
	Steven Kincaid is the last unmarried male in his family... the much-lamented unmarried male. He knows he needs a good woman, but the right one hasn’t come along in his thirty-seven years. Until his new neighbour moves in.

	Meg is not the marrying kind, and Mr. Kincaid needs to keep his distance so that she can keep her sanity. Unfortunately, the accident-prone man is getting under her skin—and she is starting to like it. But growing up as she did has made her wary and feeling unworthy of love. When her parents show up, it will be up to Steven to be her buffer and the thorn in her side that makes her re-examine her life.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Steven Kincaid had grown to despise microwave dinners with a passion. Tough beef dinners, rubbery vegetable dinners, mushy pasta dinners. He hated them all. But still, he kept his freezer full of the little trays with their tasty little pictures, hoping one day he would peel back a label and discover that what was depicted on the packaging was really inside. It was an exercise in continuous disappointment.

	Takeout food had its advantages. It was usually quite palatable, and he didn’t have to do so much as push a button to get it. Well, he conceded, he did have to use the phone and fish money out of his pocket, but the end result was a darned sight more appealing than cardboard steak and lasagna that resembled wet tissue dipped in tomato soup.

	He sighed hugely and gave his pseudo-mashed potato a dispirited shove around the tray. Such was the life of a confirmed, thirty-seven-year-old bachelor, he mused. Long evenings in a deathly quiet apartment with nothing but a television and paperwork for company. Well, it was almost quiet.

	Another thump came from the apartment next door.

	Steven’s ear quirked automatically. For two days an odd assortment of people had been traipsing in and out of his new neighbor’s place—men with long hair and bulging biceps, women with colorful clothes and dangling jewelry. He’d yet to lay eyes on the woman who was moving in, but he’d guess she was a hippie type if her friends were any indication.

	The last tenant had been cheerful and minded his own business, keeping to his side of the old renovated duplex with dependable consistency. Steven had never felt the need to purchase earplugs until now. Surely the woman next door could get settled without all that bumping and groaning.

	He could have gone to his sisters’ house across town for some company. However, the twins were always telling him he needed a woman, so that was out for now. Disagreeing was not an option. His brothers were all married with kids, and even his college buddies had taken the plunge this past year. It was assumed that he was next to go. The last man standing.

	As the racket in the other apartment intensified, he shoved his hands through his sable-brown hair in frustration. Was there really any need? he wondered again. How could one person have so much stuff to move from one place to another?

	A low moan reached him as he dumped the remains of his dinner, the sound making him think of sex and the fact that he hadn’t had any in months. The last woman he’d dated had seen him as a convenient step up the corporate ladder, and he’d spotted the signs. He was definitely making it a rule from now on not to go out with business associates.

	The phone whirred when he went back to the living room. Steven stared at it for a moment before picking up the receiver, contemplating the merits of a hot shower on his aching six-foot-three frame. It could be his mother calling from Bay de Chance to enquire about his love life. Perhaps it was his partner, Jonas Mackenzie, wanting to pick his brain over some computer program they were working on.

	“Hello,” he answered on the fourth ring, hoping the other half of MK Electronics was indeed calling to relieve his boredom.

	“Is the noise bothering you?” asked a husky, feminine voice.

	“Pardon?”

	“The noise. Is it bothering you?”

	Realizing it must be the new tenant, Steven sat up in his chair and decided to have a little fun at her expense. “Heck, I don’t mind a bit of sound interrupting my sleep. My bird, on the other hand, is having a problem.”

	“Your bird?”

	“My cockatoo. Bazil’s very upset.” Steven grinned and relaxed in his chair again.

	Silence stretched for a minute.

	“You have a... cockatoo... named Bazil.” It was not a question, more like a slow statement spoken to a dim-witted child.

	“Yes, and he’s extremely agitated.”

	“How do you know?”

	“Well,” he postulated, trying to recall the condition of an abused bird he’d seen at the vet’s clinic, “he keeps plucking his feather’s out. It’s a terrible sight. Poor Baz is just wretched.”

	A soft gasp echoed in his ear, and he congratulated himself on his meanness.

	The woman tremulously remarked, “I am so very sorry. No more noise. I promise.” She hung up.

	Steven idly wondered how she’d got his number. Then again, the landlord was a gossip and tended to chat more than was tolerable. The elderly gent had probably dropped his name in conversation, and she’d looked it up in the phone book. How sweet of the lady to be concerned with his comfort—and he’d laid a guilt trip on her over a nonexistent bird. How shameful!

