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What’s in a name? That which we call a rose By any other name would smell as sweet.

William Shakespeare, Romeo & Juliet


One



Rachel Farris came speeding down the dusky two-lane highway toward Destiny just as fast as she’d left town almost fifteen years ago. Flooring it on a straight stretch, she turned up the radio, trying to let the Rolling Stones drown out her thoughts. But Mick’s gravelly voice, reminding her that you can’t always get what you want, had just the opposite effect.

One day life was great, near perfect, and you thought you had it all figured out—and then the next: massive implosion!

Well, okay, it hadn’t imploded just yet, but signs of imminent collapse were everywhere lately.

It was bad enough she was headed back to her home-town of Destiny, Ohio, a place she’d never planned to return. But the timing couldn’t have been worse.

Her grandma, Edna, was lonely again, thus claiming she needed help with the fall apple harvest—and Rachel’s number had come up. Fair enough. Family came first. Yet life would have been easier if this hadn’t happened right when Conrad/Phelps, the small but prestigious Chicago ad firm where Rachel had worked since college, was about to downsize. And right after her boss had warned her they’d soon be eliminating one of only two account director positions, putting her career in serious jeopardy.

Given that Pamela Tremaine, the other director, had been with the company less than three years, Rachel should have felt totally confident she’d be the one to stay—if her team hadn’t just lost the firm’s largest account. And it didn’t help that Pamela was ridiculously young, and ridiculously pleasant, and beloved by everyone who came into contact with her. So Edna’s call had left Rachel feeling duty bound to take a leave of absence at a time when she could least afford it.

Yep, the potential for implosion was getting serious—a thought which made her press her Manolo Blahnik clad foot a little deeper onto the gas pedal as she took a slight curve, her BMW hugging the road. The sooner she got to Destiny, after all, the sooner she could leave. That was how Rachel operated—quickly and with purpose; get in, get out. If she applied the same work ethic with Edna as she did on the job, she’d be back in the windy city trying to salvage her career in no time. And after nearly seven hours behind the wheel, she was more than ready to reach the Farris Family Apple Orchard.

It was just as the Destiny city limits sign went flying past in a blur that a blast of evening sun cut between the rolling hills up ahead, blinding her. Yikes—suddenly she couldn’t see a thing, so she reached for the glove box in search of sunglasses, and the car swerved a little.

That’s when the swirl of blue lights reflected in her rearview mirror and the whir, whir, whir of a siren split the air.


Oh, damn. Just what she needed. Not.

As she pulled to the side of the road—which, in Destiny, was just a narrow shoulder of gravel that crunched beneath her tires—she took a deep, calming breath and prepared to face some paunchy, overeager Deputy Dawg type who was all excited to catch a speeder. This was probably the highlight of his day. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t talk her way out of it. Being convincing and persuasive was what she did for a living, after all.

She dug for her license and registration—without coming across her sunglasses, darn it—then turned down the radio and lowered the window, only to have a thick wave of hot August air burst in to override the effects of her A/C. Blegh.

When she looked up, the sinking sun still glared directly in her face, forcing her to lower her eyes. She saw dots and felt disoriented as the cop approached.

“What’s the hurry?” he snapped in a deep, rather mean voice.

Sheesh—can we tone it down a little, Barney Fife? She squinted, attempting to see him alongside the painfully bright beams of sunlight, and when that failed, she settled for trying to read his badge. “I’m sorry—I didn’t realize I was speeding,” she fibbed in her best polite-yet-confident tone. “But I’m afraid my frail, ailing grandmother is expecting me and I don’t want her to worry. I’d call to let her know I’m on my way, but I can’t get a signal here…” She narrowed her eyes on the badge further, still trying to make it out. “…Officer Romeo.”

“That’s Romo,” he corrected her stiffly.

And Rachel’s jaw dropped. Oh no. He was a Romo? A freaking Romo? The Farris and Romo families were long-time enemies, and even if most of the Farrises had left Destiny, she knew the bad blood remained.

And then, as if to add insult to injury, he said, “License and registration, ma’am”—and she instantly wanted to slug him. Since when had she become a ma’am? She was only thirty-two, for heaven’s sake! I bet Pamela doesn’t get called ma’am. As her chest tightened, she handed the paperwork over and waited for a reaction.

“Figures,” he muttered under his breath. Ah, there it was.

“What’s that?” she asked anyway, playing dumb.

“You’re a Farris,” he informed her, like she might not know. Then he shifted his weight to one side until his broad shoulders blocked out the sun—finally allowing her to see him.

The first thing she noticed was the way he scowled at her from behind typical mirrored cop sunglasses.

And the second was…oh dear. Oh my. Her throat went dry.

He was no Deputy Dawg—and a far cry from Barney Fife. In fact, he was…a cop god. With thick, dark hair and olive skin, a day’s growth of stubble covering his strong jaw, and shoulders that filled out his beige uniform quite nicely, he was…shockingly hot. Even behind mirrored sunglasses. And in Destiny, of all places! How was that possible?

But then she recalled her friend Amy—who still lived here—mentioning some sexy-as-sin Romo being a town policeman. Her heart beat faster than before and she suddenly had to work to control her breathing.

Even while he snarled at her.

But wait—stop. Get hold of yourself.

Sure, he’s hot—but he’s a Romo. And a mean, growly one at that.

He proved her point by glancing back down to grouse, “Out-of-state license.”

“That would be because I live out of state,” she heard herself reply dryly. She didn’t normally talk back to cops, but apparently she just couldn’t take this attitude from a Romo lying down.


Not that she would mind lying down with him. If he were a little nicer. And not a Romo, of course. But he was—and her unwitting attraction to him was making her all the more irate.

Her remark earned another handsome scowl, to which he added, “Edna’s not frail or ailing, by the way. So your excuse doesn’t fly.”

Oops. Clearly, he knew the town well enough to know Edna was the only Farris left who might have a granddaughter coming to see her. “Well, that’s not how she tells it,” she argued. “All I know is that she summoned me to help with the apple harvest, so that’s what I’m doing—if you’ll kindly let me go on my way.”

To her surprise, he lowered his chin, appearing suspicious. “You don’t look like much of an orchard worker.”

Who asked you? She bit her tongue for once, though, and tried to regain her composure. In fact, it suddenly hit her that all her powers of persuasion had pretty much gone out the window somewhere along the way. So she gave her head a confident tilt, and in her smoothest voice replied, “My skill set might surprise you.” And…hmm, was that being confident—or flirting?

“And no way I’m letting you off that easy,” he added.

Okay, didn’t matter whether it was confidence or flirtation since, either way, it hadn’t worked. So now she scowled at him. “Come on, Romo, cut me a break.”

