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            This book is dedicated to Tomibeth Brooks, the first person to befriend me in yoga class. Your kindness touched me, and I
                  thank you from the bottom of my heart. What a beautiful soul you have. Shine on!
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            Chapter 1


         
         
            Los Angeles, California

            December 23, 7:00 p.m.

         

         Katie Cheek caught a glimpse of herself in the plate-glass window as she strode toward the front entrance of the old warehouse-turned-trendy-art-museum
            in downtown LA, and teetered in her six-inch platform heels.
         

         
         Whoa!

         
         She stopped. Stared openmouthed. Holy cow, who was that?

         
         Vamp.

         
         Smoking hot in a skintight, scarlet, designer sheath dress she’d borrowed from the closet of Gabi Preston, the woman she’d
            swapped houses with for the Christmas holidays. Just like in the movie The Holiday. Trading in her tiny yurt in the sleepy tourist town of Twilight, Texas, for a Malibu beach condo, knowing full well she’d
            gotten the better end of that bargain.
         

         
         Across the street, a man whistled long and loud. “Yo, mommy, I’d love to find you in my Christmas stocking.”

         
         Katie blushed, and ducked her head to hide an involuntary smile, liking this new her, and freedom from the fishbowl of her
            hometown.
         

         
         That’s why she was here, to explore her options. And that included her sexuality.

         
         She had changed a lot since high school. LASIK surgery dispensed with thick-lensed glasses. Braces corrected a severe overbite.
            Brazilian blowouts tamed her frizzy curls. Even so, she had never grown comfortable with catcalls and whistles.
         

         
         Brillo hair, kids had called her, or other old standbys like four eyes, pencil-neck geek, and train tracks.

         
         In public, Katie would laugh and pretend the name-calling didn’t bother her, but when she got home, she’d cry to her mother.

         
         Mom would give her a cookie, kiss her forehead, and say, “You won’t always be an ugly duckling, sweetheart. One day you’re
            going to turn into a beautiful swan. Just you wait and see.”
         

         
         The woman in the glass lifted her chin and triumphantly met her eyes. Today, decked out in Gabi’s expensive clothing, no one
            could call her an ugly duckling.
         

         
         People streamed into the entrance of the star-studded, red-carpet charity event—twinkle lights glittered, two huge Christmas
            trees laden with numerous ornaments flanked the doorway. The sounds of a band playing “All I Want for Christmas Is You” spilled
            into the street along with the air-conditioning. It felt strange, celebrating Christmas in warm weather among strangers.
         

         
         But that was why she’d come here. To escape the claustrophobia of her hometown and the over-the-top, nonstop holiday festivities.
            Gabi had urged Katie to use her invitation to the charity ball, relax, have a good time, and enjoy herself. So here she was.
         

         
         It was hard to relax among gold jewelry, Rolexes, Manolo Blahniks, and Rodeo Drive finery. Surrounded by the wealth, opulence,
            and celebrity of Hollywood, Katie felt her confidence wobble a bit, and the urge to run flooded her.
         

         
         Outsider.

         
         She didn’t belong. C’mon, swan, you got this. She squared her shoulders and strutted into the event like she was the star attraction.
         

         
         And people noticed.

         
         Heads turned. Eyes popped. Several men murmured, “Who’s that woman in red?”

         
         Me, she thought proudly. It’s me. Small-town, unemployed girl that everyone back home felt sorry for because her fiancé had died tragically.
         

         
         But here in LA, over the course of the last three weeks, she’d transformed. No more bride-to-be turned almost-widow. She was
            free.
         

         
         Guilt carved a slick hole in her belly. Why did letting go of the dream feel so disloyal? Was it because she’d started to
            come alive again? Was that so wrong?
         

         
         Matt had been gone a little over a year, killed in a boating accident, and although there were times when her emotions were
            still shaky, there were other times when she couldn’t even remember what he’d looked like, or who she’d been when she was
            with him.
         

         
         That was another reason she’d fled Twilight for the holidays. The house swap gave her a chance to discover who she was without
            a man or a job or a community.
         

         
         She was three months from turning twenty-seven, high time to find her real place in the world. Sweep the stars from her eyes.
            If she’d learned anything this past year, it was this. Romantic fantasies were bullshit and she wasn’t going to waste another
            second on wishes and regrets. She was going to live every day to the fullest.
         

         
         Girl Next Door Gone Wild.

         
         Well sorta. Wildish.

         
         Inside the museum, she spied an actor she’d been infatuated with as a kid. An actor who reminded her a bit of the first real-life
            guy she’d ever had a crush on.
         

         
         Ryder Southerland.

         
         Ugh. Another memory she didn’t want tromping in her head.

