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“My legs are wobbly!” I gasped, glancing at my nephew, Will. “You’re not the least bit tired, are you?” My heart was thumping in my ears while a trickle of sweat ran down my back.

He shook his head and giggled, never breaking his rhythm.

“Don’t get cheeky. Just wait ’til you’re my age.” I rolled my eyes.

“Seriously, Helen?” Natalie’s tone dripped disdain. “You did not just say that?”

“Right,” Will agreed, laughing a little. “’Cuz you’re so ancient. Not.”

“I’m feeling rather ancient...” I panted, “at the...moment...”

“Considering you’ve been sick as a dog recently, I’m impressed, Helen. You two have been at it for like...” Natalie checked her phone—her constant companion. “...an hour now.”

I wasn’t going to think about being sick, or anything else that might detract from my evening of fun with them. “An hour? Is...that all?” I was certain it had been hours. Hours and hours...“Who picked this...bloody game?” I wheezed, sincerely trying to keep up with the digital dancers on the massive television screen. I double-hopped with the lead dancer.

“Natalie,” Will moaned. He was not a fan of Dance...whatever it was. And I was beginning to see why.

“She did?” I glared at Natalie. “Remind me why you’re there...and I’m here?” I was out of breath, but kept going. “College freshmen always have...loads of energy...” I sucked in a long breath.

“For partying maybe,” Will said, his voice strong and steady.

Natalie laughed, comfortably ensconced amongst a pile of throw pillows. “Seriously? There’s no way I could compete against you guys.”

I shot another look her way. She’d spent the better part of the last half-hour with tears streaming down her face...from laughing. Apparently, Will and I were neither graceful nor talented while in the midst of a dance-off.

She waved her hand in our general direction. “You two look...well, let’s just say I couldn’t concentrate with all of...um...that going on.”

“Next level!” the lead dancer announced.

I squeaked.

Will groaned.

And Natalie said, “Oh goody,” before dissolving into another fit of laughter.

The steps were decidedly more challenging but Will and I kept moving—thrashing, really. I was beginning to think there was a very real chance my lungs would explode.

I heard the doorbell, but was too close to victory to stop.

“No, no, don’t stop. I’ll get it. I hate to miss a minute of this, but...” Natalie giggled. “It’s probably Mom and Dad. Forgot their key...again.” She ran to answer the door.

“Thanks.” The footwork picked up, became more complex. “Bloody hell,” I rasped out.

Will started laughing. “Bet you wish we’d played Dragon Keepers now.”

“I wished that a good thirty minutes ago, Will,” I gasped, then giggled. Will’s laughter was contagious.

“Double-time!” the game announcer gushed.

“Of course,” I murmured, moving faster—hoping the extra steps I threw in wouldn’t destroy my score. I didn’t care about winning—I wasn’t the competitive kind—but Will demanded I play fair, so I’d dance until the inevitable lung explosion crowned him champion. Soon, please. “I can’t...feel...my...feet.”

Will giggled.

The rhythm changed completely, throwing me off-tempo. I squeaked and flailed, scrambling to find the beat. “I’m not...chucking...in the...towel.”

“I am.” Will sighed and flopped back on the couch.

“Will?” I frowned at his defeated posture. I adored Will, truly, and couldn’t bear such a long face. I had to cheer him up. The music kept going, so I kept going—dancing and shimmying and shaking, making outrageous expressions all the while. When the music stopped I added a few fist pumps, a solid grunt, and spun around like mad.

Will’s giggles were all the encouragement I needed. Confetti and balloons floated across the television screen, the words “Congratulations, you WIN!” following. “Yes!” I jumped up and down.

Will burst into laughter—which I had more than earned with such a ridiculous display.

“Thank you.” I bowed, ready to flop onto the couch next to Will. “Thank you.”

It was the whistle and applause—neither of which came from the game—that signaled the beginning of my utter humiliation. Natalie stood at the back of the room with my brother Josh and his wife Claire, which wasn’t too bad. By now, they knew I was a “nutter” but loved me anyway.

It was the man standing beside Natalie that threatened my already shaky and unsteady legs to buckle beneath me. And yet I couldn’t deny how completely and absolutely delighted I was that Joseph Foster—my Joseph—had come home.

All right, he wasn’t exactly “my” Joseph. He might have been the focus of my every outlandish romantic teenage dream and fantasy, but that was all it had ever been—just teenage drivel. And since I was no longer a teenager and I’d refused to allow him to monopolize any of my fantasies or dreams for the last year or so, I should relax and smile. He was home. After so long away, he was here. And I was completely over him. Absolutely. Which was a very good thing or I’d be hot-cheeked and mortified for the remainder of the evening.

I was, however, helpless to rein in the undoubtedly giddy smile on my face. “Will, look who’s here,” I gushed. Pull it together, Helen. Smile. Act calm. I attempted to do just that, willing my heart to be steady. No luck there. Fine, then—but no staring.

Which would be a great deal easier if Joseph wasn’t staring rather curiously back at me.

I ran a hand over my hair, straightening the ribbon-topped chopsticks through each bun.

“Uncle Joe!” Will jumped up and leaped over the couch, breaking Joseph’s rather focused stare.

“Hey, Will.” Joseph caught Will by the shoulders, holding him back to look him over. He grinned then, making my heart plummet into my stomach. “You’re...big.”

“I am?” Will looked up at him. “You look the same.”

Joseph wrapped Will in one of those warm, strong hugs that men occasionally share. Lovely.

Damn it.

Why was my heart thumping? Plummeting? Reacting?

I am, in fact, over him. I am not the least bit affected by him being here...now...leaning against the kitchen counter...looking rather handsome... Not at all. No tingles or twinges or warm fuzzies...

