauty shone through the dark, quiet atmosphere. They finished their drinks in silence, exchanging looks and quick touches. 

Although Harley had only had one drink, when he arose to say goodnight, he stumbled.

“I thought you could hold it,” she said, snaking her arm around his waist to steady him.

“Concussion, remember? Haven’t been drinking for months.”

She nodded as she steered him toward the elevator. When the door opened, she slipped her hand into his pocket to retrieve the key, making him giggle like a schoolgirl.

“If you’re gonna do that, I’m not gonna be responsible,” he said, shooting her a hot look.

Shyla sniggered as she propped him up against the door and slid the card into the slot. Once inside, she flipped on the light and gasped at the opulence of the apartment. The foyer was large, with a huge, gilt mirror and a small table hugging the wall. He threw his arm around her shoulders, almost knocking them to the ground.

Harley was six feet tall and two hundred pounds to her five foot, three inches and barely one thirty-five, soaking wet. She guided them to the bedroom. He flopped down on the bed. She took off his shoes and managed to remove his jacket, which she hung in the closet. Then she approached him, and rested her hands on her hips.

“That’s as far as it goes, buster.”

“You mean you’re not going to undress me?”

She laughed. “Good try.”

“Then, can I undress you?”

With that, he whipped his arm around her waist and pulled her down. She fell on top, and he secured her there. With one rather large hand on the back of her neck, he guided her mouth to his. The hungry kiss took her off guard. He flipped them around so that he was looming over her, pinning her against the bed. When he came up for air, he smiled. He had her right where he wanted her.

“You son of a bitch. You’re not drunk.” Her eyes flashed.

“Nope.”

“You lied. Fooled me. Just to get me in here?”

“Yep.”

She beat her fists against his chest, until he grabbed her wrists with one hand.

“Ouch! You’re strong for a little thing.”

“Harley Brennan! You liar! You cheap seducer. You fucking phony!”

“Naughty, naughty. Mustn’t use bad language.” He bent to kiss her neck.

She squirmed, trying to get away. “Are you going to take me by force?”

He heard fear in her voice and let her go. Pushing up, he looked down. “You know I’d never do that. Did I scare you?” She nodded, tears welling. “I’m sorry. So sorry. Sweetheart. It’s okay. No is no.”

He swung his leg over, away from her and at up. Shyla smoothed her dress down and slid away. He faced her and tucked some strands of hair behind her ear. “You’re so beautiful. I just wanted to...well. You know. I mean, for old time’s sake. Just wanted to make love to you one more time. I knew you wouldn’t come up here if I asked, so...”

“So, you tricked me to get me into your room, to your bed. That’s low, even for you.”

“What do you mean, ‘even for me’?”

“Nothing. It’s late. I’ve gotta go.”

“Am I such a bad guy because I wanted to spend the night with you?”

“Tricking me isn’t exactly the way to win me over, is it?”

“I guess not. I knew you’d say ‘no,’ if I asked. And I figured, if you were up here, and if I could...well, it didn’t work.”

“Seduce me? You and your crazy schemes.” She shook her head.

“What do you mean, ‘crazy schemes’?”

She sat back down on the bed. “How quickly you’ve forgotten your plan to sneak into the pool at the hotel in Costa Rica?”

“I wanted a midnight swim.”

“You wanted to go skinny dipping at three a.m. and have sex in the pool.”

“Seeing you naked made me horny.”

“And we got caught. Flood lights. Alarms.” She laughed as color flooded her cheeks.

“You were even more beautiful in the floodlights.” He brushed blonde locks out of her eyes.

“I could’ve killed you.”

“But you fell for me, instead.”

The glow he’d seen so many times returned to her face. He’d missed that loving look. He eased her closer and kissed her. She responded, opening for him, and he angled his head to deepen the kiss.

“Shyla, honey, it’s you that I want,” he whispered into her hair.

She hugged him then let go. “Let’s not go down that road again. Nothing’s changed. You’re still playing football. I’m still traveling. You broke my heart once. I can’t do it again.” Shy pushed off the bed and stood up on wobbly legs.

Harley caught her and held her against his chest. “Would you have married me?”