         
         The actor looked worse for the wear. She wondered about Ryder. She hadn’t seen the man in twelve years. How would he look
            today?
         

         
         Forget Ryder.

         
         Ancient history so old it had arthritis. Focus. Tonight have fun. Mingle. Dance. She studied the roomful of strangers, and
            anxiety sent her heart swooping to her feet.
         

         
         Um, maybe she’d have a drink first. Beeline it to the bar. Yes indeedy.

         
         But before she could put that plan in motion, her cell phone buzzed inside her purse. She almost ignored it, but what if it
            was Gabi feeling lonely in a strange town this close to Christmas, and needing to shot of confidence? Twilight, and the town’s
            perpetual Christmas cheer, could be a bit hard to digest if you weren’t in a happy-happy, joy-joy state of mind.
         

         
         Stepping from the main flow of foot traffic, Katie pulled the phone from her purse and checked the caller ID. No, not Gabi,
            but rather it was Emma, her sister-in-law, who was married to Katie’s brother Sam.
         

         
         “Hello Em,” she answered, scooting to a nearby alcove, and putting a hand to her other ear to block out the hubbub.

         
         “Auntie Katie?”

         
         It wasn’t Emma, but her four-year-old daughter, Lauren, Katie’s niece.

         
         “Hi honey.” Katie smiled. Lauren was fascinated with phones, and loved calling people. “Does your mommy know you’ve got her
            cell phone?”
         

         
         “She’s inna baffroom. I was gonna play Fruit Ninja, but I saw your pitcher on the phone and calleded you instead.” Lauren
            sounded pleased with herself.
         

         
         “That’s so sweet of you to call me.”

         
         “Where are you, Auntie?”

         
         “I’m in California.”

         
         “Where da?”

         
         “Near the ocean.”

         
         “Oh.” Lauren paused. “Dat’s a long way off.”

         
         “It is.”

         
         “So you not gonna be home for Pop-Pop and Nanny’s Christmas party?”

         
         “I’m afraid not,” Katie said. “But I’ll see you later when I get home on Christmas night.”

         
         “But . . . but . . . it won’t be the same,” Lauren said, sounding years beyond her age.

         
         “I know, but I’ll bring you a present.”

         
         “From California?”

         
         “From California.”

         
         “I miss you.” Lauren’s voice saddened. “You been gone a long, long time and no one plays tea party with me as good as you.”

         
         Katie’s heart tugged. When she’d taken off to California for three weeks during the holidays, she never considered how it
            might affect her niece. “We’ll play tea party as soon as I get home. I promise.”
         

         
         “Okay. Bye.” Lauren hung up, leaving Katie a bit disoriented. Her body was in LA, but her mind and her spirit had traveled
            to Twilight.
         

         
         She tucked her phone in her purse. Glanced around. Now what was she doing again?

         
         Oh yes, getting a drink to steady her nerves. She snaked her way past people and art exhibits, looking for a cash bar with
            a short line, and finally found one. She queued up, took a deep calming breath, guilt prickling her for standing up Lauren
            on Christmas Eve.
         

         
         “Buy you a drink?”

         
         She glanced over to see a blond man in sunshades, fashionably ripped jeans, and crisp beige shirt with four buttons undone,
            showing off a shag rug chest. He sported impossibly straight, white teeth and a smile that rubbed her the wrong way.
         

         
         “I’m good, thanks,” she said, hoping to discourage him.

         
         The guy couldn’t take a hint. He stepped closer, crowding her space. “I won’t slip you a roofie, I swear.”

         
         She hadn’t considered that possibility. As a rule of thumb, people in Twilight didn’t get roofied. But the look in his eye
            and his aggressive body language told her he wasn’t above such a stunt.
         

         
         The band shifted into a bouncy version of “Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree” and people started dancing around the exhibits.

         
         Katie glued on a stiff smile, kept her voice light, but firm. “I do appreciate the offer, but I prefer to buy my own drinks.”

         
         “Cock tease.”

         
         “Excuse me?” Startled, she thought she must have misunderstood what he said.

         
         “You heard me. You stroll in here, wearing a slut dress and fuck-me shoes, and you turn down my offer of a drink? What a stuck-up
            bitch.” He snarled.
         

         
         Stunned by the creep’s verbal attack, Katie stood there with her mouth hanging open, her brain trying to process what was
            happening.
         

         
         What shocked her was the fact that no one intervened. If this had happened in Twilight, half a dozen gallant cowboys would
            have jumped to her aid and challenged the guy.
         

         
         Where was a knight in shining armor when you needed one?

         
         Katie pivoted on her heels, rushed through the crowd. Maybe no one had spoken up because of the way she was dressed. Did people
            believe she was asking for that treatment?
         