I blinked.

Over him. Over. Him.

“I have to say, Helen...” My brother Josh wasn’t going to make this any easier on me. “Da would be crushed. How many years of ballet did he finance?”

“Josh.” Claire nudged him, but she was smiling. “Be nice, they’re having fun.”

Fun. Yes. We’d been having loads of fun. But now... Well, if the floor dropped away I’d dive into the waiting abyss. Eagerly.

I was acutely aware of my peculiar outfit. Will’s favorite sleep shirt, minus a proper brassiere—not that I needed a brassiere with my sad lack of breasts. And I’d been flailing about like an idiot.

But Joseph’s attention was entirely upon Natalie, who was chattering away, reminding me that there were other people in the room. Other people like my brother, my darling big brother, watching me closely...perhaps a little too closely, really. His face told me everything I needed to know. Shit. Shit. I suppose my efforts to not react hadn’t been as successful as I’d hoped.

Josh arched his brows, an unspoken question. I frowned. There it was, that mischievous glint in his eye. I sighed and shook my head, silently pleading with him: Don’t. Say. Anything.

Claire looked back and forth between us. Even better. I knew Josh didn’t keep anything from his wife—as it should be—but I suspected the next few days would be full of secret smiles and knowing looks, all at the expense of my hopeless infatuation.

An infatuation that no longer exists! I wrinkled my nose, frustrated.

“...so Helen picked this one. And she won, as you saw,” Natalie finished, sharing our evening’s events.

“She didn’t pick it,” Will argued. “You did. And then you didn’t play, so she did.”

Glancing at Joseph was a mistake, I realized that right away. He was regarding me with a thoughtful furrow on his brow. The furrow was new, rather heavy, and a bit sad. You’ve too nice a smile for that.

“You remember Helen, don’t you? Josh’s sister?” Claire asked Joseph.

Josh offered, “She’s actually quite fetching when she’s not thrashing about...wearing Will’s clothes?”

Right. The fetching one, that’s me. The one wearing the dinosaur and alien t-shirt. The one flailing about. “Hello.” I waved. It was a rather awkward little wave so I dropped my hand to my side.

“Of course he remembers Helen,” Natalie said. “I talk about her all the time in my letters.”

What? That caught my full attention. Did she? Why would she mention me? I stared at her, dread rising. Oh no...

Natalie winked at me.

Once, only once in the middle of my Joseph-is-the-center-of-my-universe phase, I’d mentioned to her how deliciously handsome he was. But that had been years ago...

My cheeks felt very hot. Well, it can’t get any worse, can it? Don’t look at him. Don’t look at him.

I glanced at him, knowing my cheeks were burning with pure mortification.

After what seemed like an eternity, Joseph said, “Thought it was you.” The furrow on his brow lessened as he stepped forward. I met him halfway. “Good to see you.”

Was it? He didn’t seem happy to see me. In fact, he was almost...scowling a bit.

“Good to see you too.” I took his hand, to shake it, while he pulled me into an awkward hug. I was so surprised that I tripped on his foot and fell into his chest. “Sorry...sorry,” I murmured, giggling, as I braced myself against his very broad, very strong chest.

Shit, shit, shit...

His hand steadied me, firm and warm on the base of my back.

This will not do.

I stepped back quickly, my skin tingling, eager to put some space between us, but his other hand still gripped mine. I glanced down. His fingers were long, wrapping around my hand, my wrist. His fingers were a bit callused. His skin was tan. And warm.

“Good journey?” I sounded completely casual, didn’t I? Yes, I did—perfectly at ease.

He nodded as he let go of my hand, a slight smile easing the furrow on his brow. “It was.” His brown eyes crinkled at the corners.

Much better. My heart thumped rather emphatically. I remember that smile.

Sadly, he was even better looking close-up. He’s still a bloody handsome bugger... The lines on his forehead were deeper, as if he spent a great deal of time in contemplation. But his eyes were the same, a warm brown, eyes that could go from tawny to deep brown depending upon his mood. And while he looked more rumpled and unshaven than I remembered, he was still...my Joseph.

His gaze lingered on my face for the briefest second, a slight flush on his cheeks. He looked rather fetching with a hint of color...

Stop it!

“Just long,” he said, turning to the others. He wiped a hand over his face. “Lots of traffic on the road.”

“You drove?” Natalie asked, her eyes bouncing back and forth between Joseph and me.

Joseph cocked an eyebrow as he grinned ruefully—deliciously.

Right, enough. I’m not eighteen anymore.

He nodded. “It seemed easier to have my own wheels. So I can help out with all the wedding...stuff.”

“There’s plenty of stuff to help out with.” Claire moved forward and hugged her brother. “I know I’ve already said this, but I’m so glad you’re here.” She leaned against his side.

Joseph hugged her back, his arm resting around her shoulders. “Me too. Didn’t think Mom would forgive me if I didn’t come.”

Claire looked up at him. “You’re right. She wouldn’t have.”

We all laughed then. It was no secret that my soon-to-be-step-mother had a slight temper.

Joseph glanced my way. I saw it, though I pretended not to.

“I’m not sure I would have forgiven you, Uncle Joe. It is Gram’s wedding, you know? Kind of a big deal. And weddings are supposed to bring families together,” Natalie added.

Will jumped to his uncle’s defense. “He has a really important job, Natalie.”

“No, she’s right, Will. This wedding is more important. And there was no way I was going to miss it.” Joseph ruffled Will’s hair as he spoke, making me smile. I did that, too, all the time. And Will endured it with a roll of the eyes.