“I couldn’t stop working.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“If we’d married and I kept traveling, it wouldn’t have lasted.”

“Are you sure?”

“Who can be sure of anything?” She stepped away from him.

“But would you have? If I’d asked?”

“But you didn’t.”

“Evasive tonight. Very evasive. I make enough money. You wouldn’t have to work.”

“Yes, I would.”

“Why?”

“It’s same old, same old with Dad and Johnny. Don’t ask. Can’t you just let it be?”

“Maybe if you’d answer my questions honestly, then I could.”

“Look who’s talking about honesty!”

He laughed. “Just a little scheme. A ruse. Not a lie. Not really.”

“Tell yourself that.” She drew her brows together.

“You could retire, have kids, live with me.”

“Don’t forget why you’re here. To find all that...and the love of your life.”

“Or a woman who’s at least in the same city.”

“That might help.” She smiled.

He walked her to her room. They kissed goodnight, and he returned to his suite. There was a basket of fruit and flowers in the living room. He flipped on the TV, ordered room service, and grabbed an apple. Sleep was the farthest thing from his mind.

* * * *
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SHYLA HOLLINGS LET out a breath after she closed her hotel room door. She waited until she heard the ding of the elevator before she plopped down on the bed. As the reality of what she had done hit her, she knew the Kir hadn’t been enough. .

Toeing off her shoes, she padded to the mini-fridge and plucked out a bottle of vodka. Opening the ice bucket, she was pleased to find they had filled it for her, at her request. She poured the clear liquid over ice and took the glass to her window. Sinking into a plush chair, she stared out with unseeing eyes, as she took a healthy swallow. It burned a little on its way down.

Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. What was I thinking? I’ll never be able to be behind the scenes on his show for two months and stay away from him.

She was surprised that two kisses from Harley Brennan made her want to tear off her clothes and jump into bed. Sure, he had been her best lover ever. But that was in the past. Wasn’t it? Now, her blood was hot, her body ready to rock and roll, but he was up there, and she was down here, frustrated.

Shyla prided herself on her common sense. She and Harley had had amazing chemistry from the moment they had met in Costa Rica at Penny’s wedding. Sure, she’d been in love with him, truly in love, for the first time in her life. But professional opportunity doesn’t knock on your door every day, especially when you have family obligations.

She and Harley had chosen their careers over their relationship, and she’d been convinced it was the only decision—although she’d cried her eyes out for weeks after they had parted. She had to support her father and brother. She was their only lifeline, so she couldn’t quit.

Her father’s words had never left her mind. “Your brother’s the one with talent. I’ll pay for him to go to art school. You? Get married. Have a dozen kids. What do you want to study design for? What could you possibly do with it?”

Then, he’d had a stroke, and her mother had left. Her dad had ended up with early onset Alzheimer’s. Johnny had studied at the Sorbonne with what was left of the family’s money, and their old man had gone to live with his “talented” son.

It wasn’t long before the money had run out. Johnny, a fine artist, did what he could to sell his work in Paris. But the cost of his studio and a place to live, not to mention the care for his father, ate up cash as a fire eats up newspaper. The two men had turned to Shyla, who had found lucrative assignments in her chosen field. She smiled to herself at the irony that she had ended up being the one who earned a good living.

Her generosity had become a trap, a prison, closing her in. There was no way she could have walked away from her work when she had so many mouths to feed. So, she kept it up, never explaining to Harley the real reason why.

She loved what she did, which made it easier. When Harley’d asked her to scale back, take fewer jobs so they could be together, she’d been tempted. She had reduced her own expenses by giving up her one bedroom and moving into a studio apartment in New York City. But it hadn’t been enough economy. And she’d be damned if Harley Brennan would foot the bill for her father and brother. So, she kept working, praying Johnny would sell some pieces. As for her father—he was on a downward slope.

She stopped in when an assignment took her to Paris, otherwise, she had no desire to see the man who always put her as second to her brother. It wasn’t all bad. Italy, The Czech Republic, California coast, New Orleans, New York City, the French Riviera, Morocco—she’d flown to exotic places on someone else’s dime. The travel had been exciting, educational, an adventure. The men she met on the sets were intriguing, often foreign, charming even, but no one could replace Harley in her heart.