         
         No.
         

         
         That was her old childhood insecurity talking. Plenty of other women were wearing form-fitting clothes and sexpot stilettos.
            Still, it disturbed her to think that the way she was dressed—the clothes she’d worn precisely because they made her feel
            empowered—had spurred the jerk’s ugly behavior.
         

         
         She found another bar, bought a glass of wine and gulped down half of it to calm her nerves, but it didn’t work.

         
         Shame. She was ashamed. She allowed the cruel man to make her feel ashamed.

         
         In her mind she heard the voice of the grief counselor she’d visited after Matt’s death. Dr. Finley had been kind, but with
            a no-bullshit approach to life. The guy is a narcissistic, antisocial jerk. Don’t let him define you.

         
         She wasn’t, but she was done for the day. She’d had enough of glittery charity galas. Problem was, in the labyrinth of the
            exhibits, she’d lost her bearings. She deposited her half empty wine glass on the tray of a passing waiter and pushed through
            the crowd.
         

         
         Where was the front entrance?

         
         Rounding a corner, she glanced over her shoulder to make sure the creep wasn’t coming after her, and smacked hard into a young
            woman holding a small plate of food.
         

         
         “Oof!” exclaimed the woman. She had Angelina Jolie lips that appeared to be courtesy of an excessive amount of filler, and
            an overly thin neck that made her head look like a lollipop on a stick. The woman fumbled her plate and spilled food down
            the front of Katie’s dress.
         

         
         The plate clattered to the floor, but thankfully didn’t shatter. A big blob of something mushy and green, which Katie initially
            thought was guacamole, flipped into her cleavage, slid down into her bra.
         

         
         Ugh. What a mess. She prayed Gabi’s dress wasn’t ruined.

         
         The Angelina look-alike glowered. “Excuse you.”

         
         Katie raised her hands in apologetic surrender. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I should have been watching where I was going.”

         
         “Yes, you should have,” the woman chided, but her tone softened.

         
         The cold green mush that had settled between her breasts started burning her skin. A lot. Katie stared down, and saw a bright
            red rash spreading over her chest.
         

         
         “Wh-what . . . is that stuff?” She gasped.

         
         “Oh, dude,” said Lollipop Angelina. “That’s sick. Are you allergic to wasabi?”

         
         Katie didn’t know, but her breasts were ablaze. She had to wash it off. ASAP! “Bathroom?”

         
         “Up those stairs.” The young woman pointed at a metal staircase leading to a second level.

         
         “Thanks.” With energy born of pain, Katie flew toward the stairs in search of salvation, fanning her chest with a hand. But
            when she got to the steps, a red velvet rope was stretched across the bottom, and a posted sign announced “Closed for Private
            Party.”
         

         
          

         “BOLO. BOLO. Be on the lookout for a hot blonde in a red dress.”

         
         Personal bodyguard Ryder Southerland resisted an eye roll and muttered into the tiny microphone clipped to his lapel. “I know
            what a BOLO is, Messer, and I don’t need an update every time you spy a good-looking woman.”
         

         
         “Not a hot chick alert. Repeat, this is not merely a hot chick alert, although she does sizzle. It’s Ketchum’s stalker.”
         

         
         Les Ketchum, the rodeo star turned country-and-western chart-topping singer, whom Ryder had been hired to protect. Two weeks
            ago Les had broken things off with a buckle bunny in possession of a mean streak who couldn’t seem to take “Hasta la vista,
            baby” for the brush-off it was.
         

         
         Ryder’s entire body tensed, and he pressed a hand to the Bluetooth device that fed Messer’s voice into his ear. “You sure?”

         
         “Pretty sure.”

         
         “Where?” Ryder leaned over the balcony railing, scanning the well-heeled crowd milling in the art gallery below.

         
         You’d think a hot blonde in a red dress wouldn’t be that hard to spot, but since it was a celebrity-stubbed holiday bash,
            a surprising number of women were wearing red. And sun-drenched LA had a knack for manufacturing blondes.
         

         
         “You got Ketchum in sight?” Messer asked.

         
         “Yes.” Ryder swung his gaze to his client, who was kissing a busty redhead known for her appearances in makeup commercials,
            underneath a bouquet of mistletoe. “Does your red-dress blonde look armed?”
         

         
         “It’d have to be in her purse. That dress is sprayed-painted on. Couldn’t hide anything underneath that.”

         
         “Can you still see her?”

         
         “Negatory. She disappeared in the crowd.”

         
         “Stop talking, and freaking follow her.”

         
         “I’m trying, but some drunk sitcom actress just took off her top, and there’s a hundred guys in my way.”