“And that means the world to Mom...to all of us. I know I’ve missed you like crazy.” Claire was beaming with happiness. It was contagious; I was feeling rather happy myself. “The wedding is complete now that you’re here.”

Our parents— Claire and Joseph’s mother, and my and Josh’s father—were getting married in three days. The wedding was a once-intimate affair that had taken on a life of its own in recent weeks. Not because of the bride and groom; no, because of their children. Not all their children, really, but my older sister Emma and her never-ending lists.

“Emma has plenty of lists to go ’round, Joseph. You’ve been warned.” I smiled.

A strange look crossed Joseph’s face before he grinned at me—an unrestrained, dashing, manly grin that cocked up one corner of his mouth.

Oh, good Lord. Behave. I leaned heavily against the sofa, a little off kilter.

“Hang on.” Josh looked perplexed. “What’s left to do? I thought it was all taken care of?”

“That was before Emma arrived.” Claire shrugged. “She thinks we need to do more.”

“Emma?” Joseph asked.

“My sister,” I offered. “You met her at Claire and Josh’s wedding, I think?”

He glanced at me and nodded.

Josh looked at Natalie then Will and said, “I believe you’ll hear her referred to as the evil aunt more than anything else.”

Joseph’s voice held a hint of amusement. “Harsh.”

Natalie shrugged. “Well, she is. She’s bossy and snippy. To everyone, not just me and Will.”

I decided it was in my best interest not to comment. I’d lived with Emma, after all. I knew just how difficult she could be. “Bossy” and “snippy” were not sufficient descriptors for my elder sister.

Claire shook her head in disapproval, but Will and Josh nodded in agreement.

“She’s not the cool aunt, that’s for sure.” Will smiled at me. “Anyway, that spot’s taken.”

“Darling boy.” I winked back at him. “It’s a spot I treasure.”

“But...” Natalie sighed. “I kind of agree with Emma. What’s wrong with more...I don’t know...more romance?”

“Romance? Can you make romance?” Joseph asked, looking confused.

I shrugged. “Apparently you can, Emma assures me. It takes several thousand twinkle lights, doves, live music at the service and reception, a smorgasbord of food and drink, rose petals, and fresh cut wildflowers everywhere.”

“I can’t fault her for wanting it to be perfect,” Claire said without a hint of malice. “I mean, it should be.”

I nodded. “And it will be. We’ll make sure it’s an absolutely perfect day.”

I smiled as my brother took Claire’s hand in his. They were like that, always holding hands or touching one another, almost absentmindedly. It was lovely seeing such a bond—and knowing such a love could exist.

Claire continued, “The flowers weren’t Emma’s idea alone. Mom has always loved flowers. I think she’s pretty psyched over the whole raining petals thing.”

“Raining petals?” Joseph and Josh asked in unison.

“Rice is bad for the birds,” Will commented. “It can kill them.”

“It is?” Natalie shrugged. “Huh.”

Joseph nodded. “No rice. Dead birds aren’t romantic.”

I giggled. Shit, I’m giggling. I saw the smile on Natalie’s face. Right. “The menu is going through a significant change as well.” I paused. “More refined. I think that’s the way our dear sister put it.”

I was all too aware of Joseph, settling onto one of the bar stools and watching us with interest. “What’s a refined menu?”

Josh sighed. “With Emma, it usually means expensive and slightly pretentious.”

“This promises to be an interesting wedding.” Joseph yawned.

Claire and I giggled. At least I wasn’t giggling alone this time. “Try to contain your excitement, brother dear.” Claire shook her head.

“Emma’s always loved meddling,” Josh groused.

I narrowed my eyes at him, teasing. “While you never meddle, dear brother?”

Josh glared at me while Claire and Joseph laughed.

“I didn’t know the menu changed. Grandpa Nathan and I had picked some good stuff. He promised there’d be tons of food,” Will spoke up, a bit distraught. He was a bit of an aspiring chef and foodie—something he shared with my Da, his soon-to-be Grandpa Nathan.

Josh nodded. “No worries, Will. Your grandfather is as fond of good food as your grandmother is of flowers. He’s not afraid to stand his ground with Emma.”

Will was still concerned. “I’ve seen the menu, Will. There will be plenty of food—even for you,” I assured him. “Emma’s arranged all sorts of imported delicacies and confections for your consumption. But I know Da fought for your choices as well.”

Will nodded, looking relieved. I ruffled his hair, making him smile and shake his head.

“Sounds like Emma has it all under control.” Joseph shrugged. “So, what can I do?”

Claire patted his arm. “I have a list.”

“We’ll look over the blasted list in a minute,” Josh suggested. “Will, ready for bed? School tomorrow.”

Will sighed. “But Uncle Joe just got here.”

“Will you be staying for a while, Joe?” Claire glanced at her brother.

I tried not to look like this was important to me. Because it shouldn’t be...but it was. Really.

Joseph nodded, a lock of thick brown hair falling onto his forehead. “Thought I’d stick around for at least a couple of weeks. If that’s okay?”

“It’s wonderful.” Claire hugged her brother again, smoothing his hair from his forehead and inspecting him. “You look tired, Joe, like you could use a break.”

Joseph nodded. “I’m wiped out.”

Weeks? He was staying for weeks! I said the first thing that came to mind: “Shall I make tea?” Tea? Not That’s wonderful. Or How nice that you’ll be staying. Or simply nothing at all.

“Not tea, Helen.” Will made a face. “You made those fruit smoothies, remember? You should have a smoothie, Uncle Joe. Helen’s a genius at smoothies.”

“That’s why you’re my favorite.” I winked at Will.