When his dark eyebrows rose behind those sunglasses, she realized what she’d just said—but again, she couldn’t let him…win. Since, that quickly, that’s what it felt like with this guy—a matter of winning or losing. Farris vs. Romo. She couldn’t let him get the best of her without at least fighting back.

“I’ve got news for you, Farris,” he practically growled. “Maybe you can argue your way out of tickets up in Chicago, but not in Destiny. You were going twenty over the limit.”


Whoops. Twenty? Really? Still…“Can I be honest with you?” It was time for a new tactic.

“All right,” he said dryly, sounding doubtful already.

But that didn’t stop her from gazing up into that sexy cop-god face and saying, with true sincerity, “When such a low speed limit is posted on such a wide open stretch of highway, I don’t actually know how a person can be expected to go so slow. I’m sure you know what I mean—it’s nearly impossible.”

And when he peered down on her, his expression softening a bit, she suspected he was beginning to understand her point—and she found herself wishing she could see his eyes. Were they as gorgeous as the rest of him? What color were they? Brown, maybe? That’s when he said to her in a completely patronizing tone, “Let me explain it to you, Farris. You ease. Off. The gas.”

Okay, he was hot as hell—but still a jerk. So she forgot all about his eyes and said, “Romos always were smart-asses.”

“Farrises,” he announced, “set the bar for being smart-asses. Not to mention the fact that they have a long history of not abiding by the law.”

All right, that might be true, but she still rolled her eyes in an exaggerated manner and tried to look deeply insulted. “Can you just give me my ticket now, so I can get to Edna’s before she has a heart attack or something?”

Mike Romo seldom stood around arguing with traffic offenders, but something about this woman had gotten under his skin, quick. Maybe the fact that she was a city girl to the bone, made obvious not only by her arrogant attitude, but by the stylish haircut that didn’t quite reach her shoulders, the trendy dark jeans she wore, and the sleek-looking scarf hanging loose around her neck. Or maybe it was because she was extremely attractive—blonde, slender, the works—and had probably thought that would get her off the hook. Or…maybe it was just because most people didn’t have the nerve to back-talk him when openly breaking the law.

“I could arrest you, you know,” he informed her—mainly because her lack of regard for authority pissed him off. Yet as he heard his own words, something low in his gut warmed and he realized he could think of plenty of things to do to her that would be a lot more pleasant than arrest.

Hell. Where had that come from? She was a speeder, not some babe in a bar, and he never had those kinds of thoughts when on the job. So when she blinked her shock—saying, “Seriously? You could?”—he got back to business.

“Twenty over, Farris. Plus swerving. Together, they border on reckless driving.”

She gasped at the accusation. “I was in complete control of the car at all times!”

He simply gave his head an are-you-kidding-me? tilt. “That would be great if the law stated you could drive like a maniac as long as you control the vehicle, but the law doesn’t state that. And besides, you were fishtailing all over the road.” Narrowing his brow further, he leaned closer to her window—and that’s when a soft, feminine scent of some sort struck him. Which he felt in his groin, damn it. But he was still pissed and needed to make sure she knew it. “Frankly, I don’t get the idea you’re taking this infraction very seriously.”

“Infraction?” she repeated like he was crazy. “Look, what’s the big deal here? It’s not like I murdered anybody. I’m from Chicago. We drive fast. We’d get run over otherwise.”

Was she serious? “Well, you’re not in Chicago anymore, Farris, so get used to it.”

As Mike scribbled out key information on the little clipboard he held, he tried to wrap his brain around this. Around her. Or maybe around the way his body was reacting to her. His head—it was in the right place, damn irritated by her attitude. But his body…shit, his body was tightening in all the wrong areas at the moment. He couldn’t make sense of it, and he didn’t like it.

When he shoved the ticket at her along with her license and registration, she took a look and let out yet another gasp. “This is for a hundred and fifty dollars!”

“Uh, yeah.”

Then her voice dropped and she suddenly sounded a little meeker. “Well, the last time I was pulled over in Destiny, it was more like…thirty.”

Thirty? His eyebrows shot back up, in disbelief this time. “When was that?”

She appeared to be thinking back, the little spot between her brows scrunching. “When I was seventeen.”

Figured. He just shook his head. And wondered, as a lifelong Destiny resident, how he’d not known this girl when she was seventeen. She seemed…memorable. “Well, I see you still haven’t learned. But times change, and we don’t tolerate speeding here anymore. You speed, you pay.”

She simply looked disgusted, and maybe a little beaten—although it was hard to feel very sorry for her when she rolled her eyes at him again. “Whatever you say, Officer Romeo.”

The words made his jaw tighten. “It’s not too late for me to haul you to jail, you know.”

And he’d been sure that would change her tune—so he couldn’t have been more shocked when she simply stared up at him in blatant, blue-eyed defiance, as if just daring him to do it.

When he leaned back toward her window, he wasn’t sure if it was because he wanted to take one last stab at intimidating her—or because he was following some animal urge to get closer to her. “Let me give you a little advice, Farris,” he said gruffly. “Learn some respect for the law. And slow down.”


Then he turned to go back to his car—but stopped to glower down at her one last time, adding wryly, “Welcome to Destiny.”

 

The next day, Rachel pulled her car to the curb along Destiny’s town square, in front of Amy’s bookstore, Under the Covers. Both Amy and their other lifelong best friend, Tessa, worked there, and as soon as Rachel saw how cute the old refurbished building looked from the outside, she felt guilty for not having seen it sooner. Just as her family always brought Edna up to Chicago for Christmas and other holidays, Rachel always made her friends trek north to see her, too, instead of ever coming home. But as she stepped onto the sidewalk, she reminded herself that the girls loved their annual fall trip to the city. And Tessa had even sounded a little disappointed on the phone when Rachel had explained she was coming here this year instead.

A charming bell tinkled overhead as she pushed through the door, yet she still called out, “Knock, knock. Anybody home?”

“Rachel!” Amy screeched, bursting from between two tall bookshelves, arms extended and strawberry blonde curls bouncing—but before they could hug, a humongous cat leaped from somewhere high above, landing on the floor between them and forcing Rachel to squeal and step back.

“What the hell?” she asked, glaring at the cat.

Amy just shook her head. “Sorry. That’s Shakespeare. He’s kind of a pain in the butt. He’s always jumping down from the upper shelves and making a nuisance of himself. Nearly scared the wits out of old Mrs. Lampton one day—she may never come back. I really need to find him a home.”

“I’ll say,” Rachel agreed as the cat wove annoyingly between her legs. “You made him sound much more appealing on the phone.”


She shrugged. “Well, you know I have a soft spot for all felines.”

Amy had a soft spot for lots of things: books, people, Destiny, you name it. And, of course, cats—even stray ones like Shakespeare. Rachel had often wished she were so easily pleased in life as Amy.

“Are you sure Mr. Knightley wouldn’t like having a friend at home?” Rachel suggested.