         
         This time, Ryder did roll his eyes.

         
         Trite. His job was trite. Protecting spoiled celebrities from overly zealous fans who thought getting near them meant something
            special. But after four years in the Middle East, and an unpleasant bout of PTSD, Ryder was good with trite.
         

         
         And working for his former platoon leader’s personal security business in LA was a long sight better than crawling home to
            Twilight, where small-town minds had branded him disreputable years ago.
         

         
         Pathetic.

         
         He was twenty-nine years old, had been a decorated MP in the U.S. Army, and yet he couldn’t shake the old childhood wounds,
            and the names he’d been called—bad boy, punk, troublemaker, delinquent, thug.
         

         
         Ah, his youth. Those were the days.

         
         There was only one family in the whole town he gave a fig about, and that was the Cheeks. The family who’d taken him in when
            his father kicked him out and no one else would touch him.
         

         
         His favorites of all the Cheeks were his best friend, Joe, and Joe’s kid sister, Katie. He hadn’t talked to Joe since his
            friend had moved back to Twilight to take over his ailing grandfather’s Christmas tree farm that summer. And it had been two
            years since they’d seen each other in person, back when Ryder had crashed at Joe’s place, when he was living in Florida, for
            a couple of months after he’d been discharged from the army, and he was struggling to get his act together.
         

         
         And as for Katie?

         
         In his mind she was still the gawky fifteen-year-old who’d flung herself into his arms and kissed him. And that had been the
            last time he’d seen her, but he couldn’t help wondering what she looked like today.
         

         
         Head in the game, Southerland. Katie ain’t nothing but a fond memory.

         
         He leaned farther over the balcony railing for a better look, watching the circular metal staircase that led to the second
            story exhibits. The party was in full swing. The band blasted Christmas songs. People packed in close dancing, drinking, eating
            canapés served by tuxedoed waiters passing through the throng.
         

         
         The crowd was eclectic. Young and old, trendy and traditional, dressed down and dressed up, an equal mix of male and female.
            The majority of them were wealthy, or plus ones of the wealthy. Ironic, how much money was being spent raising funds to benefit
            the poor. Why not just give the money to the homeless?
         

         
         He scanned the three exits he could see, each one manned by museum security, and finally caught sight of Messer trapped in
            a bottleneck near the entrance.
         

         
         He counted off the attractive blondes in red dresses, one, two, seven, a dozen. Was one of them Ketchum’s stalker?

         
         Concerned, he glanced back at Ketchum. The celebrity and his woman of choice were sitting on a bench near the restrooms, and
            they were in a lip-lock, hands all over each other. The second floor was reserved for special VIP sponsors, and Ryder guarded
            the threshold to their domain.
         

         
         From his peripheral vision, he caught movement at the top of the staircase. A blonde. In red. Hurrying.

         
         Hurrying, hell, the woman was full-on running.

         
         Immediately, Ryder tensed, and his hand touched the Taser at his hip. He didn’t want to use it, or the concealed SIG Sauer
            in his shoulder holster. Discretion was a big part of his job. Diplomacy another.
         

         
         Besides, she was a woman. He was big, and she was small. Body block and chokehold ought to do it, and that was only if she
            was unreasonable.
         

         
         He didn’t want things getting messy.

         
         In two long strides, he reached her, and for a split second, he was struck by the notion that anyone watching them might assume
            they were lovers rushing into each other’s arms.
         

         
         Except she showed no signs of slowing down, her gaze fixed to the spot where Ketchum sat kissing the redhead. This had to
            be the stalker, hyped up with rage, jealousy, adrenaline, and God knew what else.
         

         
         Instinct, honed from numerous tours in the sandbox, took over, and he reacted without hesitation. It happened during the space
            of a single breath. Grabbing her by the arm, flipping her onto her back, falling atop her, pinning her to the floor in a four-point
            restraint.
         

         
         “Stand back, people!” Messer shouted. Ryder felt rather than saw his colleague herding people down the steps. “Nothing to
            see here. Go downstairs and enjoy the party.”
         

         
         Ryder’s hands manacled her wrists. His cowboy boots locked spread-eagle around her ankles. The woman was panting.

         
         And so was he, because he realized not only was she not Ketchum’s stalker, but he knew her.
         

         
         Ryder peered down into her face. A familiar face despite the fact it had changed a lot over the past twelve years.

         
         Katie Cheek.

         
         What in the blazes?

         
         All the air exited his body in one hard puff.

         
         Her features were softer, thinner, and prettier than ever. The glasses were gone, and so were the braces, and instead of frizzy
            untamable, dishwater blond curls, her hair was straight and lush and golden.
         