	He chuckled dryly to himself. Old age must be creeping up on him if he found being cantankerous that amusing. At least the din next door had stopped.

	The phone trilled again, cutting into his moment of smugness. “Hello.”

	The Voice said, “I didn’t think we were allowed to have pets here.”

	“Ah, no.” That particular detail had escaped his lying brain. “Mr. Rupert doesn’t know. Don’t turn me in,” he begged pitifully. “Baz doesn’t have anyone else.”

	“Doesn’t he squawk a lot?” she demanded suspiciously.

	“He’s much quieter than my new neighbor.”

	“I’ve apologized for that.”

	“It didn’t help Baz. He’s damned near plucked himself featherless! I’ll have to put him on the Happy Pill all over again.” By now, Steven was choking on his laughter and couldn’t contain a snicker.

	“Do you really have a cockatoo?” The Voice turned slightly menacing. “Because if you are so cruel and deranged as to deliberately yank my chain—”

	“Cruel? You’re the one giving me a headache!”

	“I’m coming over to inspect your bird.”

	Alarmed, he bolted upright in his chair. “You can’t.”

	“Why not?”

	“He’s... uh... pecked himself into exhaustion. Yeah, he’s asleep.”

	“I don’t believe you have a cockatoo,” she stated firmly.

	“I do. But thanks to the clamor coming from your place, he’s not only pestered but frighteningly ugly.”

	“No living creature is ugly.”

	Uh-huh, she’s a hippie all right. “Bazil’s bald.”

	“Bald is in.” She slammed down the phone.

	Steven held the receiver away from his ear and smirked. She may be a throwback to the Me generation but she had enough compassion to be influenced by the image of a tortured white parrot—whoever she was. He should have asked for a name. It was probably Moonbeam or Sunflower—Sunny for short.

	The thumping began anew. Bump. Ping.

	Ping? What the hell is she pinging?

	Plainly, she’d figured there was no Baz and had gone back to her hullabaloo with a vengeance. It was his own fault, he knew, but that concession only aggravated him all the more. What had he done to deserve this torment? He was a good son, supportive brother, loyal friend. Hell, he’d even volunteered to coach a minor hockey league team.

	There was a lull in the activity on the other side of the wall. Steven breathed a sigh of relief. The Voice must be finished for the night.

	Tap... tap... tap.

	He groaned. Maybe she wasn’t finished.

	It was just past eleven o’clock. Resigned to being subjected to the discordant sounds for a while longer, he rose and ambled to the den. Shutting the door resolutely, he turned his attention to the computer and struck a key to banish the screen saver. Calling up a file that listed his current investments and how each of them stood at the market day’s end, he leaned back in his swivel chair and pondered what to do with the pile of money he’d hoarded in his savings account.

	Soooo much to spend and nothing and no one to spend it on. Perhaps now was the time to start looking for a house. His apartment was modest and suited his bachelor lifestyle, but waiting for the right woman to come along was taking longer than he’d anticipated. He had put off searching for a place to really call home until he found The One, that special someone to share his life and a few kids with. So far, it hadn’t happened.

	His friends, Jonas—who’d married his cousin, Viv—and JJ, had offered to set him up. His sisters, Cass and Caro, were single but considered it far more important to see him married off than to do the deed themselves. Ma and Pop, who lived in Bay de Chance near his four younger brothers and their families, constantly reiterated their theory that there must be some available female in the St. John’s area that he could find and charm into an engagement.

	Yes, Steven mused, the world was full of matchmakers. None of them, however, were having any better luck at finding him a mate than he was.

	The phone on the desk interrupted his meditation.

	“How’s Baz?” she sweetly enquired.

	“Having seizures. Are you about done over there? Is it safe to retire in peace?” No matter how old or how funky the woman was, she did have a sexy voice.

	“I’m afraid not.” She exhaled loudly, communicating mock regret.

	“If you’re not done soon I’ll complain to the landlord,” he warned mildly. He was bluffing, of course. Didn’t everyone make noise when shifting their belongings from one location to another? “What’s your name, anyway?”

	“Ezmerelda.” The line went dead.

	He grinned. She had a sense of humor. He frowned. Unless that really was her name. It was no worse than Moonbeam, was it?

	Trudging through to his bedroom half an hour later, he’d all but put the faceless female out of his mind. He stripped down to his boxers and slid beneath the thick comforter on his king-size bed. Computers and software programs flitted through his head as he thought about another hectic day at the office. Grateful to feel his eyelids getting heavy, he surrendered to sleep when it came for him.