Yet Amy drew back in horror. “God, no. He’d disown me.” Mr. Knightley was Amy’s own beloved cat, and according to Tessa, Amy had an unhealthy attachment to him. Which Rachel was starting to believe. “Maybe Edna could use a nice cat at the orchard?” Amy asked.

Rachel tilted her head. “Could be. I’ll check.”

Just then, Tessa emerged from another set of shelves, looking as dainty and pretty as ever, her hazel eyes going wide. “Rach, you’re here!”

And finally hugs were traded, and Rachel couldn’t deny that this would be one nice aspect of her return to Destiny. She looked forward to Tessa and Amy’s visit every autumn, and this one—though much different than usual—would be extended. And it was probably high time she saw what their lives were like now that they were all older—even if she would miss dragging them up and down the Miracle Mile.

“Let’s have a seat,” Amy said, motioning to a friendly grouping of overstuffed easy chairs by the door, so Rachel and Tessa sat down while Amy poured coffee into big, brightly colored mugs from the pot she kept brewing.

“So, how’s Edna?” Tessa asked as Amy passed her a large cup, then settled into another chair.

Rachel rolled her eyes. “Fit as a fiddle, of course. Until I reminded her that her knees were supposed to be hurting, and she grabbed onto the nearest piece of furniture for support. But that’s Edna. All I can do is indulge her, spend time with her, and help with the apples for a couple of weeks to make her happy.” It had become a semi-annual occurrence the last few years—Edna claimed some illness or injury in order to make one of her children or grandchildren come visit for a while. And because they all loved the ornery old woman, they tolerated it. Although the thought reminded Rachel again what bad timing this was.

“Why do you call her Edna instead of Grandma?” Amy asked, squinting lightly. “I’ve always wondered that.”

Rachel shook her head. “I don’t know. All the grand-kids just always have, since we were little. A Farris family tradition, I guess. Or maybe we just all tend to be smart-asses,” she added with a laugh. Then she remembered using the same word to describe the Romos last night. The pot calling the kettle black, she supposed, as he’d pretty much pointed out—but Officer Romeo had been asking for it.

Amy smiled, looking giddy. “I’m so happy you’re here—this is going to be great!”

Yet Rachel gave her head a pointed tilt, gladly letting Amy yank her thoughts off her encounter with Mr. You-Speed-You-Pay. “Don’t get too attached to me, Ames. The minute I feel I’ve done my duty and can make a safe getaway, I’m outta here.”

The words instantly replaced Amy’s smile with a frown.

“Sorry, but there’s trouble in Ad Land, girls,” Rachel informed them, applying the little moniker they’d always used for her job at Conrad/Phelps.

As she told the whole horrid story about suddenly being in competition with Pamela Tremaine—“who I trained and mentored, I might add”—her stomach churned. Now that she was actually in Destiny, it was starting to hit her in a whole new brutal way that she really might not have a job to go back to. “My bosses always claimed I had ‘the magic’ when it came to getting and keeping clients, but I guess I haven’t been pulling enough rabbits out of my hat lately. And I could probably get another job, but times are tight in advertising, so I might come off as over-qualified for whatever’s out there. And besides, I’ve been at Conrad/Phelps for over ten years—a third of my life.”

Amy leaned over to give her another small hug without spilling any coffee, while Tessa looked truly pained for her—and if Rachel had been the kind of girl who cried, she might have started tearing up a little. After all, she’d left Destiny with a plan, a goal, a dream, and she’d achieved it all. She’d built the life she wanted—from nothing. To think of losing it was devastating.

“Do you have some money socked away, in case you need it?” Tessa asked.

Rachel nodded, both hands wrapped around the big coffee cup she held. “I’d be fine for a while—but it’s more the…far reaching implications that worry me.”

The truth was, she was well paid and enjoyed spending what she earned—on travel, a nice condo on Lakeshore Drive, and yes, she squandered more money on shoes than most people would consider sane—but she didn’t spend it all. Far from it. And it had been more than a desire for jet-setting in Jimmy Choos that had pushed her to climb the corporate ladder—she had other financial issues no one knew about.

Fortunately, though, her friends didn’t ask what implications she was referring to, probably assuming it was a general worry about her future. And it wasn’t that she meant to keep secrets from them, but…well, she didn’t even like thinking about this stuff, so she certainly saw no reason to talk about it.

“And if that’s not enough,” she went on, “I got a speeding ticket last night coming into town. From that Romo guy, of all people.” But why on earth was she bringing him up? It’s probably just money concerns, one leading to another in your mind, that’s all. Not to mention how disconcerted by her own behavior she’d been. Somehow, her normal, cool confidence had completely abandoned her.

Given how glum she surely sounded, it surprised her when Amy’s eyes lit up. “Was I not right? Is he not hot?” She totally ignored the speeding ticket part of the equation, along with Rachel’s grimace.

And even as her skin tingled at the memory, Rachel found herself loath to admit she found anything about him appealing. “I suppose. But good God, the guy’s an ass.”

“Amen to that,” Tessa agreed, long tawny locks framing her face. “You’re not the first person to get pulled over by him to think he was a jerk. My Aunt Alice, for one.”

Amy sent Tessa a chiding look. “How many times do I have to remind you that your Aunt Alice drives like a lunatic?” Then she glanced back to Rachel and tried to smooth it over even more. “He’s not that bad. He’s had a rough past, you know.”

This perked up Rachel’s ears. “No, I don’t know. What was so rough in his past?”

“Oh, come on—you remember. What happened back when we were kids.”

But Rachel remained in the dark, so she freed one hand from her mug and made a rolling motion, encouraging Amy to keep going. “I’ve been gone since high school—I need more to go on.”

Just then, Shakespeare—who Rachel had nearly forgotten about—bounded heftily up into her lap. “Dear God,” she snapped, drawing back slightly. “This is a freaking enormous cat.” She suspected the pushy tabby weighed a good fifteen pounds.

“Shakespeare,” Amy scolded. “Bad kitty.” Then she lifted her gaze to Rachel. “He’s not usually that rude. He must like you.”

“Lucky me,” she said. Then tried to get back on topic. “So, about Officer Romo.”

“Mike,” Amy clarified for her.


She hadn’t noticed his first name last night, too wrapped up in discovering his last. “Okay—Mike,” she said, if that would get Amy talking.

And then Amy got a familiar look in her eye—one that made all her friends recoil on a regular basis. “You know what would get your mind off your troubles? A little romance with Mike Romo.”

Oh brother! Rachel rolled her eyes and tried to budge the cat from her lap—but he wasn’t moving. “You’ve got to be joking.” Because yeah, the mere thought of Officer Romeo might make her flutter in all the right places, but it was an impossibility—for numerous reasons.

“Need I remind you how good-looking he is?” Amy prodded.