         
         Yes, she’d changed a lot, but he would recognize her anywhere.

         
         Yep. Katie Cheek, all right.

         
         It was his high school buddy’s kid sister, all grown up, and curvy in the most dangerous places.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2


         
         OMG, the boulder of a man lying on top of her, all hard muscles, tight sinew, and rugged sex appeal, was the first guy to
            ever break her heart.
         

         
         Ryder Southerland.

         
         Stunned, Katie stopped breathing, and thought, Things that make my heart pitter-patter . . .

         
         
            	Kittens.

            
            	Pretty boxes for organizing life.

            
            	Salted caramel anything.

            
            	Christmas morning.

            
            	Ryder Southerland.

            
         

         
         Wham! Just like that, she was slammed into the past, dizzy, light-headed, her imagination tripped to the last time they were
            lying on the floor together. Except back then, she was on top.
         

         
         She was fifteen, and had never been kissed. After all, who would willingly kiss a bony, knobby-kneed, four-eyed, metal-mouth,
            frizzy-haired wallflower?
         

         
         Besides, boys like Ryder did not fall for girls like her.

         
         Her parents had taken Ryder in after his dad kicked him out of the house for an indiscretion he never talked about, and he
            had been sharing the garage apartment with her older brother Joe. She’d spent countless hours daydreaming about Ryder and
            entertaining romantic ideas she knew would never come to pass.
         

         
         Blistering sexual fantasies that confused the hell out of her and made her do dumb things like kiss her pillow and pretend
            it was Ryder.
         

         
         It had been a brilliant, bone-sweltering July day, and Katie was standing at her bedroom window watching Joe and Ryder harvesting
            ripe juicy plums from her folks’ backyard orchard.
         

         
         Ryder leisurely stripped off his sweat-soaked T-shirt, giving her an unfiltered view of his hard, muscled chest, and her fifteen-year-old
            imagination fired wild and hot.
         

         
         Swept away, she’d ended up sprawled on her bed, enthusiastically lip-planting a pillow.

         
         “Whatcha doin’, Miss Priss?” Ryder drawled from the doorway.

         
         Miss Priss.
         

         
         The nickname he teased her with because she was a rule follower who liked things neat and orderly.

         
         Yeep!

         
         Katie jerked her head around, saw him lounging against the door frame with one lazy shoulder, his arms dangling loosely by
            his sides, wearing nothing but cowboy boots and faded blue jeans.
         

         
         That gorgeous bare male chest in her bedroom sent Katie’s imagination—and her pulse—into hyperdrive.
         

         
         “Nothing!” Katie shot to her feet, simultaneously tossing her pillow over the other side of the bed. Oh God, what had he seen?
            Had she been moaning his name as she stroked the pillow, pretending it was his thick, wavy hair? “Nothing at all. What do
            you want?”
         

         
         Panting. Seriously? She was panting?

         
         One corner of his mouth curled up in a wolfish half smile. “Joe sent me.”

         
         “What do you want?” She knew she sounded bitchy, but it was the only way to keep from throwing herself at his handsome feet
            and kissing his cowboy boots.
         

         
         The half smile curved into a half moon. “Do you know where your mom put the extra bushel baskets?”

         
         “No idea,” she said, feeling her face flush all the way into her hairline.

         
         He cocked his head, and his voice bounced sly. “Were you kissing your pillow?”

         
         “Nooo, no, no, no . . . I was just . . . I was just . . .” She gestured over her shoulder, her face hot, heart thumping.

         
         “Yeah?” Half moon morphed into full-on smirk.

         
         Dear God, please kill me now—lightning strike, swarm of locusts, flash flood. Name your poison. Anything. Get me out of this.

         
         “Just?” he prompted.

         
         “Um . . . um . . .” Frozen. Her mind was frozen. Deer in headlights on a ten-lane freeway were more limber than her vapor-locked
            brain.
         

         
         Ryder cocked his head, studied her, his eyes full of mischief. “I could have sworn I saw your lips all puckered up and pressed
            against that pillow.”
         

         
         “Nope. Not me. You’re seeing things.”

         
         “You know,” he drawled, and for the first time she noticed he cradled a ripe red plum in his hand. “A pillow isn’t the best
            thing to practice on.”
         

         
         She’d stared at him, mesmerized. “No.”

         
         “A pillow is too soft and pliable. You need something that feels more like real lips.”

         
         “How do you know?”

         
         “Because I’ve done my share of kissing.” He lowered his eyelids, stared at her in way that turned her knees to jelly.

         
         Oh wow. Her heart fluttered, a crazed butterfly in her chest, her gaze hooked on his mouth.

         
         “So what should I use?” she asked before she realized she was as much as admitting she’d been smooching her pillow.