	Squeak. Squeak. Squeak-squeak. Squeak-squeak-squeak-squeak. Moan. Squeak.

	Steven opened one eye and directed it toward the nightstand. The clock read three-o-five.

	Squeak... grunt.

	How fortunate, he contemplated, that his new neighbor’s bedroom was opposite his. And how wonderful that she liked to indulge in a certain libidinous activity at three in the morning. Those were definitely bedsprings bouncing rhythmically.

	Pulling a pillow over his face, he decided to call a real estate agent first thing in the morning. He was going to relocate post haste.

	Squeak-squeak-squeak.

	He groaned.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Standing on the bed in her oversized pajamas, Meg stretched toward the ceiling with another grunt. Just a few more swipes with the rag and the paint smear would be gone. The old brass frame protested resoundingly as she shimmied the cloth briskly overhead.

	What had possessed her to start painting a mural at this time of night? And on her ceiling, for crying out loud! The crick in her neck was punishment enough to remind her not to embark on such a scatterbrained project the next time her insomnia got out of hand.

	She scrubbed once more and blew a red curl out of her eyes. Hopefully, Steven Kincaid, the man with the sick sense of humor, couldn’t hear what she was doing. Not that she cared if it drove him crazy, but it wouldn’t be very wise to get evicted before she’d had a chance to settle in.

	“Bazil, the tormented cockatoo, indeed,” she huffed at the small likeness of a unicorn on the ceiling. “He’s a nutcase.”

	Mr. Rupert had confided that the businessman with the emerald eyes and unruly brown hair was a bit odd, but she’d had no idea he liked to keep company with imaginary avians. Too bad he was so attractive. She’d watched him pull into the shared driveway yesterday in his classic car, the sun glinting off the shiny hood of the hunter-green vehicle proudly. A boy’s toy. That was how she viewed such an ostentatious display of wealth. He liked showing it off. The scene had reminded her of her parents, so she’d been about to turn from the kitchen window when he’d climbed out of the car.

	The grace with which he’d moved was fascinating. He’d uncoiled his large body from behind the wheel and extended his arms skyward, the muscles of his upper torso straining against his white cotton shirt. His broad shoulders and chest had moved sinuously as he’d worked out the kinks, oblivious to the rapt attention of a passing woman on the sidewalk. A taut butt sat atop long legs encased in expensively cut gray pants, and her breath had actually stopped when he’d leaned down to retrieve his briefcase and jacket from the car, affording her a generous view of said behind. He’d squinted at the spring sunshine, his lashes resting darkly above hard cheekbones. A straight nose was positioned perfectly above a mouth that might have been described as stern were it not for the sensual curve of his lower lip.

	Meg snapped out of her trance and scrubbed vigorously once again. She was not interested in men except in a purely aesthetic way, the artist in her unable to resist the allure of a beautifully proportioned body. If her neighbor just happened to own a body like that... well, it was her duty to check it out.

	At twenty-six and still a virgin, Meg had vowed long ago she would not make the mistake of confusing lust with love and succumb to temptation as her parents had. That way lay misery, and she’d lived in it—been the reason for it—all her life.

	Personally, she didn’t understand what the whole fuss over sex was about. She’d never been enticed into a physical relationship with a man, even when a male model she’d been sketching had invited it. It was peculiar how often that had happened.

	Thankfully, her days of having to fend off men who were attracted simply because she was disinterested were over. Her spot cartoons were a success, and her income had stabilized quite nicely without her having to dip into the hated trust fund left by her grandfather.

	Just as she stepped off the bed the doorbell rang. She froze, wondering who would be up at this time of night to bother someone else—except another insomniac like herself. Or a neighbor. She grimaced as a pounding started on the front door.

	Meg peered through the peephole at the bare-chested, irate man in the entryway. His hair was tousled, and he’d not troubled himself to put anything on over his boxer shorts.

	Leaving the chain hooked, she opened the door a crack, shielding her own loosely clad form behind it. “Yes?”

	“What the hell are you doing?” he rumbled grimly. “Never mind. I know what you’re doing. It’s obvious.”

	“It is?” How could he know she’d smudged vermillion on the unicorn’s tail?

	“Yes, dammit. Your bedroom is right next to mine.”

	“Oh, I didn’t realize that. I’m sorry.” She closed the door and locked it as he stomped back to his own place. Oops!

	Lifting the mass of titian curls off her heated neck, Meg scolded herself for getting so flustered at the sight of a man’s semi-nude body. She’d seen more than that on absolutely gorgeous specimens, for heaven’s sake. It was just a body... with a dusting of that same sable hair on its chest... and shoulders to die for.