“Need I remind you that he’s a louse, and a creep, and a Romo? Who gave me a hundred-and-fifty-dollar speeding ticket?”

Both girls hissed in their breath at the amount. “Ouch,” Tessa said.

“Ouch is right. That could cost me a heating bill, or groceries. Or…a pair of shoes. If they were on sale anyway.”

“Well, if you’re not into Mike Romo,” Amy said, back to being her perky, habitually matchmaking self that fast, “what about Logan?” Logan Whitaker had been Amy’s neighbor growing up and he was like a brother to her.

“What about him?” Rachel asked.

Now Tessa rolled her eyes. “She tries to fix everyone up with Logan. Me included.”

Poor Tessa. And poor Logan, too, having to deal with Amy in Cupid mode. Rachel narrowed her gaze on Amy. “Why? Is there something wrong with him?”

“God, no—there’s definitely something right with him.”

“It’s true, he’s utterly hot,” Tessa added, clearly knowing Rachel trusted her opinion of guys more than she did romantic, idealistic Amy’s. “But there just wasn’t any chemistry between us. And he’s probably a commitment-phobe or something—he never dates anyone for long.”

“Maybe he’s one of those guys who gets bored when the chase is over,” Rachel suggested.

Yet Amy only responded with a shrug. “I’d just like to see him find a nice girl and settle down, you know?”

Absently scratching the big fat cat on her lap behind his ears, Rachel lowered her chin. “Then you’re barking up the wrong tree, sister, since you know I’m not the settling down type.” She was a committed career girl to the core.

“Maybe that’s why I thought you’d like Mike,” Amy said. “He’s not into settling down, either.”

Hmm. “Not that I care,” she pointed out, “but how do you know that about him?”

Amy leaned forward in her chair, as if ready to tell a secret. She was as pure as the driven snow, but she did enjoy her Destiny gossip. “Well, from what Logan says, Mike’s with a different girl every weekend, over in Crestview.”

“I see,” Rachel said, instantly annoyed at the notion Officer Romeo was a womanizer in addition to being a jerk. “He seemed like such a straight arrow. Who’d have thought?”

“And he’s Logan’s best friend, so that means Mike can’t be all bad,” Amy added.

“Or maybe Logan just…feels sorry for him or something. Because of that rough past you mentioned.” Rachel lowered her coffee cup to a side table and bent over the cat, ready to draw Amy back to her original tale—but then she sat up straighter, wondering aloud, “Wait—why don’t I remember him?”

“He was a few years ahead of us in school,” Tessa replied.

“Ah.” Made sense. “And I thought one Romo was as bad as any other, so they mostly all ran together in my mind. But back to whatever happened to him—”


And that’s when the bell on the door jingled brusquely and all three girls looked up to see none other than Mike Romo himself suddenly towering over them in all his tall, hot, masculine, uniformed glory.

Oh boy. Speak of the devil. The words lingered on the tip of Rachel’s tongue, but she held them back—she had no intention of letting him know they’d been talking about him. Still, just like last night, the mere sight of him affected her. Physically. Which was disappointing. She’d been hoping she’d overreacted—that maybe it had been the result of being so tired, or of having the sun in her eyes the whole time. Yet somehow he looked even better than last night. Maybe because she could really see him now—no sun, no glare. Nothing to keep her from feasting her eyes on just how sexy he really was. Jerk or not.

“There’s a car blocking the fire hydrant outside,” he barked toward all of them, just as gruff as the previous evening—and only then did his eyes drop to her. “I thought that Beamer looked familiar. Out breaking more laws, Farris?”

“Officer Romeo to the rescue,” she muttered under her breath.

But apparently not low enough to keep him from hearing. “Aching for another ticket? If not, move your car.”

Oh, relax, Fife. And quit talking about aching—since she was, but for something far more pleasurable than another ticket. “All right, all right, Romo—keep your pants on. I’ll be out in a minute.”

He gave her a funny look—and she realized with horror that she’d made a remark about his pants, which could indicate she was thinking about what was in them—but then he went back to being his usual crusty self. “No, not in a minute. Now. Unless you want that ticket.”

“Sheesh,” she said, peering up at him. “So much for small town hospitality.” Then she heaved Shakespeare to the floor, murmuring, “Silly cat,” as she pushed to her feet and whisked past Mike Romo.

Only she passed too close, in order not to trip over the cat—and accidentally brushed up against him. Her arm touched his, and—oh dear—her breast grazed his biceps, too. And a hot, sizzling sensation rippled through her whole body as she made her way out the door. Holy God, what was that?

Well, okay, it was a feeling you got when you came into contact with a sexually attractive man, that was all. It was a hormonal thing—even if she didn’t like knowing some small town Romo could produce that kind of response in her. But it meant nothing. It was time she got that through her head and Mike Romo off her mind. Since the two of them clearly disliked each other, even without a nasty family feud hanging over them to make it official.

Yet as she headed toward the curb, she sensed him catching the door behind her and following her out. And she became aware that he’d smelled…kind of manly. In a different way than men in Chicago smelled. Sort of musky. And rugged.

Oh, stop it, for heaven’s sake. The man smells like sweat, that’s all. It’s August.

But when had the smell of sweat started…turning her on?

And as she made her way around her car, noting the police cruiser parked in front of it, she found herself wondering if he might be watching her—her body, her ass.

When she reached the driver’s side door, she gave him a cutting look over the roof of her 325i. “Um, aren’t you illegally parked, too?”

Although she hadn’t been trying to make a joke, Officer Romeo appeared, for the first time, as if he might actually crack a smile. But then he didn’t. “Cops can park wherever necessary in order to uphold the law.”

“Of course they can,” she murmured. Then said, “Where am I supposed to park, Romeo? Since I’d like to come back and see my friends, if you don’t mind.”

He pointed. “There’s an open spot on the other side of the square.”

“Fine,” she snipped, then got in, started the car, and pulled out, careful not to nip his bumper. God, he probably would put her in jail then.

As she maneuvered her car into in the empty spot, she wondered when on earth Destiny had started having enough traffic to run low on parking. And as she got out, she realized Romeo had circled the square in his cruiser and was pulling up beside her. What now? Was he going to criticize her parking in some way? Or…was it possible he just wanted to watch her some more when she walked back across the grassy square? Not that she was positive he’d been watching in the first place—but she thought so.

And without quite planning it, she found herself sauntering toward him, even leaning down into his open window. “Is that good enough, Romeo? Did I get inside the lines? Am I close enough to the curb? Am I walking too fast, or too slow? Is there any other way you can harass me? Anything more you want me to do?” Then it hit her—good Lord, was she trying to flash him her cleavage? Surely not.

Like back in front of the bookstore, she almost thought he would smile—yet, again, he didn’t. “Yeah. You can tell Edna I said hi.”

