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      …because she’s in a jam

      

      Erik Fielding is successful in every way, except in his quest to find a wife. When a former lover reappears in his life, the temptation to indulge in a red-hot reunion is more than he can resist. But falling for her may cost a part of himself he hadn’t counted on—his heart.

      

      Layla Krause has a promise to keep to her recently deceased mother—meet the half-sister she didn’t know she had. Crossing paths with the man she’d helped through his grief in college offers an unexpected perk to spending a month getting to know her newfound sibling. The outlet he provides is balm to her body and soul.

      

      Long dormant sparks between Erik and Layla become a raging fire, but the secrets she hides could do more damage than the flames from their attraction. He’ll have to sweeten the deal to get her out of a self-imposed jam.
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      “You’re late.”

      The accusation came from behind Erik Fielding as he collapsed his wet umbrella and stepped toward the hostess stand. He faced the heart surgeon he’d contacted through the new dating website he’d joined last month. “I know. I’m sorry. I had to stop at my mom’s on the way here.”

      Her flawless makeup couldn’t hide the frown lines on her forehead and between the symmetrical eyebrows numerous shades darker than the almost-white haystack on her head. The photo on the site—and her natural hair color—had obviously been retouched, unlike his. Only her piercing blue eyes were the same. “Good God, not another mama’s boy. I suppose you live with her, too. What are you? Thirty-five? Thirty-six?”

      “Forty. It was in my profile, and not since I was an undergrad.” He pasted on a smile to prevent the scowl dying to show itself, but her disapproving expression didn’t change. Being polite to a rude stranger doesn’t cost a damn thing, except maybe a few wasted seconds. “I picked up a prescription for her so she wouldn’t have to go out in the rain, even though it was out of my way. It’s the least I can do for the woman who gave birth to me and taught me to treat people with kindness and respect.”

      Color flushed her cheeks, but her silence and narrowed eyes clearly indicated she didn’t plan to apologize.

      Anger? Seriously? She deserved the damn scowl. Erik fished his keys from his coat pocket, too disgusted to share a meal and conversation with a woman he had no intention of asking for a second date, let alone marry. “I think it’s best if you remove me from your list of possible matches.”

      Not waiting for a response or bothering with his umbrella, he headed out into the mid-October drizzle again. Rain landed on his hair and dripped past his collar, but the chill was no worse than he’d gotten from the cardiologist with no heart. She’d ruined his craving for female company, along with any desire to find a wife through an online service. Why did they all have to be so superficial?

      Muffled music sang out as he ducked into his car. The familiar tune offered him the opportunity to vent—with no narrow-eyed stares or disapproving frowns. He switched to speaker as he set his phone in the cup holder. “Hey, Blaine. What do you want?”

      “I thought you had a lunch date. I was just going to leave a message about a contract I need drawn up.”

      “I’m on my way back to the office to cancel that idiotic membership you suggested. She was pissed off because I was six minutes late. Six. Fucking. Minutes. She didn’t remember how old I am, even though it was in the first section of my profile, right under my name. And she called me a mama’s boy for taking care of my mother. I’ve had it with this shit. Did you know she’s my forty-third failed first date this year? We didn’t even make it to the table. Maybe it’s time to pretend I’m only interested in getting laid and staying single. I still can’t believe it worked for you.”

      His best friend’s raucous laughter added to Erik’s disgruntled mood. “I wasn’t pretending. You know, you’re not exactly the kind of guy to have sex with a woman for physical gratification alone, and Lindie wasn’t interested in a relationship any more than I was. Good luck finding another woman like her.”

      “I don’t want a woman who uses lawyers as target practice for her horseshoe-throwing skills. Hell, I can’t even find someone who wants to marry me for my stinking money. Speaking of money, what kind of contract do you need?” Erik slid the dripping umbrella onto the floor in front of the passenger seat and buckled his seatbelt.

      “Residential lease agreement. Somebody called about the Cape Cod yesterday. Not sure who told her I was planning to look for a renter, but it saves me the trouble of running an ad. Plus, I’d rather make money from the property than leave it sitting empty any longer. I’m showing it to her this afternoon, although I got the impression she’s already decided to sign. I’d like to have a standard open-ended contract ready for her to look over by five today.”

      “Not a problem. Text me the specific terms of the lease, deposit, and monthly rent, and I’ll have it done in less than an hour.”

      “Perfect. I’m meeting her at the house at one thirty. How about supper tonight? The boys have been asking when Uncle Erik’s coming to visit again. We’re having vegetable soup, homemade rolls, and peanut butter cookies.”