         
         “You need something firmer, fleshier. Say . . .” He held up the fruit. “This plum.”

         
         “Yes?” she whispered, barely breathing.

         
         Her gaze hooked on to his face, mainly to keep from gawking at his naked chest as her adolescent hormones sent a million sensory
            messages galloping through her brain, none of them sane.
         

         
         “It’s perfect for your purposes.” Ryder’s mossy green eyes glistened, laser emeralds. “Plump and juicy, just like your lips.”

         
         Her lips?

         
         She gasped inwardly, and forced herself not to reach up and finger her mouth. Was he talking about her lips in particular
            or was he simply referring to the collective “you” as in everyone’s lips, all lips?
         

         
         “Okay,” she whispered, her voice coming out like warm mist. At this point she would have whispered okay to anything he said.
         

         
         “Is there anyone in particular you’re practicing for?”

         
         You.
         

         
         “No,” she lied. “Just general all-round kissing. I figure it’s probably a good skill to have, now that I’m in high school.”

         
         He nodded his head like that made sense, but narrowed his eyes. “No guy in sophomore biology class got you hot and bothered?”

         
         The guy she wanted was in senior chemistry.

         
         She shook her head vigorously, afraid he could see right through her. It didn’t matter. A cool guy like Ryder would never
            look twice at her. If she weren’t Joe’s little sister, he probably wouldn’t even bother talking to her.
         

         
         “Katie?”

         
         “Uh-huh?”

         
         “Are you paying attention?” he asked.

         
         Oh yeah. If a flash fire broke out, she’d get burned to a crisp because she couldn’t focus her attention on anything else
            but him.
         

         
         He had a reputation as a bad boy. She knew that. Had heard the rumors about the girls he kissed and other things he’d done.
            But that was not the Ryder she knew. Around the Cheek household, he was always kind, considerate, helpful . . .
         

         
         Until right this minute.

         
         Now, Katie saw that other side of him. The side that skipped school, and sassed teachers, and sneaked off to the bushes behind
            the school with whatever girl he had on his arm that day.
         

         
         How many times she’d longed to be that girl!

         
         “You watching?”

         
         “Yes.” She breathed in a shallow rush.

         
         “Soften your lips like this.” He demonstrated, opening his mouth slightly, parting his teeth, and giving her a glimpse of
            his pink tongue.
         

         
         She felt a hot thrill between her thighs, in the very core of her. Entranced, Katie couldn’t move, couldn’t even swallow.
            Part of her wanted to ask him to step out of her bedroom, but she couldn’t unhinge her jaw in order to get the words out.
         

         
         And then there was that other part of her that wanted to dispense with pillows and fruit altogether, fling herself into his
            arms, and kiss him like mad. But she was just a kid and he was her older brother’s best friend looking at her like she was
            the funniest thing he’d seen all week.
         

         
         Leisurely, he lifted the plum to his mouth.

         
         OMG, Katie’s own mouth was tingling. His lips hovered over the plum. Anticipation stole her breath, left her hanging, stunned
            and breathless.
         

         
         Finally, after what seemed forever, his mouth came down on the smooth, red skin, and all the blood in Katie’s body swamped
            to her pelvis. Deep inside she felt something tighten. Something she’d never felt before. It was both scary and glorious.
         

         
         What she wouldn’t give to be that piece of fruit!

         
         “The best first kisses are soft and gentle,” he narrated. “A quick, light touch down and then an immediate lift off.”

         
         “I see.” Her throat narrowed to the width of a coffee straw and she could barely draw in air. “What about after?”

         
         “After what?” He looked at her through sultry, half-closed eyelids fringed by jet black lashes.

         
         Katie gulped. “Um . . . you know . . . after that first kiss.”

         
         “Good question.” Humor simmered in those amazing green eyes, and the plum in his hand was shiny with moisture. “Are we talking
            a second kiss that immediately follows the first or a second kiss on a different occasion?”
         

         
         “There’s a difference?”

         
         “Oh yeah.” His voice was deep, throaty.

         
         Katie shivered.

         
         “You cold?” he asked.

         
         “Yes,” she lied. She was burning up.

         
         He stepped to her closet.

         
         Katie stood eyes wide, mouth hanging open, tense and thrilled and wondering what in the world he was up to. Her knees couldn’t
            hold her up any longer, and she sank down onto a corner of the mattress.
         

         
         He opened the door, peered in. Laughed.

         
         “What?”

         
         “I knew you were organized, but this . . .” He waved a hand inside her closet.