Joseph grinned, raising an eyebrow at my teasing. His eyes sparkled; they actually sparkled. I saw it. “Sounds good,” he said.

I blinked several times before I could manage, “Claire, Josh? Would you like a smoothie?” My stomach felt warm, twisted. This did not bode well.

“Yes, please. Sounds yummy.” Claire nodded. “Quick hugs goodnight, Will.” Will complied then followed his mother down the hall to his room. Claire called out, “Natalie, I’m assuming you’ll make a hundred on the physics test tomorrow? The one you’ve been obsessing over for the last week?”

“Natalie,” I moaned, staring at her. She was, for all intents and purposes, more my little sister than my niece. So I trusted her when she’d told me she had “nothing to do but hang out.”

“Chill, Helen. I will make a hundred, watch.” Natalie laughed. “She still acts like I’m in high school. But...I guess I should go back to the dorm and study for a little while.” Natalie made the rounds, hugging me last. She whispered, “Try not to be so obvious, Helen.”

“Natalie,” I hissed, dread churning in my stomach, “what have you done?”

She giggled. “Have fun.”

“Drive safely,” Josh said to her as she made her way to the front door.

“Always,” she called over her shoulder, but didn’t turn around. The door shut behind her, followed by a sigh from Josh.

“Still not used to her living elsewhere,” Josh said, shrugging. “I miss her.”

“She’s a good girl,” I offered, hugging my brother. Nat wasn’t as wild as she could be—but she was definitely enjoying her first year of freedom. “She knows what’s important and what’s not.”

“Does she? I’m fairly certain Boys 101 wasn’t on the schedule we discussed with her at the beginning of the semester,” Josh moaned.

Joseph chuckled, low and soft. I looked at him, immediately distracted by his light brown eyes...

“Hungry?” Claire asked Joseph, returning to the kitchen and saving me from turning into a staring idiot.

I set about collecting smoothie ingredients, thankful for something to occupy myself. Really, Helen, whatever is the matter with you?

Joseph nodded. “I could eat.”

Claire pulled out an assortment of munchies while I busied myself chopping up strawberries and pineapple and feeding the fruit and frozen yogurt into the blender.

“How’ve you been?” Josh asked once the blender stopped.

Joseph shrugged. “Busy. Too busy.”

I thought about his last letter...a malaria outbreak and the constant water and sanitation issues the camps were plagued by. And all he said was busy. It made me smile.

He popped a grape into his mouth before adding, “This break couldn’t have come at a better time.”

“Break?” Claire laughed. “Only you would think of Mom’s wedding as a break.”

“Well, it is. And it’s good. I’m happy for her.” Joseph’s long fingers tapped against the marble-topped counter.

I put his smoothie on the counter and slid the glass across to him. “Joseph.”

“Thanks.” He took the glass with a small nod of his head, his gaze catching, and holding, mine. That strange look crossed his face before he looked, rather intently, at his smoothie.

I couldn’t help but notice the shadows under his eyes, the slight hollowness to his cheeks. Claire’s right, he looks tired. No, exhausted really.

“Of course it’s good.” Claire smiled. “But I think of a break as a nap...or a massage...not planning your mom’s wedding.”

I laughed, served the other smoothies, and came around the bar. Too fidgety to sit still, I started straightening the living room.

“You don’t have to do that, Helen,” Claire said. “Thanks again for giving Josh and me the night out. Nat had told me she was studying or I never would have bothered you.”

“It’s never a bother, you know that.” I frowned at her. “I love spending time with your brood.” I did. I’d always loved children. And I admit I was very partial to Josh and Claire’s.

“Glad the stomach bug is behind you,” Josh added.

“It was nice to get out of the house.” I didn’t say a thing about my never-ending stomach debacle. I’d no idea why my body was revolting against me, though I had a rather terrifying suspicion. But I’d know more Friday, after my dreaded doctor appointment. Until then, I wasn’t going to think about it. I’d felt perfectly well all day today—a pleasant relief.

“I made the mess, I’ll clean it up,” I said, carrying the almost-empty bowl of popcorn and glasses into the kitchen. “Anyway, a night out implies more than two hours.” I glanced at my brother, moving back into the living room to tidy.

“I guess that’s my fault. My phone call crashed their date.” Joseph frowned. “Nothing like a third wheel to kill the mood.”

Claire took his hand in hers. “You’re not a third wheel. You’re here. You have no idea how much I’ve missed you. Josh and I can go out anytime.”

“When Helen’s not too busy being young and free,” Josh teased.

I shot him a look. “Really?” He knew I had no social life. I suppose it was my choice, but they could call me anytime, and he knew it.

Claire sighed. “Your sister’s not the only one we can call for a night out. We do need to make couple time more of a priority now that the kids are getting older.”

“You do. And I am free, almost always.” I smiled at my brother. “Just remember, wining and dining should last until at least midnight, all right, Josh? Not home at half-ten, interrupting our...party.”

“Is that what you call that?” Josh asked, smiling his devilish smile as he pointed at the game remote controllers I was storing away.

“I do. I call it dancing...and fun.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “An old married man like you might have forgotten what that’s all about, though.”

Claire laughed. “We haven’t been dancing in...” She looked at Josh in question.

“I’ve never danced like that, Claire. Ever.” Josh was enjoying himself. “I’m fairly certain it’s illegal to move like that in some countries. No, definitely not proper public behavior.”

“Some people might admire my...” I felt the heat burning my cheeks. “My...”

“Uninhibited style?” Joseph supplied.

My hero. I smiled at him, unable to stop the heat that scorched my cheeks again. “Yes...uninhibited.” And there was that bloody grin again. Behave. I bent, straightening the pillows on the couch, pounding one for good measure.