      “No, thanks. I’m not in the mood to watch you and Lindie sneak foreplay while I eat. It’s kind of nauseating and not even a little bit subtle.”

      “If you’re staying home to pout, at least find some good online porn and jack off. Lack of sex is turning you into a whiner.”

      “I hope your dick falls off from overuse. Check your email at twelve forty-five.” A tap of the screen ended the call, but the ability to be blunt with his friend left him a little less irritable.

      After shoving his phone in the inside pocket of his suit coat and starting the engine, Erik backed out of his parking spot. Blaine was right about one thing. Abstinence sucked. The third-date rule Erik had put into place four years ago meant sex was in shorter supply than eligible women he liked, and his hand was no match for the snug fit of a pussy around his cock. Hands were made for cradling a woman’s breasts and ass while they took each other to heaven.

      Damn, I need to get laid.

      As he merged onto the highway with a cheap burger and fries, Blaine’s ringtone cut off the mellow jazz coming through the stereo. Erik pressed the Answer button on the steering wheel after a brief temptation to let the call go to his voicemail. “What now?”

      “I need a favor.” The sound of running water almost drowned out his friend’s words.

      “I’m already doing you a favor.”

      “Cam’s sick. Stomach bug. No preschool for him this afternoon, and Lindie’s out on deliveries until two. Can you meet with the renter for me? Give her a tour of the house and go over the details of the lease?”

      “Poor kid. Sure, I can cover for you. What if she wants to sign right away? Do you want me to drop off the rental agreement or email it?”

      “Unless you want to catch preschool plague, you better email it or leave it in the mailbox. I need to tell Lindie to pick up a gallon of disinfectant while she’s out. Kid germs mutate and make everybody else twice as sick.”

      I’ll take a sick-as-a-dog kid and a busy wife over being alone any day. Erik signaled to take the next exit. “I’ll scan and email it. Does your renter have a name?”

      “Um, Cross maybe? I think that’s what Mrs. Resnick said. The initial call came to the office, and she set up the appointment.”

      “No problem. An emergency came up before I left for lunch, and Mrs. R is taking the rest of the day off to babysit her great-granddaughter. I’ll get the details at the house. Let me know if you need anything else.”

      “Thanks, buddy. I owe you. Name the favor, and it’s done.”

      Erik snorted. “You can’t give me what I want.”

      “Hey, you already told me you don’t want my help finding you a woman. I’d do it if you’d let me.”

      “I have zero interest in dating your pre-marriage groupies. Go take care of Cam. I’ll call you later.” Erik disconnected before Blaine could offer another helpful suggestion that scored him a longer string of disastrous dinners, excruciating evenings, and miserable meet-ups.

      Silence and an empty reception area greeted him in the office space he and his best friend had shared for nearly seven years. Contract law and business consultations had seemed a good fit back then. Side-by-side offices and a shared administrative assistant who kept them both in line had been a wise investment, saving them money and time.

      He didn’t blame Blaine for choosing to focus on raising his nephews and keeping his wife happy over working fifty to sixty hours a week. Unfortunately, working a day or two a week from home had evolved into three or four since he’d married Lindie. Erik had never expected to be the one left behind in their longstanding friendship.

      A confirmed bachelor…with a wife and kids.

      He didn’t want it and I can’t get past a first date.

      Settling behind his desk, he powered on his laptop.

      Maybe I need to be less picky.

      He replayed the scene from today’s catastrophe in his head. Not a chance.

      A quick search of his files yielded the residential lease template he’d used for his and Blaine’s clients over the years. As he copied and pasted the Cape Cod’s address into the form, his cell phone buzzed.

      “Sorry for the delay. Cam missed the bucket. Had to change sheets and start laundry. Still have the extra set of keys?”

      He cringed at Blaine’s text. “Keys and the security code. Thanks. I’ll let you know how it goes. And you’re not getting any sympathy from me.”

      The next message contained all the information Blaine had promised.

      Erik typed in the details, did a thorough read-through while he ate his lunch, and then renamed and saved the document. By the time he printed two copies and stowed them in his computer bag with the house keys, the better part of an hour had passed.

      On his way out of the office, he made a stop in the restroom to brush his teeth and check for evidence of lunch on his suit and tie. The rain had turned his usually controlled waves into unruly curls, reminding him he was overdue for a haircut. No wonder both dates in the last week had been disasters. Women didn’t take him seriously when he looked more like a twenty-something beach bum in a business suit than a forty-year-old lawyer, especially when he’d specified a preference for a professional woman with a matching appearance.