         
         Feeling embarrassed, she drew her knees to her chest, hugged them, rested her cheek on her knees, and looked away. She knew
            what he saw. Everything labeled, pressed, color-coded, neatly folded or hanging on wooden hangers, the garments a perfect
            half inch apart. She measured with a ruler. Being neat made her feel in control, and as the youngest in a boisterous family
            of six children, she often felt out of control.
         

         
         “OCD much?” he quipped.

         
         Friendly as it was, his criticism hurt. Cold shame seeped through her bones. She respected his opinion, and didn’t want him
            to think less of her.
         

         
         “But I like it.” He nodded. “After living with my stepmother in hoarder heaven, this closet is my idea of paradise.”

         
         She raised her head, skin heated, heart warmed by his analogy. Her closet equaled paradise.

         
         He took out her favorite pink sweater, and came across the room to drape it over her shoulder. As he settled the sweater in
            place, his fingers lightly skimmed her shoulders.
         

         
         Her stomach wobbled, and she forgot to breathe. Oh geez, oh wow, oh holy cow.

         
         “How’s that?” he asked, and patted her gently.

         
         She had no voice, could not speak with him standing so close to her, touching her. He’d never touched her like this before.
            Oh sure, he’d slapped her palm in a high-five, or accidentally bumped her foot underneath the dinner table. But never so intimately,
            never when they were alone.
         

         
         Katie realized then that she’d not ever actually been in a room alone with him. It felt like nine hundred kinds of wrong,
            and it made her heart pound so hard she could feel blood rushing through her head in a rhythmic throb of fast-paced, strobe-light
            energy.
         

         
         His scent, part sweat, part ripe-plum sunshine, part peppermint from the gum he liked to chew. Did he taste of peppermint
            too?
         

         
         He stepped back, looked jarred and out of place. He still held the plum clutched in his hand.

         
         She cleared her throat, trying to clear away the dizziness of his nearness.

         
         He tossed the plum in the air, caught it.

         
         “The second kiss?” she prompted.

         
         He touched the top of his tongue to the center of his upper lip, to the sweet part that bowed out slightly. “If the second
            kiss occurs after the first, you open your mouth a little wider, and lean in again.”
         

         
         “Show me,” she said.

         
         He winced, and a downdraft of fear passed through her. Was he upset?

         
         “Oh.” He blinked. “You meant on the plum?”

         
         “Of c-c-course I meant on the plum,” she stammered, realizing he thought she wanted him to demonstrate on her. She snorted
            for emphasis, mainly to still the rapid pounding. “You didn’t think I wanted you to kiss me, did you?”
         

         
         She added a laugh to show how silly that idea was, but it came out sounding kind of maniacal, like a cartoon villain plotting
            to rule the world.
         

         
         “Um . . . no, no, of course not.” He looked relieved.

         
         His relief made her stomach churn. For sure he didn’t want to kiss her. She was an ugly duckling, and he was the most handsome
            boy in high school. Her face burned. She wanted out of this conversation.
         

         
         Now.

         
         “I really don’t know where Mom left those extra bushel baskets,” she said. “But I could go look.”

         
         “Ditching your kissing lessons?”

         
         “You don’t . . .” She stirred the air between them with her hand. “This is silly.”

         
         “No sillier than you kissing your pillow.”

         
         “That’s my point. It’s all silly.”

         
         “You say that now. Until you’re in a position to kiss someone you’ve been crushing on. Then you’ll wish you paid more attention.”

         
         God if he only knew. Whenever Ryder was around, her attention was devoted to him, and him alone.

         
         “Okay.” She nodded like a serious student. “I’m listening. What more do I need to know?”

         
         “Apply light pressure and suck.”

         
         “Suck?” she whispered so softly she wasn’t sure he heard her.

         
         “Just a little. Not as if you’re trying to get a thick milk shake through a thin straw. More like you’re trying to breathe
            him in. Watch.” His mouth was on the plum again, that ripe, plump fruit.
         

         
         A warm, tickling sensation started in the pit of her stomach, sank low and heavy as she watched him kiss the plum. It was
            a feeling she didn’t fully understand, but it pushed up through her, from the bottom of her feet, spreading like rolling thunder
            to her spine.
         

         
         And then something wild and crazy happened.

         
         Or rather, she went wild and crazy.
         

         
         Propelled by the novel feelings coursing through her, Katie launched herself at him.

         
         Ryder was so startled he lost his balance. The plum flew from his hand and splatted against the wall, and he fell back on
            the floor with a loud thump, and she was lying on top of him.
         

         
         And she’d gone at him like a feral animal—hard, lusty, and rapid-fire. Kiss. Kiss. Kiss.

         
         A tommy-gun attack of kisses.

         
         Cheeks.

         
         Nose.

         
         Forehead.

         
         Chin.