“This is delicious, Helen,” Claire said.

“Thank you.” I glanced around the room. Everything was in place; nothing else to occupy myself with now.

“It is,” Josh agreed. “Very good.”

Now was as good a time as any to get used to Joseph, there, sitting on a bar stool...not watching me...just there. “One of Will’s and my creations, you know.”

“Speaking of Will, Helen...” Josh tilted his head at me. “Why are you wearing his nightshirt?”

“You don’t like it? I thought I looked divine.” I rolled my eyes and plucked at the hem, which hung above my belly-button. I glanced down. Yes, my belly-button was on full display—as well as my blindingly white skin. I babbled on, “Martin sneezed at an inopportune moment, launching an impressive amount of his dinner directly onto my shirt...and my hair...and my face. Will was gallant enough to offer me a suitable replacement.”

“Suitable?” Josh questioned.

“It’s his favorite shirt, therefore perfectly suitable.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “I guarantee you this is a vast improvement.”

“Oh, Helen.” Claire hopped off the bar stool. “We need to get your shirt into the wash.”

“I did. I’m fairly certain it’s now a work shirt.” I saw the guilt settle onto Claire’s face and quickly added, “It wasn’t a favorite, Claire.”

Josh laughed. “Take note, Joe. Keep a hand towel or wet wipes on your person at all times.”

Joseph smiled. “Got it.”

“They’re children.” I sighed. “Children are messy. It’s the messy parts that are the most fun.”

Josh nodded. “Normally.”

“But not at the cost of clothing. Clothing you take time and joy hunting down at resale boutiques. I know you, Helen. You don’t spend money lightly.” Claire sighed, clearly not satisfied with my attempt at reassurance. “I have bottles and bottles of spot remover you can—”

“I used a bit.” And I had—more than a bit—but the mashed peas and carrots were victorious. She’d no reason to know this, however. I loved my sister-in-law too dearly to upset her over a shirt. “Please don’t worry yourself, Claire, please.”

“We’ll buy her another bloody shirt.” Josh shrugged, tugging his wife into a tight hug. “Or two or three.”

“Fine.” Claire laughed. “They do love their Auntie Helen.”

That made me smile. “I want them to love me.”

“Clearly.” Josh’s gaze returned to Will’s sleep shirt. He shook his head. “When did the little scamps finally nod off?”

I glanced at the clock. “Only a little behind schedule. They fell right to sleep.”

“You have a magic touch.” Claire wiggled free of Josh’s hold.

I laughed. “I just wear them out. Lots of chase and ring-around-the-rosy and hide and seek... Running, that’s the trick.”

Joseph chuckled, making me glance his way. He grinned at me, finishing off his smoothie. I couldn’t help noticing that he seemed bigger than I remembered, broader. He wasn’t as muscular as his brother Gunner. No, Joseph was spare—tall and fit and trim...and lovely. I pulled my resisting gaze from him and hurried into the kitchen.

Dishes. I’ll do the dishes.

“Where are you staying?” Josh asked him.

Joseph yawned. “Don’t know.”

“Joe!” Claire sighed. “You didn’t make a reservation? I sent you hotel information.”

He shook his head, his brown hair falling onto his forehead again. This new, unkempt look was having the most alarming effect on me. Really, enough! Over him. Over. Him. Remember?

“It’s not a big deal, Sis. Ben said I could sleep on their couch.”

“Jaws won’t take to that,” Josh said and laughed.

“Jaws?” Joseph asked.

“Jen’s dog.” Claire looked worried. “You can sleep on our couch, I told you that. But—”

“Faith and Martin,” Josh finished, looking apologetic. “You won’t get much sleep.”

I smiled. “They’re toddlers, not monsters.”

Josh looked at me, disbelieving. “A filthy nappy at two in the morning is rather monstrous, let me assure you. As is attempting to soothe Martin to sleep when he’s in a snit or giving him a bath when he’s decided he won’t have one. He can be quite the little monster. At least darling Faith always has a smile for her Da.”

I couldn’t help the laughter that bubbled up. “You should have stayed out later. Had a drink...or some wine.”

“Lots of wine,” Joseph added.

Claire was looking at her husband with wide, startled eyes. “I’ll take care of them tonight.”

Josh could normally get away with anything; his “repentant” face was masterful. He tried using it now, staring at his wife with what appeared to be real contrition. “Sorry.” But Claire only rolled her eyes at him and patted his hand.

“You’re tired,” Claire said softly. “I’m not. It’s fine.”

Joseph joined me at the counter, nudging me with his elbow. He stooped low, whispering loudly, “I’m thinking Ben’s couch will work.”

I smiled up at him, unable to say a thing when our eyes met. He’d always had the most devastating eyes, drawing me in...while his scent was divine, flooding my senses with every breath I took. His jaw was covered with a thick stubble, and his eyes—

“Hang on,” Josh said suddenly, drawing all eyes his way. He smiled at me, a smile containing a very worrisome hint of mischief. “Isn’t Therese gone? Off somewhere chasing some chap around the globe again?”

I gave him a look. “The dance company is touring, yes.” And yes, there was a fellow involved as well, there always was, but—

Josh nodded. “So you’ve an extra room, sister dear, and Joe can stay with you.”
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“Stay with me?” I repeated dumbly. With me? I swallowed, all too aware of my brother’s triumphant grin. Bastard.

But, really, there was no reason Joseph couldn’t stay with me. We were adults. I’m over him. He’d no idea about my now extinguished torch. And I did have a free spare room with an actual bed—a rather expensive adjustable bed Therese insisted she needed—which was a vast improvement over any couch.