Thoroughly surprised, Rachel raised her eyebrows. “As if she’d want a hello from a Romo.” That’s when she realized his eyes had that bedroom quality to them. Crap—why did I have to notice that? Something about looking directly into them had just turned her knees to putty.

“Actually, Edna and I get along just fine,” he claimed. “In fact, she’s the most reasonable Farris I ever met.”

Hmm. Was that supposed to hurt her feelings? Well, he’d have to try harder than that. “Afraid you’ll have to tell her yourself, because I’m pretty sure you’ll be off my mind as soon as you’re no longer in my face.” Or would that be in my cleavage?

“You wish,” he mumbled as she turned to go. Or at least that was what it sounded like.

So she spun on her heel. “What?” Was he really that arrogant? Even if she was putty, she couldn’t stand conceited men.

And now, of all times, he grinned. Just a little. In an infuriatingly cocky way that made his eyes sparkle. “Nothing, Farris. Just keep walking.”

And, oh my—they were brown. His eyes. Kind of a rich, chocolaty color that made her stomach feel a little hollow. And—oh God—that was why he looked even better to her than he had last night. She could see his eyes now. His warm, sexy, bedroom eyes.

Meeting his gaze one last time, just daring him to say another word, she finally turned back around and did what he said—walked across the Destiny town square toward the bookstore. But she was pretty sure she felt him watching her with every step. And it made her body tingle like crazy.

Uh-oh. This was bad. Really bad.

His gorgeousness hadn’t been a figment of her imagination.

And a mean, bossy, small-town cop was so not her type.

And, worst of all, he was a Romo.

Damn him for that.









What sadness lengthens Romeo’s hours?

William Shakespeare, Romeo & Juliet


Two



Mike Romo sat in his cruiser, just off Meadowview Highway near the Destiny city limits, the car partially camouflaged by a copse of small cedars, his radar gun at the ready. He knew people thought he was a hard-ass when it came to speeding—probably thought he was an overzealous cop bent on meeting some kind of monthly quota. But Mike wasn’t motivated by bringing citation money into the town coffers—he was driven by one sole purpose: keeping people in Destiny safe.

Maybe that made him some kind of stick-in-the-mud, but he didn’t care. And if each ticket he wrote did anything to make someone drive—or live—a little more cautiously…well, then it helped him sleep at night.

Just then, Willie Hargis’s old red pickup came ambling up the road—Willie was an elderly man who took his time at whatever he was doing, driving included, and Mike liked him for that. Willie even lifted his hand in a wave as the truck went past, accustomed to seeing Mike monitor this stretch of highway, and Mike returned the gesture.

As for Rachel Farris, she was at the opposite end of the spectrum. She clearly had no respect for the law, and people like her made it harder for him to keep people safe.

And he’d been ready to forget all about her, including his bizarre reaction to her—since he was usually much more in command of his own lust, especially on the job—until, damn it, she’d had to block that fire hydrant today.

And before he’d quite known what was happening, she’d been brushing past him, leaving behind that seductive scent again—something light, fruity maybe—and putting all his senses on alert. After which she’d accidentally touched his arm—with her breast. Damn—soft. Nice. And since when did fruit smell seductive?

He’d unwittingly started noticing other things about her, too. Like that even today, in town, she hadn’t dressed like most women in Destiny, who were fond of floral skirts and soft colors. She’d seemed more…sexy, again in dark jeans, with strappy high-heeled shoes and a stylish top that had hugged her long, lean curves. And he’d gotten a closer look at some of those curves when she’d bent down into his window.

Up to then, he really had shoved her out of his mind—mostly. But now…hell, what was the deal?

After all, she was the exact opposite of everything he liked in a person: self-righteous, entitled, argumentative, and reckless to boot. Plus it was clear she considered Destiny below her—she didn’t even have to say it, he could see it in her eyes. So…maybe it just pissed him off to be having such a primitive reaction to her. Me Tarzan, you Jane. That wasn’t him. Usually.

Not that he planned to respond to his urges. Even if, in an off moment, he’d almost flirted with her. Nope, he’d keep his Tarzan-like impulses to himself.


She just had too much going against her. Besides everything else, it bugged the hell out of him when she called him Officer Romeo. And sexy as hell or not, the girl was a Farris on top of it all.

Mike didn’t make a habit of judging people by their families—but a lifetime of observation had shown him that most Farrises were cut from the same cloth: often in some kind of scrape, either financial or legal, and generally out for themselves. He considered it good riddance that most of them had moved away.

And he wasn’t sure what had originally started the feud between the two families, but he did know the Farris Family Apple Orchard had once belonged to his grandfather, who’d emigrated from Italy, and that his family had always felt it should be rightfully theirs. Of course, Edna had always refused to sell, which had angered Mike as a boy—but as time had passed he’d tried to let that go, coming to know and like Edna, despite her quirks.

Just then, he realized—maybe he did remember Rachel Farris at seventeen. Judging from the birth date on her license, he’d been doing his police training in Chillicothe around that time, but he’d never been away from Destiny for long—and hadn’t there been some cute, rambunctious little Farris girl flitting about town in those days? A cheerleader, if he remembered. And he had the vague sense that she’d driven fast even then—back before he’d had the ability to do anything about it. He suspected she was the same then as now—probably the only difference being that she’d grown from a cute, reckless, over-confident girl in a cheerleading skirt into an attractive, reckless, over-confident woman in jeans that hugged her ass real nice.

But Rachel Farris’s jeans and Rachel Farris’s genes were two different things—and he could admire one without admiring the other. He could think she was attractive without acting on it. And besides, if he wanted a woman, he was capable of getting one whose last name wasn’t Farris.

He knew he wasn’t exactly charming, but despite that, all he usually had to do was buy a girl a drink and she was his for the night. Logan had started calling him the Italian Stallion, claiming it was all in his genes. And maybe it was. Everyone always claimed that his late grandfather, Giovanni Romo, had had a way with the ladies, too.

It was just then that Mike caught sight of a vehicle rounding the bend in the distance so fast the car was a blur—an electric shade of purple, but that was all he could tell as he lifted the radar gun and aimed it out the open window. The speeding car blew past in a streak of color—at ninety-two miles per hour! Shit. Now that he could haul somebody’s ass to jail for.

The only problem might be catching the son of a bitch.

But Mike tore out of his spot just off the road, throwing up mud and grass as he pressed the gas pedal to the floor, committed to trying. He fishtailed but straightened it out, then switched on his lights and siren.

As the car had whooshed past, he’d identified it as a late model Mustang—which meant catching the bastard would be difficult at best. He didn’t know the car, had never seen it around—but this guy made Rachel Farris look like a Sunday driver.

