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        Gentry

      

      

      Standing around feeling like a chump wasn't Gentry Kimball's preference in general. Much farther down on his preference list would be standing around like a chump, sweating his balls off in a winter-weight Brunello Cucinelli suit while surrounded by dude-bros in board shorts and flip-flops. Yet here he was, trying to convince a recalcitrant author to let him into her Airbnb to sweet-talk her into signing with his family's agency. First thing this morning, he’d found himself shoved out of his New York City office and onto the company jet by his aunt, the head of The Kimball Agency, with the explicit instructions to come home with Kris Holland's name on their author roster or face her wrath.

      Make no mistake, Simona Kimball, all five foot three inches of her, was no dragon-breathing monster. Nah, she was way worse. The baby sister in a household of five older brothers, his aunt was an expert at male manipulation, and Gentry knew if he failed, he'd not only have to deal with her antics, but the hoops she'd make his dad and uncles jump through to earn her smiles again would mean he'd be the one dealing with them.

      Having reached the tail end of a vicious thirteen-month stretch of seven-day workweeks and crashing on his office sofa, the last thing he wanted to do was bounce around the country hunting down a flighty author who was giving his aunt the slip. But Aunt Simona was enamored with something about this writer's style, so when his aunt's email inquiries had been ignored and the woman's phone rang straight to voicemail for weeks, Gentry had lucked into the frustrating job of tracking her down to please Simona.

      First, he'd flown to the middle of nowhere Midwest, only to find out from her neighbors that she'd rented an Airbnb and taken off for a solo trip over the holidays. Honestly, Gentry found himself more than a little angry that the people in her small suburb were so comfortable freely giving information about a woman's whereabouts to an obvious stranger. When he'd mentioned his concerns to the older guy running a diner he'd stopped in for lunch, the man had laughed so hard he wound up gasping for breath. The lone waitress in the place had to step in and explain that Kris Holland's daddy was the law in town. According to her,  Sheriff Holland apparently already knew that Gentry was looking for his only daughter. And why. Gentry could only hope that he hadn’t blown some secret identity for the woman because he knew some authors were incredibly private in keeping their writing lives separate from their daily lives. 

      Even better than finding out this lady was the sheriff’s daughter, she was apparently the youngest in a family of four brothers, which was probably why she felt as comfortable as Simona would being a pain in his ass. So yeah, standing in Key West, Florida in the December sun, sweating his balls off, wasn't the first time today he'd found himself overheating and nervous. Nope, it wasn't even the second time today. That particular displeasure had come while he attempted to research Kris Holland's writing while waiting for his rental car to be brought to the counter. The words she'd written had been so out of this world hot that he felt his cock unfurl down his pant leg, taking what felt like every drop of blood with it as it swelled to the point of pain. Surrounded by dozens of holiday travelers rushing around, he was afraid to move lest he wind up giving some unsuspecting grandmother—or worse, grandkid—an eyeful.

      So yeah, standing here was basically the third attempt, and if there was any justice in the world, this would be the final time. Gentry was hoping it would be, at least, so he could stop sweating in what was most likely a ruined bespoke suit.

      He lifted his fist to knock on the front door of the cute little bungalow again, but before he could rap his knuckles against the yellow painted wood, he saw a shaggy-haired twenty-something step onto the porch next door.

      "Bruh, if you're trying to talk to the hottie, give it up. She don't give anybody the time of day, even when we offered up cold beers and top-quality greenery." Before Gentry could even form a reply, if there even was a reply appropriate to the word vomit he'd just been subjected to, the guy was popping back into his own rental.