      As he dodged raindrops on the way to his car, he made a mental note to call for an appointment after his meeting with Blaine’s renter. Even if he chose to pursue a casual hookup, a professional hairstyle was part of his persona—one he’d adopted and been comfortable with since law school.

      The clouds continued spitting at him until he turned into the gravel drive less than half a mile from his best friend’s house and Brewster’s Roosters chicken farm. Lindie may have agreed to change her last name to Stockwell, but Blaine had insisted she keep the name of her business and retain sole ownership of the property that had once belonged to at least four generations of his ancestors. How the two of them had managed to fall in love was still a mystery to Erik.

      Love was a mystery to him.

      He parked in the wide turnaround with six minutes to spare. As he picked up his computer bag and retrieved the house keys, the sun cut through the overcast sky, lighting up the pale-yellow house and renewing his first impression that it was meant for a family—husband, wife, a couple kids, a dog. He’d even toyed with the idea of buying it from Blaine, but what was the point of living in it all by himself? Moving his mom into the mother-in-law suite would only make the heartless surgeon’s assertion true.

      All the same, when he stepped into the welcoming foyer, the urge hit him again. The panel on the wall blinked a red warning light at him until he entered the final digit of the security code, distracting him from the ongoing daydream for a few seconds. Then he meandered from room to room, flipping on lights and imagining a simple life with a woman he loved and their two-point-five children.

      Hell, at this point he’d be happy with a wife and one kid. Or just a wife.

      A sharp three-rap knock echoed through the empty house, accompanied by a feminine voice. “Hello? Is anybody here?”

      Pulled from his fantasy, Erik shook off the unrealistic expectations and followed the banister to the stairs. “Be right there.”

      “Sorry I’m late. A semi took an on-ramp too fast and overturned. Traffic was backed up for miles.”

      “Not a problem. An emergency came up, and Blaine asked me to cover for him. I’m Erik—” As he rounded the newel post, she flipped the hood of her long red cape toward her back, revealing a perfectly shaped bald head. Okay, not completely bald, but definitely as short as a classic buzz cut. Still beautiful. He caught himself a moment after his chin dropped and left his mouth hanging open like an idiot.

      Her eyes widened. “Erik Fielding? Oh my God, it is you. You haven’t changed a bit. Well, except you cut off most of those gorgeous curls. I loved running my fingers through them while we”—she let out a soft sigh—“entertained ourselves.”

      The only woman who’d ever played in his boyish hair had thick dark waves that reached almost to her waist. Blaine’s renter couldn’t be the girl he’d shared a bed with for most of the last month of his pre-law degree. Could she?

      “You do remember me, don’t you?” Her familiar coy smile sent his pulse hammering and his blood surging to his dick like it always had, from the first time he’d seen her shelving books in the library to the day he’d moved across the state to attend law school.

      How could I forget you? Disappointment budded with another glance at her barely there hair, but the tension unwound as he remembered the impact she’d had on him. The red cape might imply innocence and naivety, but the big, bad wolf—or any unsuspecting male—was in for a big surprise.

      Maybe a change of pace was what he needed in his life.

      “Layla Krause.”
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      A nonchalant peek at Erik’s left hand told Layla everything she needed to know about his marital status. While divorce was a possibility, it was highly improbable. Her former lover was a loyal, ring-wearing, for-better-or-worse kind of guy, which meant he’d more than likely never been married. Spotting his type was a useful skill in her line of work.

      She crossed the cheery foyer with her gaze locked on his, thrilled at the unexpected perk in her plan. It certainly would improve her stay. “You sound uncertain. Do I need to prove it? With a kiss perhaps?”

      A hint of hunger glinted and disappeared in his puppy-brown eyes, but his lips parted ever so slightly. His brain clearly thought to refuse her invitation, but his body wasn’t willing to go along without a fight.

      Just like old times. Rising to her tiptoes, she pressed her mouth to his and then slipped her tongue past the tiny opening. The minty flavor of toothpaste was no surprise, but his hand at her neck, pulling her closer, caught her off-guard.

      He deepened the kiss, his tongue gliding along hers and exploring every recess. The same surge of desire that had drowned her in college hit with a vengeance. Although his approach was no less gentle than eighteen years ago, the sense of limited experience was gone and a much hotter fire burned in the urgency of his touch.

      She closed the inches between them, ecstatic when the hard length of
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