Mike drove as fast as possible under the conditions, thinking the guy might be slowed down by curves or—God forbid—other vehicles. And he tried to keep an eye toward the roadside—it wouldn’t take much at that speed for the asshole to make a wrong move and go skidding off the pavement into a tree or a ravine—but going ninety, it was hard to concentrate on more much than the road itself.

He drove that way for nearly ten minutes down the country highway, never catching even a glimpse of the Mustang—before he accepted the fact that he wasn’t going to. Damn it.


Slowing his cruiser, he banged his palm on the steering wheel and cursed. What the hell was that idiot thinking, driving that fast on a twisting two-lane highway?

Finally, he located a spot to pull off and turn back—he’d gone well beyond the Destiny city limits, past his own house and out into farm country. It was rural here, but there were plenty of roads crisscrossing each other every few miles—so the Mustang could be headed anywhere now.

Once back in town, he drove toward the police station, every muscle in his body still tensed. It was the first time anyone had ever even tried to outrun him, and though he knew it wasn’t his fault the guy had gotten away, the Mustang had put him in a rotten mood. Pulling up in front of the station, he slammed his door shut with too much force.

“Whoa, dude, who pissed you off?”

He glanced up to see Logan Whitaker, the person who knew him best in the world. And the truth was, he didn’t particularly like anyone knowing all the things about him that Logan did, but it couldn’t be helped—it was the price you paid for lifelong friendship. A fireman, Logan sat outside the firehouse next door in a DFD tee and blue jeans—apparently just soaking up the sunny day and looking far too chipper for Mike at the moment. “Some son-of-a-bitch Mustang just blew by me on the Meadowview going ninety-fucking-two,” he growled.

Logan drew back slightly in his folding chair. “Damn. You catch him?”

Mike raised his eyebrows. “Do I look like I caught him?”

“Oh.” Logan left it at that, since he knew how Mike felt about speeders, and reckless people in general.

Pushing through the door into the station, Mike was glad to see things mostly quiet, empty—only Chief Tolliver sat at his desk doing paperwork, and he lifted his hand in absent greeting, raising his eyes only briefly. “Mike,” he murmured.

“Walter,” Mike returned—then planted himself at his own desk, where he signed on to his computer to contact the Ohio State Highway Patrol with what little information he had about the car. Who knew what they’d find in the master Bureau of Motor Vehicles database without even a partial on the plate, but on the other hand, how many purple Mustangs could there be in the area?

Half an hour later, it turned out the answer was none. No purple Mustangs anywhere nearby. But there were a considerable number of hits statewide, and when he ran an inquiry through the Law Enforcement Automated Data System, he found out a purple Mustang had been stolen from a Cleveland suburb a couple of weeks ago. Hmm. He’d lay odds he’d just chased that same car up the Meadowview.

Maybe he was assuming too much, but his cop’s gut instincts had told him almost instantly there was something more at work here than just a wild joyride. Something…worrisome. Shit.

Taking a deep breath, Mike e-mailed the jurisdiction where the stolen Mustang was registered, to let them know of the possible sighting. And upon closing the database, he leaned back in his chair with a sigh, glad the chief was too immersed in work across the room to notice his mood.

Then he caught a glimpse of the picture of Anna he still kept on his desk. It had been taken one Easter—she stood in the yard wearing a lacy white dress.

Somehow, at a moment like this, the very sight of her, looking so happy and carefree, so innocent, stole his breath. She’d had no idea, no idea at all what was coming. None of them had.

And he thought, as he did at some point every single day, of all the bad things happening in the world that he was powerless to stop. He kept trying—he tried with everything in him—but he just couldn’t ever fix it all.

Where are you, Anna? Where the hell are you?

Despite himself, even after all this time, he never quit wondering.

 

Rachel turned left at the quaint wooden sign that read Farris Family Apple Orchard and drove across the little stone bridge crossing Sugar Creek. Sunbeams broke through the billowing trees to dapple the ground with light and remind Rachel of time spent here as a little girl. Edna’s house had been the gathering place for the Farris clan back then—Sunday dinners, holidays, it had all taken place at the orchard. A fleeting memory of hide-and-go-seek with her cousins made her envision crouching behind tree trunks, or slipping into the cheerful red barn that had just come into view. She stopped the car far short of the barn, though, parking alongside Edna’s little Toyota pickup and the circa 1940 fruit truck that she suspected hadn’t hauled anything anywhere in at least twenty years.

Edna’s little white house with gingerbread trim was the kind everyone entered through the back screen door more than the front one—so that’s what she did now, letting it slam behind her as she called out, “Hey Edna, I’m home!”

No answer. But no biggie. She might be napping. Or for all Rachel knew, Edna was out picking a few ripening apples on her not-really-so-bad knees—she’d promised to bake an apple pie, since Rachel loved Edna’s pies.

Moving through the kitchen to what Edna still called the parlor, Rachel realized the house was filled with furniture from the first half of the last century: an antique sofa and chair, small end tables with spindle legs, a huge wooden radio from the thirties, an old upright piano adorned with old photos atop a white doily. Little had changed since Rachel had last been here almost fifteen years ago. Except that Edna had gotten older. Which made her a little sad when she looked at the framed pictures on the piano of Edna in younger days—and of all of them, all her family, in earlier times.

For some reason, all those pictures together—Edna in her youth, then Rachel’s parents as teenagers, and then Rachel herself, with other cousins, as a small child—made her chest tighten. How swiftly fly the years. Maybe it was easier not to focus on that aspect of life in the city, where days were brisk, busy. Here, though, from Amy’s refurbished storefront to that old truck outside, from early twentieth century farmhouses to the pictures spread across Edna’s piano, it was hard not to be aware of the way time passed, of the way each person’s time was…limited. Life didn’t go on forever. For anyone.

“Fleetin’, ain’t it?” Edna said.

And Rachel flinched—then turned, scolding Edna with her eyes for sneaking up behind her. “What’s that?” she asked.

“Life. It flits by faster than you’d expect.”

Edna was like that sometimes—she could read your mind just from the look on your face. Rachel had sort of forgotten that.

“Look at you,” Edna went on. “All grown up and with your big city job. And it feels like just yesterday I bounced ya on my knee and wiped chocolate off your face and fed ya Coke over crushed ice when you were sick.”

“I never really got that,” Rachel admitted thoughtfully. “The Coke-over-crushed-ice thing. What is that supposed to do for you?”

“Settles your stomach. Everybody knows that. It’s been a family home remedy long as I can remember.”

“Hmm,” Rachel mused. “Not to burst your bubble, Edna, but…even though Coke settles my stomach, I don’t think the crushed ice adds anything.”


Edna shrugged. “Do you still eat a bowl of it when ya get sick?”

With just a hint of hesitation, Rachel nodded. “Not because I think I’m getting anything extra from the crushed ice, but it’s…well, just what I do when I’m sick.”