I glanced at Joseph, and a delicious thrill ran down my spine. Oh dear. This is a very bad idea. No, I can do this...I can. I’m over him.

It was Claire’s obvious relief that did me in. “Oh, Helen, thank you. If we weren’t keeping Emma’s boys here, Joe would have the guest room. But somehow we ended up the kid house, with all the kids under one roof.”

It did make perfect sense. The kid house...and Joseph staying with me. If only my heart would stop thumping so I could think.

“Wonderful,” Josh growled, making Joseph laugh again.

“They’re teenagers, Josh. No diapers. If anything, they should be helpful.” Claire sighed, continuing, “But with Emma’s three children here too, we just don’t have room. I mean, you can sleep here tonight, Joe. They don’t get here until tomorrow.”

“But then he’ll have to pack up again,” Josh argued. “Makes more sense for him to settle in with Helen—for now, anyway. Til the wedding’s over.”

Settle in with Helen. I like the sound of that. “Oh...of course...” I can’t very well refuse, can I?

Joseph was assessing me closely, making my cheeks burn. He cocked his head to one side as he offered, “It’s no big deal. I’ll sleep at Ben’s, Helen, don’t worry about it.”

“N-no.” I shook my head. “Not at all.” It’s not a big deal. It’s not. It’s fine.

“You sure?” He didn’t look convinced. But then I wasn’t exactly convinced myself.

“Completely.” I nodded, attempting nonchalance. “I’d feel terrible if Jaws ate you. It would cast a nasty gloom over the wedding as well. Your death...by chewing. Of course you can stay...with me.” Stop talking, Helen. Now.

Joseph’s grin was quick, making further babbling impossible.

“It’s not like you’re strangers. You’re still writing letters?” Josh asked, barely controlling his teasing grin. I scowled at him.

“I’m so glad.” Claire put soap in the dishwasher as she said, “It’s good you’ve kept in communication. You two were always laughing together. It was a bright spot that...that spring.”

I saw her waver, saw Josh take her hand and pull her against him. His head bent as he whispered something to her, stroking her long auburn hair. I glanced away, feeling that press of painful memories rush in. That had been a dark time for them, one that still troubled them from time to time.

I glanced up at Joseph again, very aware of him standing at my side. I’d leaned on him quite a bit during that time; we all had. He’d been a rock.

His expression now was unguarded, his jaw clenched and his full lips pressed tight. It was hard to see your loved ones hurt and not be able to do anything to help them. I nudged him gently, sharing his silent pain. He shifted his heavy-lidded gaze, locking with mine.

I wanted to smile, to speak, to react—instead, I stared. And he stared back...until my lungs were completely empty. His eyes seemed to darken, to narrow ever so slightly.

Perhaps I’m overtired? I’d been so sick for so long. And between filming, the wedding, the dance classes I was teaching, and...everything...I was worn out. That’s why I was reacting so strangely to him. I managed a small smile, hoping tomorrow I’d be rested and there’d be no sign of whatever this was.

The corner of his mouth turned up as his eyes searched mine.

“Whenever you’re ready, then?” I whispered softly, unconsciously placing my hand on his arm. He was warm; the flannel of his shirt was soft under my touch. I looked at his arm...my hand...his face...

He looked down at my hand, his expression rather intense. But just as quickly, his features softened, the hint of a smile playing about his mouth. “Now’s good,” he answered just as softly.

Why did he have to look like that? Why did that wicked hint of a smile—it wasn’t even a real bloody smile—and those glorious crinkly eyes make me feel so...so... My eyes settled on his mouth. Full lips. Yes. I was feeling very...very...

Nothing. Absolutely nothing. I’m simply sleep-deprived, that’s all.

“Yes, all right,” I managed. “Now.” He nodded. “Right.” I cleared my throat. He actually did smile then and, out of sheer desperation, I looked away.

“Claire?” Joseph’s voice was soft. “I’m wiped, so we’re going to head out. Can we do the whole list thing tomorrow?”

“I was teasing you about the list, Joe. I think we’re all good, so take tomorrow for yourself, okay?” She hugged him. “Helen, leave your shirt so I can wash it.”

I tried to argue, but there was no point. No matter how many times I reassured Claire that it was fine, she was equally determined to salvage it. With a final hug, we were walking out the front door, to find another surprise waiting.

“Oh.” I blinked. A massive black metal beast, very impressive and completely terrifying, was waiting in the driveway. “Not a car, then.” I glanced at him, attempting nonchalance and failing miserably. I felt the smile on my face and was helpless to mask it. “Is this glorious piece of machinery yours? Is this how we’ll be traveling?”

He grinned, sliding a leg over the motorcycle. “Yep.” He looked at me, hesitant, uncertain.

I nodded, walking around the bike. I’d never ridden on one. Da thought they were death-cycles. Perhaps that was the very reason I’d always wanted to ride one. “Lovely.”

“Here.” He handed me a helmet—a curious expression on his face—and patted the seat behind him. “So you’re okay with it? You’re not worried about your hair or something?”

“Oh, right.” I pulled the chopsticks from my hair and tucked them into my bag.

He shook his head. “That’s not what I meant.”

I rested the helmet on my hip and glared at him. “Are you being sexist? You? I don’t give a fig about my hair, thank you very much. Just go really fast—without endangering us in the least. All right?” I put on the helmet and climbed on the bike behind him, tucking my cotton skirt around my legs. A rush of anticipation washed over me as the engine purred to life.

“Ready?” His voice was muffled.

“Yes!” I yelled back. “Very!”

He laughed. “Then hold on,” he called over the roar of the engine.

I did—and off we went.