      Hottie? Gentry had worked with a lot of authors, even plenty who wrote sex scenes like this Holland woman did, that drew physical responses from his body and made him crave soft, wet female touch and taste. But that was generally where it ended. In fifteen years of working in his family's agency, he had yet to meet an author who made his pulse race in person the way their words might on paper. Probably why he was perpetually single and not really even looking. His uncles and his aunt all had partnerships that painted clear pictures of healthy relationships, and while he'd tried, Gentry had never quite managed to capture the perfect passion and companionship balance their examples set. He could appreciate the happily ever after in the books they helped sell, but having turned thirty-six a few months back, he'd pretty much resigned himself to never happening upon it for himself.

      Which was fine. Fine, he reminded himself for the thousandth time. No reason to let the stoner next door, coupled with his body's residual buzz from reading Kris Holland's writing, raise his hopes. She probably wasn't even that attractive, he reasoned to himself as he strained to hear if there was any movement on the other side of the door. Not like stoners were notoriously observant.

      The door finally swung open, nearly pitching him forward onto his knees, given he'd been leaning so heavily against it. As he looked up and caught his balance, he realized he wasn't nearly done sweating in his suit for the day. Because staring into the turbulent gray eyes of the goddess standing in front of him with her furious little fists pressed against hips that flared out into what would be a perfect arch to brace his much bigger hands on, Gentry realized even the world's biggest pot-head would be unable to mistake Ms. Kris Holland for anything other than an absolute and unquestionable hottie.

      It was at that point Gentry realized two more facts. First, the sticky slide he felt the head of his cock do against the smooth silken wool blend of his suit meant the pulse of precum he felt spurting into the hair of his thigh really did signal the ruination of his favorite suit. And secondly, while he stood there looking like a chump who was too inept to talk to a woman, Kris Holland was about to slam the door right back closed in his face.

      "Wait!" The toe of his Oxford shoe managed to wedge itself in the doorjamb at the last second, and he begged without caring how desperate he sounded, "Please, hear me out."
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      When she was six, Kris overheard her oldest brother, Kayden, telling their next oldest brother, Karsen, that only dorks and babies believed in Santa. He'd been grounded for a week when she'd tearfully asked her mom if she was a dork or a baby, but grounding didn't put the genie back in the bottle, and Kris knew from that day on that the magic of Christmas was just a big fake out to trick little kids into being on their best behavior. Well, she sure showed them what tricking Kristina Rachel Holland would lead to. From that year forward, Kris had been a terror during the months of November and December. It was a habit that twenty years later she still found herself falling into every year once the leaves turned and the Halloween decorations were all packed away.

      In fact, her own dad had nicknamed her The Grinch, and it seemed the whole damn town had jumped on board with having a pocket-sized tyrant who showed up in late fall every year to give the Holland household hell. It never failed that every year, some wiseass would joke about her playing Ebenezer in the town's Christmas production, and silly Grinch toys would crop up everywhere she frequented. The final straw happened last week when the guy she had been dating since the summer broke it off with her, saying he "didn't think he could handle the pressure of dating the town Scrooge" for the holidays. She'd tried to muster up the appropriate level of heartache, but hell if anyone had been a miser, it had been Darren with the way he horded his own orgasms and seemed to resent gifting any to her. A duffel bag hastily crammed with some clothes, toiletries, her laptop bag, and purse made it into the backseat of her Jeep ragtop, and Kris was on the highway driving Southeast before the thought had even fully formed in her head.

      This holiday season's letdown and the dozen before it flashed through her mind in the split second it took her to size up the man on her doorstep. Though her libido wanted to take a chance on the magic the bulge below his belt buckle hinted at and his eyes promised, Kris had a lifetime of holiday letdowns to remind her that whatever was going on out on her rental porch, a Christmas miracle it was not. With a firm internal lecture to her clit to stand down, Kris tried to shut the door on whatever the hell was going on, but the foot wedged in the doorjamb put a halt to that.

      "Whatever you're selling, that suit's fancy enough that I know I can't afford it. Try the guys next door. With the amount of money those idiots are pissing away on alcohol and pot, they can probably afford a half dozen."

      With one hand pushing at the door to try to close it and the other blindly flailing around in search of
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