“There ya go. If ya do it, you must get somethin’ out of it.”

“Comfort, I guess,” Rachel admitted. “Because you always said it would make me feel better.”

“Comfort’s enough,” Edna said. “In fact, I can’t think of much better to leave a grandchild with. And when I’m dead and gone, you’ll still have that.”

Rachel made a face. “Shut up—it’s not like you’re going anywhere anytime soon.” Then she turned back to the piano, focusing on a photo of Edna taken in the fifties, out by the creek. She wore a short-sleeved sweater with a white lace collar and a dark skirt. “You were really pretty,” Rachel said.

“Took after my mother,” Edna replied immodestly, motioning to an even older picture, on the wall—from the thirties—of Rachel’s great-grandmother, who was, indeed, just as lovely, even in what Rachel saw as a long, shapeless dress and flat hair pulled tight behind her head. “And good thing, too, because looks and charm was about all a girl in Destiny could hope for back then. I’m glad times have changed.”

Which reminded Rachel of something that hadn’t changed, or apparently not much—the Farris/Romo feud. “By the way, I didn’t get a chance to tell you last night, but I got pulled over by Mike Romo on my way into town.”

Rachel waited for Edna to fly into a fit over “those damn Romos” as she’d done on a regular basis in Rachel’s youth—so she couldn’t have been more stunned when Edna smiled and said, “Ah. Mike’s a decent fella. Caught ya speedin’, huh? He’s a stickler—you’ll really have to slow it down while you’re here.”


Rachel just stared at her grandmother, her mouth hanging open. “What the hell is this? Since when do you have anything nice to say about a Romo?”

She shrugged again, tilting her gray head. “Like I said, times have changed. Oh, I still don’t have much nice to say about most of ’em, but Mike’s a good egg. Not much of a talker, at least not to most folks, but he does a lotta good around here.”

“Huh,” Rachel said blankly, still trying to get over it. “He told me you and he got along, but I didn’t believe him. And…well, he still has plenty bad to say about the Farrises, just so you know.”

“Never claimed he was a saint.”

“He said we’d never had any respect for the law—and that we were smart-asses.” She neglected to mention that she’d actually started the name-calling.

Yet Edna just cracked a smile, clearly amused. “Sounds like he’s got us pegged.”

And Rachel rolled her eyes in disbelief. “Where’s your family loyalty gone? This isn’t the Edna I know.”

“Maybe the better question is—where’s my family gone? Once you’re by yourself…well, maybe it stops feelin’ like there’s much to be loyal to. Or maybe I just got old and tired of bein’ rambunctious. Easier to just get along with folks. That’s somethin’ I wish I’d figured out sooner in life.”

Rachel just stared, planting her hands on her hips. “Who are you? And what have you done with my grandmother?”

“I don’t see what the big to-do is. We are all smart-asses—except maybe for your cousin Elaine, but that’s just ’cause she’s not very bright. Takes some brains to be a good smart-ass. And your uncle Dave did have some shady real estate dealin’s years ago when he was runnin’ short on cash, and your great aunt Liddie was practically famous around here for writin’ bad checks back in the seventies—recession and all, you know. And your cousin Robby—”

“Stop.” Rachel held up a hand. “I already know all this and don’t like being reminded.”

Yet Edna just shook her head. “We are what we are, darlin’. Don’t mean all of us are that way, but nobody’s perfect, either.”

And what was it the Farrises were? Bad with money. Most of them anyway. For Rachel, that was the resounding theme that ran through every branch of her family tree. Some relatives, like Dave and Liddie and Robby, let it show, way too much—while others, like her parents, appeared comfortable on the surface, yet mostly squandered everything they made. So, for her, it wasn’t about being perfect or not—it was about being responsible. About choosing smart, prudent paths in life.

And that was one reason Rachel felt so pressured to hold on to her good job—this was what she hadn’t wanted to think about in Under the Covers today. From a personal standpoint, her career success defined her; it was a huge part of her identity and what made her feel good about herself and her life. But it was also vital from a practical standpoint, too. The fact was, she’d had to give her parents money on occasion, and her older brother, Noah, as well. Sometimes it was doctor bills, other times car payments. And sooner or later, she feared they’d require her help in bigger ways. Her parents, her brother, Edna—what if the time came when one or more of them ended up dangerously broke? Where would rescue come from if not her?

Fortunately, Edna didn’t seem to notice Rachel’s lack of reply—instead, she headed into the kitchen and said, “Think I’ll whip up that pie, and maybe fry us some chicken for supper. How’s that sound?” she asked, her voice filled with cheer.

“Great,” Rachel said, and it truly did. Another good thing about being back in Destiny: Edna’s cooking. There was nothing like it in Chicago. So she let it draw her mind from her lifelong worries. “But, uh…how are your knees today?”

Edna gritted her teeth and took on a tortured look. “Painin’ me pretty bad, but I’ll hold up. Can ya hand me my cane?”

 

“Another round?”

Mike looked up to the bartender at the Dew Drop Inn, Anita Garey, a saucy forty-something woman who he’d quickly grown to like and respect since her arrival in Destiny more than a year ago. Usually, Mike and Logan headed to Crestview, the next town over, on a Saturday night, but the Dew Drop had gotten a lot nicer since Anita bought the place.

“Sure,” Mike said, and she uncapped three bottles of beer—one for him, one for Logan, and one for the brunette hanging on Mike’s shoulder. It was just like he’d been thinking earlier—he’d bought her a beer and now she wouldn’t leave him alone.

Not that he knew why he was so glum about that—she was an attractive girl, even if a little giggly for his taste. And she wasn’t shy, and that usually worked out fine for the kind of hookup he preferred—quick, easy, no muss, no fuss.

But he still hadn’t managed to get over his bad mood from earlier, which went a lot deeper than a reckless driver in a potentially stolen Mustang. Like so many nights, thoughts of Anna—and questions without answers—lingered on the edge of his mind.

He knew he should let go of it, knew he should have let it go years ago—but he just didn’t know how you let go of something that awful. And every so often, some little thing set him off, took his thoughts in that horrible direction, and he wasn’t able to shake it for a while. Today, it had been a guy in a Mustang.

“To an adventurous night ahead,” the brunette said, and Mike realized she was toasting. So he clinked the neck of his bottle against hers, then turned to do the same with Logan, who sat on the other side of him at the bar—only to see Logan raise his eyebrows knowingly. Mike could easily read his look. The Italian Stallion strikes again.

“So, Tracy,” Logan leaned around him to ask, “you live around here?”

Hmm, she must have said her name was Tracy—Mike had missed that. And he guessed Logan was doing the social part for him since he wasn’t making much effort.

“Over in Crestview,” she said, giggling—at what, he had no idea. “I manage the Full Exposure Tanning Salon, next door to Bleachers—I think I’ve seen you guys there.”