What a rush! Da didn’t know what he was missing.

We flew down the highway, the streetlights and headlamps a hazy blur of white. The wind was cool, whipping across my exposed stomach and legs...but it was delectable. He navigated traffic with ease, shifting on the seat and guiding us between cars and trucks without pause. I admit, those were the times I pressed myself against his back, my hold tightening somewhat. But Joseph was in control and I felt safe.

I gave directions, loudly, knowing my voice was muffled, and clung to him as we rounded a sharp corner. It didn’t take long, but I suspected I’d bruised his ribs—and possibly his kidneys—by the time we reached my building. We pulled into the garage and Therese’s empty parking spot.

The bike fell silent. I blew out a slow breath.

“You okay?” he asked, and one of his warm hands covered mine.

I managed to pry my fingers from his flannel shirt. “Yes...excellent.”

He climbed off the bike and removed his helmet. “You sure?”

“Of course.” I didn’t move.

He pulled my helmet off and grinned. “We’re here. You can unclench everything and breathe.”

I scowled at him. “I’m not clenching everything.”

His brows rose in disbelief. “Uh-huh.”

I still didn’t move.

“How was your first ride?” he asked, his smile growing with each passing second. “Freak you out?”

I shook my head. “Not really...”

“But the adrenaline’s wearing off now.”

“Possibly.”

“Need help?” he asked.

I sighed. “Yes, I think so...”

He was still smiling as he helped me off the bike. My legs weren’t quite ready to work. I swayed a bit, listing forward...into him. It was an accident. I hadn’t meant to lean into his chest. But once I was there, propped securely against him, I took several slow deep breaths.

Oh, he smells lovely. One large hand stroked up and down my back, the other arm offering me solid, if awkward, comfort.

“I’m actually a rather graceful person normally,” I murmured, knowing he’d seen little tonight to support that. Slowly, I began to feel less wobbly and far more Helen-like. Yet my heart continued to thump erratically...leading me to suspect it had nothing to do with the motorbike. “I’m better now,” I said against his chest, still without moving.

He laughed. “Okay.” His arms stayed around me.

“I am,” I murmured.

“I believe you.”

I sighed. “Excellent. I’ll be standing on my own now...” Bollocks. I stepped away from him reluctantly.

He cocked an eyebrow at me but didn’t say anything.

I shook my head. “My legs appear to be in working order at the moment, so let’s hurry inside before something changes and I fall on you again. You can have a soak in the tub, or a shower, or you can collapse in Therese’s enormous bed and I’ll badger you with endless questions tomorrow.”

He laughed, collecting a backpack and duffel from the compartment under the seat.

“You travel light,” I observed as we entered the lobby.

“Necessities only,” he replied.

“Evening, Miss Wiley.” Roberto was a very effective security guard; everything about him was intimidating. The look he leveled at Joseph was rather...threatening.

I smiled. “Good evening to you, Roberto. This is Joseph, a friend of mine. He’ll be staying with me for a bit.”

Roberto nodded but his scowl increased.

“Don’t worry, he’s not an ax murderer or a rapist,” I offered, turning to Joseph. “Are you?” Joseph shook his head, a startled expression on his face. “No? No, I thought not.”

“Oh...Miss Wiley...” Roberto looked concerned.

“I’m teasing you, Roberto.” I giggled. “I’ve known Joseph for years. He’s a perfect gentleman. Absolutely harmless.” If I decided he wasn’t the cause of my thumping heart and sudden clumsiness, of course.

Joseph looked at me. I looked at him. He smiled. I smiled back.

“Joe Foster.” Joseph offered his hand to Roberto. Roberto looked Joseph up and down, his scowl lessening somewhat.

“He’s very nice, Roberto. You’ll see. Have a lovely night,” I called out as I led Joseph across the foyer toward the elevators. “Top floor,” I said as Joseph reached for the button.

He inspected the foyer as the elevator doors closed. “Nice place.”

“It is. Therese’s family insisted on purchasing the penthouse for her. Better security. Once I’d crossed the pond—rather, came to America—they wanted us to room together. Her father considers me a good influence, you see. My little place—where I was before this, I mean—had been a bit shabby for her. Therese’s father might spoil her a bit, but I won’t deny my old flat was smaller than this elevator.” I smiled at him. “Well, perhaps not quite that snug. Anyway, I suppose I lucked out, really. From a broom closet to a rather posh flat...and all to myself too, now that she’s touring the world with her fantastic modern dance company.”

“So she’s a dancer, like you?”

I shook my head. “Not at all like me. Therese is a professional. Quite talented, truly, or she’d not be halfway across the world right now.” I paused. “She loves travel. I think most artists do. A touch of gypsy, perhaps? I’ve no doubt Los Angeles is a short stop for her. And chances are her family will buy her several new flats, one for each stop.”

What is the matter with me? Shut it!

“What will you do then?” he asked.

I shrugged. “Buy it from them, perhaps? Therese’s father has an eye for investment. She provides him with opportunities in new markets. Though I’m not sure I can afford it, really. I suspect he’ll charge some inordinate amount of money when he sells.” Stop. Talking. I swallowed, forcing myself to remain quiet. I stole a glance his way; he was leaning against the elevator wall, eyes closed—and smiling. “What?” I asked as the doors opened.

“What what?” He pushed off the wall, looking ready to drop.

“You’re smiling.” I unlocked the door to my flat. “Why?”

“You always did babble,” he said softly.

“Oh.” I paused, frowning. Is that what he remembers about me? “Did I? Do I? Sorry.” I turned on the lights and walked inside.

“I didn’t mean it was a bad thing. It’s just...you.” He paused, his droopy eyes springing open and his mouth agape as he stared around the flat.