	It sure was hot for May. Fanning her face, she tiptoed off to bed.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Steven was unusually grumpy. He’d always prided himself on being a happy early riser. Now, for the first time ever, he was muttering to himself and mentally hexing the woman next door. Even after his trek out to the chilly entryway last night, the echo of what must have been some very satisfying sex had kept him awake and restless for another hour.

	He was itching, that was all. Over and over, he told himself he just needed the comfort of another warm body in his bed and the physical fulfillment of a little sex. Even if it wasn’t very satisfying—during or after.

	Ezmerelda had sure been enjoying herself—why shouldn’t he? Instead, he’d tossed and turned and cussed, slept fitfully, and awakened to stub his big toe on the dresser and nick his chin shaving. It was a hell of a night. And it was all her fault!

	Wincing at the bitter taste of coffee, he thunked the mug down on the counter and snatched up his keys. He threw his suit jacket over one arm and headed for his car, certain this morning couldn’t get any worse. Of course, he was wrong.

	The nagging sensation of having forgotten something hit him when he slid the key into the car’s ignition. His briefcase. That small item containing a mountain of information and paperwork was still propped next to the couch.

	In his haste to get out of the car, he nearly tripped at the same time as he was shutting the door. A breeze gusted up simultaneously and lifted his blue silk tie into the gap, and presto, he was fastened to his car. He yanked on the handle, but the door had locked. An experimental jerk on his tie accomplished nothing.

	“Ah, the joys of owning a classic car,” he muttered while he gazed longingly at the keys still swinging from the ignition and his cell phone on the dash. “A bit too classic.” Straining to see if anyone was within shouting distance, he twisted awkwardly from his bent position and cursed the people who designed low-slung automobiles. He closed his eyes, braced his hands on the roof, and tried to calm down, breathing deeply as he counted to ten. When he looked across the bonnet of the car again, a short, freckle-faced boy was grinning toothlessly at him. Johnny.

	“Whatcha doin’?” quizzed the demonic youngster.

	Steven, who’d had tons of experience with the sandy-haired kid, tried a disarming smile. “I was on my way to the office, but I seem to have run into a problem.”

	“Oh yeah?” Johnny asked. His hazel eyes darted around shiftily. The child was only nine and had developed a keen understanding of when someone was most vulnerable to a prank. He’d exhibited this trait on a regular basis, much to his parents’ chagrin.

	“Were you on your way to school?” Steven tried to conceal his frustration when the tiny trouble-maker peeked over the top of the car and shook his head.

	“Teachers’ workshop. Me and Kenny and Sly were jus’ goin’ to the park.”

	It was then that it became apparent to Steven that he was surrounded by the neighborhood scoundrels on three sides, the latter two creeping cautiously closer as they comprehended his predicament. They let their ringleader do all the talking.

	Johnny rounded the car warily. “What’s the matter, Mr. Kinket? Is ya stuck?”

	“Mr. Kincaid,” he automatically corrected. “I’m sort of stuck, yes. Would you mind knocking on that nice lady’s door,” he nodded to The Voice’s apartment, “and asking her to come out here?”

	A slow grin spread from one freckled ear to the other, and Steven cursed his rotten luck. Johnny smelled a sucker and was about to take a lick.

	“How about we make a deal, Johnny? If you go up the steps to that porch and knock on the door next to mine,” Steven coaxed hopefully, “I’ll give you and your friends five bucks.”

	The kid seemed to consider that for a few seconds before he replied adultly, “Nah. Five bucks don’t buy much these days—not for three of us.” He glanced at his buddies and then stepped forward to poke Steven in the ribs. “Maybe if you gave us five each...” Another jab landed on his arm.

	Brat! He thought and bared his teeth in a smile. “If I promise to give you five bucks each, will you go get some help?”

	“You give us the money first.” Johnny was nothing if not shrewd. “Then we’ll knock on that lady’s door for you.”

	Kenny and Sly edged closer and chortled along with the instigator. Both boys were slightly shorter and a bit chubby, their blond heads almost perfectly round. Steven guessed they were brothers, though he hadn’t noticed them in the area before. Johnny’s new recruits.

	“I don’t think I like the idea of handing over my money first. How do I know you’ll keep your end of the deal?”

	Johnny shrugged his thin shoulders. “We could jus’ take your wallet and all your money. There’s three of us and you’re tied to your car.”

	Steven slapped a hand protectively over his back pocket where the leather item was clearly outlined. Kenny and Sly moved in when Johnny gave a commanding toss of the head.