Well, that explained a couple of things. Like why she was unnaturally tan, and why she looked a little familiar. Bleachers was a sports bar they frequented.

“Yeah, Mike and I get over there pretty often, especially once football season rolls around. Don’t we, Mike?”

Feeling Logan’s pointed stare, he drew his gaze absently from his beer bottle upward, to the girl. “Um, yeah.”

Then he heard Logan’s sigh. “You’ll have to excuse him. He had a rough day on the job.”

“Oooh, did you catch some dangerous criminal?” the brunette asked.

And that’s when it hit him—girls liked him because he was a cop. Even in a tiny little town like Destiny. Why had it taken so long to figure that out? Well, maybe because he didn’t exactly see himself as the hero type. “Uh, no—nothing like that,” he answered.

“What then?” Tracy asked.

And now it was his turn to sigh. He didn’t want to be rude, but…“I’d rather not talk about it. In fact, it would probably only make my mood worse.”

“Well, we wouldn’t want to do that,” she said, giggling some more. “What do you want to talk about?”


In response, he just looked to Logan—since his buddy seemed a lot more into this conversation than he was anyway.

And Logan let loose the grin that chicks always went gaga over and said, “Why don’t you tell us…all about tanning. Everything there is to know.”

Mike shot him a sideways glance, knowing full well this was Logan’s way of torturing him and trying to make him laugh at the same time. And Tracy merrily launched into a long, painfully detailed lecture about tanning beds and settings and various skin types, giggling all the way. It wasn’t long before Mike wanted to gouge his eardrums out—but instead, he just took a long swig from his bottle, hoping to feel a little more amused by it all. Damn, why’d he buy the girl a beer in the first place? He hardly even knew—habit, maybe—but now he just plain regretted it.

After all, it was pretty bad when your wingman had to take over for you. But that’s how it was with him and Logan. They had each other’s backs, always, without ever even discussing it. Logan had been there when all the bad shit had happened, back when Mike had been only twelve, Logan ten. That was probably why Logan tolerated him. And it was why Mike would put his life on the line for Logan in a heartbeat.

“So if you guys ever want a tanning package, I could get you a discount,” he heard the girl still glued to his shoulder saying. He vaguely wished he could have his arm back so he could reach for some peanuts without having to set down his beer. “Although, you,” she went on, mooning at Mike, “have such gorgeous coloring that you’d never need a tan. Are you Italian or something?”

He looked up. “Uh, yeah—half anyway.”

“But I, on the other hand, am a dog?” Logan asked, teasing, flirting.

“No, silly, you’re a total hottie, too. And you’ve got a nice tan going already. But the bed would even you up around the edges, you know? Hey, do you guys have any change? I want to play something on the jukebox.”

Since Logan started digging in his pockets for quarters, Mike let him. And when his buddy had supplied the girl with coins and she went gliding across the floor to select a song, Logan said, “How about her?”

Mike barely glanced up, more interested in peanuts than Tracy now that his arm was free. “How about her?” he asked absently.

“For your grandma’s party?”

Mike turned to Logan with a look of disbelief. “Are you kidding? No way in hell.” Because Mike’s family had recently started giving him a hard time about being thirty-five and unmarried, and because Mike’s parents were coming to town soon for his grandmother’s birthday party, Logan had suggested Mike bring a date to shut them all up and at least make it appear he was trying to remedy the situation. Even though he wasn’t. Because in his mind, there was no situation to remedy. He’d told Logan he had no intention of giving anybody the idea he was even thinking about marriage—since he just didn’t see that in the cards for himself—but every time he was around a girl lately, Logan brought it up anyway.

Now, Logan just shrugged. “Look at it this way. They meet her and they might prefer you stay a bachelor.”

Mike couldn’t deny the idea held some merit. But not enough for him to torture himself with a whole party’s worth of tanning talk. “I’ll take my chances alone, thanks. And I’ll thank you to butt out.”

That’s when Tracy returned, latching back onto Mike’s arm. So much for the damn peanuts.

Just then, the door opened across the room and Mike glanced up to see three women walk in—and one of them was Rachel Farris. He had no idea what made him look—there were plenty of patrons coming and going every few minutes; people shot pool at the tables in the corner, and music and talk filled the bar. But something drew his attention, and when he saw her, every muscle in his body tightened. Including the one between his legs.

Damn, she knew how to make a simple pair of blue jeans look good. And the rest of her was easy to look at, as well. As usual, she appeared city-chic and confident, and the hot pink top she wore hugged her breasts and brought out the blue in her eyes. Shit, something about this woman messed with his radar like a fuzzbuster—despite all his resolve, she had a way of getting past his defenses merely on sight.

That’s when he realized he was staring at her.

And that she was staring back.

And that there was a girl attached to his side.

Did Farris look annoyed by that? Maybe.

Not that it mattered. He still had no intention of hooking up with someone like her. And if he was staring, well, could be he’d finally started feeling his beer.

So he drew his eyes back down, pushed the bottle away since he was driving, and decided maybe the tanning bed queen wasn’t so bad. God knew she was a lot friendlier than Rachel Farris, and there was a lot to be said for friendly when a man was getting a hard-on.

“I’m gonna go find the little girls’ room,” his babe-for-the-night said.

He nodded absently, then watched as Rachel Farris and her friends—the same from the bookstore, Amy and Tessa—took a table near the jukebox.

Logan gave him a nudge. “Dude, not that I want to criticize your technique, but it’s bad form to undress a woman with your eyes when there’s already another woman hanging on your shoulder.”

Hell, he was looking at her again—so he turned around to face the bar. “The last thing I was doing is undressing Rachel Farris with my eyes,” he lied.

Logan raised his eyebrows. “Oh, that’s Rachel? Amy mentioned she was coming home for a while. Damn, she grew up nice.”

“Nice to look at, maybe—that’s about it.”

Logan tilted his dark blond head accusingly. “What’s wrong with her—did she speed or something?”

Yep, Logan knew him too well. “Sixty-five in a forty-five,” he replied, tipping his bottle for another drink.

And Logan just chuckled. “Shit, bud—doesn’t take much to get on your bad side.”

“She’s got a smart mouth, too, and she’s reckless as hell—and as far as I can tell, she thinks she’s too good for this town and everybody in it.” With that, he set his beer aside again, remembering he hadn’t meant to drink any more. “I don’t think much of her.”

“Except that she’s nice to look at. And you were so undressing her with your eyes. Practically having sex with her on the bar.”

Mike drew back and flashed a doubtful expression. “With a Farris? Not likely.”

Logan just let out another light laugh, lifting his beer to his mouth.

And Mike looked at her again.

He didn’t mean to.

But once his eyes went there, it was hard to pull them away.
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“Intoxicating and addictive.”
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