As her salary grew, she began to put away a little money, keeping mum to John or her father about what she actually earned. Her father’s words echoed in her head. “You’ll never get an Academy Award, so why waste your time? You’re a good-looking girl, Shyla. Find a man and stop this nonsense.”

She wasn’t sure her father even knew he was living off her generosity. “Just where would you be, Dad, if I had done what you suggested? On welfare, in some crummy nursing home,” she’d said to herself.

Shyla had been hired on this two-month gig as set designer for Marriage Minded. It would be her job to create settings so romantic that Harley would fall in love...with someone else. She’d be helping to find him the perfect wife. Coughing, she stood up. Idiot! What was I thinking?

A month ago, when she had taken this assignment, filling in for a designer who quit, common sense had told her it was over with Harley, so why not? The perks, like free travel, meals, and hotels in some lovely places she might never visit otherwise, had convinced her. And the pay was nothing to snort at.

The rules were strict. Any consorting with the “future husband” was grounds for immediate dismissal. Set design was a small industry. Suddenly something that had appeared to be a piece of cake grew ugly. How could she possibly do this? She poured another vodka, sat back down, and propped her feet up on the small end table. With one more glass, it became obvious. She’d have to hide from Harley. Not let him find out she was there. Avoid him at all costs. I’ll eat with the crew. Bunk with them. Our paths will never cross. 

She yawned. The alcohol had taken the edge off, making her sleepy. She stripped off her clothes and flopped into bed. Visions of Harley Brennan, naked, invaded her dreams. 

A restless night was interrupted by bright sunlight warming her room, kissing her face. Shyla turned away and put a pillow over her head, but it was too late. Though still tired, she gave in and dragged herself out of bed. It was six o’clock. 

After downing a small pot of coffee she made in her room, her cell rang. It was Penny Davis, her best friend, wife of Mark Davis, quarterback for the Delaware Demons.

“Hey, Penny. You’re up early.” Shy yawned.

“The baby. You know. How was the trip?”

“Piece of cake. Except I met Harley on the way. We sat together. Had a drink at the bar.”

“Is that all?”

“Not really. In fact...” While she threw on some clothes, she explained everything.

“You’re crazy. Why did you take this job?”

Shy launched into her plan to avoid Harley at all costs, but Penny didn’t appear convinced.

“If you fall on your face, call me. Good luck, Shy. You’re gonna need it.”

Not a minute after she hung up, room service showed up with breakfast. Food was the last thing on her mind, but Shyla managed to choke down some eggs, juice, and more coffee before she headed out to the location where the first encounters between Harley and the women, clamoring to be his perfect wife, would take place.

She practiced the lie in her head. Brennan? Harley Brennan? Don’t know him. No. Does he play football or something? She shuddered. I can do this. I’ve got to. She took a deep breath, pasted on her brightest smile, and pushed through the door.
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Chapter Two
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Harley had woken up on the sofa at four and crawled into bed. A call at eight jarred him from a deep slumber. He dragged himself out to make coffee. Why did I do this? I’ll never find someone like Shyla. Wish I was back in Monroe, sleeping it off, with her.

But going back to Monroe wasn’t an option and wouldn’t be for two months. He shuddered. He’d signed a contract—no backing out now. The idea of meeting twenty-five young women who all wanted to marry him, even though he was a total stranger, terrified him. What was I thinking?

A shower, a shave, and a hearty, room service breakfast boosted the running back. He was ready to join the show’s host and producers. A limo awaited him. But the food and the pleasant ride couldn’t quell his escalating tension. Facing the show and the women was almost as scary as hitting the gridiron in the Super Bowl.

The host, Greg Carson, greeted Harley with a solid handshake and a smile. “Ready for your big adventure?”

The football player’s grin was tentative, his knees shaky.

“Some great looking women coming tonight to meet you. You lucky dog!”

“Yeah?” His hopes rose.

“Hotties, each and every one.”

“How am I going to remember all their names?”

“We have a cheat sheet—a board in your room with pictures and names. Look it over. You’ll get them before long.”

He spent the
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