	Mugged by nine-year-olds. He glared at his neighbor’s door one last time. I’ve changed my mind—I’m never having kids.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Mornings were Meg’s favorite time of day. She loved to see the first rays of sun filtering through the curtains as she looked out the window at the waking world, a cup of herbal tea in her hand.

	This morning she’d slept in later than usual due to her bout with insomnia and had risen to stumble to the shower, clumsily shedding her pajamas as she went. The warm spray had restored her senses somewhat, making the task of dressing in baggy jeans and denim shirt less complicated than she’d feared. Even knotting her shirttails together hadn’t posed a major problem.

	Her red ringlets still damp, she trudged barefoot to the kitchen and filled the kettle, setting it to boil while she leaned against the counter and surveyed her new home.

	The old house was roomy by anyone’s standards, even someone who’d spent eighteen years of her life in the lap of luxury. The kitchen was large and airy, its wooden cabinets and yellow walls cheery. Her bedroom was the ideal size for her old brass bed, two dressers, and a vanity. The bathroom had been modernized to include a shower stall as well as the claw-footed tub. A spacious living room opened off the kitchen and currently contained an ivory-colored sofa and matching chair to complement the old-fashioned shiplap paneling on the walls. The dining room was small, but she’d decided that would serve as part of her work space along with the spare bedroom.

	All of her things had been stored and arranged to her satisfaction after two days of lugging and unpacking. Her friends had been more than accommodating, a fact for which she was extremely grateful.

	The kettle whistled, snapping her out of her reverie. She sighed at the first sip of hot tea and wandered to the window. The sight that greeted her there was more than a little strange. Steven Kincaid was half stooped over the bonnet of his car, one hand on his behind and the other waving at three boys who were apparently blowing raspberries and dodging capture excitedly. Meg frowned when she realized the man was unable to move from his uncomfortable semi-crouch and was becoming more annoyed and harried by the second. She left her tea on the counter and went to investigate.

	“Excuse me,” Meg called from the top of the steps, shielding her eyes from the bright sun. “Is something wrong, Mr. Kincaid?”

	The three boys scampered away at the sound of her voice, chuckling gleefully all the way down the street.

	One thick, dark brow arched as the tall man scowled over his shoulder at her. “I’m attached to my car.” His face and ears turned red with humiliation.

	Meg, still in her bare feet, left the porch to stand beside him. He turned his gaze straight ahead, and a pang of sympathy twanged inside her when she noticed that he was, indeed, tied to his car. “How did you manage that?”

	“Does it matter?” he mildly enquired, a vein in his neck prominently indicating his stress. “My tie got stuck, and the door locked on its own.”

	“Mmm. I can see.” She peered more closely at his flushed face. He really was a handsome man, and very embarrassed. “What do you want me to do? Get your spare keys?”

	“They’re in my briefcase. In my apartment.”

	“Ah. Do you have a cell phone—or is that in your briefcase, too?”

	“No, my cell phone is in my car.” Then he added, “The tie was a gift from my niece—otherwise I’d just get you to cut it.”

	Meg looked through the windshield and sighed. “Can I call someone from my place?”

	“Oh, would you?” was the sarcastic response.

	“Maybe.”

	Heaving those wide shoulders, he bowed his head and mumbled, “Please. I can’t stoop any lower to loosen and unknot the damn thing. My face hits the bonnet.”

	“What’s the number?” she relented. The poor man had suffered enough at the hands of those rude kids. There was no reason for her to act like a juvenile.

	The car’s hostage rattled off a number and told her who to ask for. “Tell him I need him to jimmy open my door. ASAP!”

	Meg jogged back inside and placed the call. On the second ring, a pleasant female voice said, “Hello.”

	“Hi, could I speak with JJ? It’s rather urgent.”

	“One minute, I’ll catch him before he gets in his car.” The phone was dropped abruptly, and a few moments passed. Meg waited for the woman to come back. “Sorry about that. Here he is now.” A low conversation took place while the receiver was transferred from one hand to another.

	“Vanzant,” a deep baritone rumbled tersely.

	“Hello. I’m calling for Steven Kincaid.” Meg quickly explained what had happened and conveyed the request for her neighbor’s expeditious release.

	“Stevie got his tie jammed in the door?” Laughter roared across the line as the man grasped the ridiculous situation. “I’ll be right there.”

	Biting her quivering lip, she informed the bent prisoner that help was on the way. She couldn’t resist an interested peek at his tight bottom when he leaned against the car
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