I followed his gaze. “Sorry, sorry. It’s a mess.” Which was the understatement of the year.

My work table was rather post-apocalyptic in its chaos, covered with various experiments and sculpts for my latest film. Two monster heads lay there, one painted, the other unformed and waiting for attention. The far wall was covered with mock-ups for the rest of the creatures, as well as a series of sketches of the princess’s costumes throughout the film. The film’s storyboard covered the remaining plaster and a good portion of the floor-to-ceiling windows that comprised the facing wall.

He glanced at me, then walked in, taking it all in with wide eyes.

“Next film. It’s a big project, one I’ve brought home quite regularly.” I made my way to my work table. “I wasn’t expecting company, clearly.”

I began moving the jars of paint and my own special recipe for blood onto the shelves by my work station. Next went the clay and putty, the carving tools and blow dryer. And then the heads, stacking them up and wedging them between the album Maurice and I had assembled for reference and my collection of makeup and paint.

“It’s easier to leave things out, most of the time. It never fails, I stow everything away, and I’m struck with a moment of brilliant inspiration. It’s a bit more work to put things away only to find you’ve just stored the very thing you need, you know?”

I turned to find him inspecting my sketched storyboard running sequentially down the wall. He took his time, tilting his head this way and that way before moving on to the next one.

“What do you think?” I asked when he was done.

His eyebrows shot up. “I’m not sure.”

“Nothing familiar?” I tugged the bands from my hair, running my fingers through the braids and shaking them loose, then pointed. “You can’t tell what it is? Rather, what it’s very loosely based upon, at this point.”

“It’s a fairy tale?” He leaned closer to the picture of the princess, then looked at me.

“Yes.” I smiled. “Exactly. Can you tell which?”

“The sleeping one? The one where the princess gets stuck with the needle?”

I nodded. “It sounds far less romantic when you describe it that way.”

“Most fairy tales are kind of messed up.” He shrugged. “You playing the princess?”

“Me?” I asked. Was he serious? Me?

“You look like fairy tale princess material to me.” He paused, looking at me as if I was missing the obvious.

“Do I?” I asked, feeling my cheeks go warm. I knew better than to take him seriously. In my experience, men loved to tease. “What a flatterer you are.” I waved a dismissive hand at him.

“Remind me, do fairy tale princesses wear dinosaur and alien t-shirts?” His lopsided grin threw me.

Bloody hell. I was still dressed in... I crossed my arms over my bare midriff. “No, not even in this version does the princess dress like...this.”

“You could make it work.” His voice was soft, a hint of color staining his cheeks.

He’s joking, surely. He must be. But he didn’t look like he was joking.

“Such a tease.” I swallowed.

“I...I wasn’t,” I thought I heard him murmur—but that couldn’t be right. Wishful thinking, that’s all. Even if his cheeks did turn an adorable shade of pink.

I cleared my throat and continued on, refusing to let myself linger over possibilities. “And no, I’m not in the film. The thought of being on film—” I shuddered, shaking my head fiercely. “I’ll leave that to my brother. He’s become quite the actor. I’m perfectly delighted to be a makeup artist. It’s gratifying to transform the average into the exquisite, the horrible into the truly grotesque.” I smiled. “It’s the best job in the world, to me. And I happen to be very good at monsters.” I pointed at the heads on the shelf.

He looked around the room, nodding. “That makes more sense.” I laughed. “It’s been a while since I read the story—or any fairy tales—but I don’t remember any monsters in it.”

“No, not originally, you’re right. However, zombies and monsters are in high demand right now—in everything. That’s why I said loose adaptation, because it has very little in common with the classic. It’s a shame, as it’s one of my all-time favorites, but it’s also especially good since they need my expertise to make this version work.”

Why must I always carry on like this? Stop!

“You make this—” He pointed at one disturbing image of a horse being disemboweled. “—real?” His brows rose as he turned to me.

I grinned. “As you can see, this isn’t a family-friendly version.”

He nodded, making his way to me while stifling a yawn. “I’m getting that.”

Right. Bed. Up close, it was hard to miss the dark grey smudges under his eyes. He was exhausted.

“Bed,” I whispered. “Let’s get you into bed, shall we?”

I said that. Out loud.

His eyes went round, his brow shot up. When his gaze strayed to my lips and clung, I shook my head. Shit. Shit. For the second time that night, I began to wish the ground would open up and swallow me whole. Shit.

Then he chuckled and said, “Okay. It’s a bit sudden, but we have pretend-dated for a while.”

“Oh...I...” Now I had nothing to say? Nothing sprang to mind, nothing at all, so I led him down the hall, relieved I wasn’t facing him for a moment. I pushed open Therese’s door and words started again, without my being aware of it. “Therese’s room—well, your room now. It’s neat as a pin. But then, she’s been gone for the better part of a month now. Therese seems to think that laundry fairies will come and collect her dirty clothes and return them clean and pressed for storing away until they’re worn again. She’s actually worse than I am.” There I was babbling again. I clamped my mouth shut.

He surveyed the room, specifically the king size bed in the middle. “Looks great.”

“There’s only one bathroom, I’m afraid. The one thing Therese hasn’t managed to get out of her father yet—a private bath. The linen cupboard is there.” I pointed down the hall. “Therese put clean sheets on the bed before she left, but there’s extra in the cupboard too, if they’re musty.” The words just kept coming.

“This is perfect, Helen. Thank you. A lot better than the cots and tents I’ve been living in.” He smiled. “Running water is a pretty big perk, too.”

“Lovely.” I smiled back at him. “Care for a shower
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