         
         Mouth. She kissed him smack-dab on the mouth.

         
         Justifiably, Ryder freaked, jumped up, dumped her off his lap, and ran out the door as fast as he could run without a backward
            glance. The following day, he’d moved out of her parents’ garage apartment, and joined the army. That’s how badly he wanted
            to get away from her.
         

         
         Embarrassment, bright and hot, burned through her, and she felt the wasabi sting again as she smacked back down into her adult
            body.
         

         
         “Katie?” asked Ryder.

         
         She blinked.

         
         His concerned voice wasn’t coming to her from the past. They were not in her childhood bedroom, but here in LA, at some nutty
            Christmas charity event in a strange museum.
         

         
         He was still lying on top of her, pinning her to the ground. And, oh my Lord, he had an erection. A very big, hard erection.
         

         
         Ryder stared into her eyes and she stared into his and she could tell that he knew she knew he had a boner. But he didn’t
            look the least bit embarrassed about it, and she was blushing enough for both of them.
         

         
         “Katie Cheek, is that really you?” He sounded incredulous.

         
         “Yes,” she whispered, happy to feel his erection ebbing.

         
         “Holy hell, woman, what’s wrong with your chest? You look like you’ve been dragged through a sticker patch and dipped in boiling
            water.”
         

         
         “Oh that.” She splayed a hand over tender skin smeared with green goop. “It’s the reason I was headed for the bathroom when
            you tackled me. Why did you tackle me?”
         

         
         A muscular twenty-five-year-old in a tight black T-shirt, who looked as if could have been The Rock’s stunt double, leaned
            over Ryder’s shoulder to stare down at her. “That’s not Ketchum’s stalker.”
         

         
         “No shit, Messer.” Ryder rolled off her, leaving Katie feeling strangely adrift.

         
         “You thought I was a stalker?”

         
         “My bad,” the guy called Messer said.

         
         “You okay?” Ryder asked, putting out a hand to help her up.

         
         She stared at that big hand, afraid to touch it. Afraid of the fire he sparked inside her.

         
         He didn’t wait for her to make a decision, just grabbed her hand and hauled her to her feet. Macho Alpha Dude. Not much had
            changed in twelve years except he was bolder, brasher, more in charge and in-your-face.
         

         
         And handsomer than ever.

         
         She should have expected that.

         
         “We have to get that stuff off your chest,” he declared, still holding on to her hand. “Messer, you’re on Ketchum. Call Davis
            in early as your backup. I’m taking Miss . . .” He shifted his gaze back to Katie, raised her left hand to examine it. “No
            ring. Is it still Miss?”
         

         
         “Yes,” she said, because she was so stunned she didn’t know what else to say.

         
         Ryder shifted his attention to The Rock look-alike. “I’m going to attend to Miss Cheek’s wasabi problem, and then make sure
            she gets home safely.”
         

         
         “You know her?” Messer asked.

         
         Instead of answering, Ryder snapped his fingers. “Ketchum. Go to it. There’s a stalker after him.”

         
         “Will you be back before your shift is over?” Messer asked, pulling out his cell phone, presumably to call Ryder’s replacement.

         
         “No.” Ryder leveled a long, speculative look at Katie. She shivered from head to toe. What did that look mean? “I’m done for
            the night. Come with me,” Ryder said to Katie and hauled her toward the bathroom door marked “Women.”
         

         
         He kicked open the door. “Anyone in here? Everybody out. Security.”

         
         No one answered. No sound from any of the stalls.

         
         “Looks like we’re good to go.” He hustled her inside, and then paused to lean half his body out the door to holler at Messer.
            “Clear the area except for Ketchum and his entourage, and block off the second floor.”
         

         
         “Yes, dick-tator,” Messer called back.
         

         
         “Now,” Ryder said, turning his attention to Katie. “Let’s get you cleaned up, sweetheart.”

         
         Sweetheart.

         
         The fifteen-year-old in her thrilled to the term of endearment, while the almost twenty-seven-year-old resisted. “No,” she
            said.
         

         
         “No?” He sounded amused.

         
         “You don’t get to do that.”

         
         “Do what?” He maneuvered her over to the sink, turned on the cold tap, reached for a paper towel.

         
         “Call me sweetheart. You haven’t seen me for twelve years. I’m not your sweetheart. Never have been. Never will be.”

         
         “Oh.” He grinned like he was on a fishing trip and had just hauled in a prize specimen.

         
         “Oh?” She sank her hands on her hips. The burning at her chest had ebbed into numbness. “What does that mean?”

         
         “You’ve gotten bolder. And pricklier.”

         
         “Yes, well, things change.”

         
         “I like it.” He winked. “Now hold still.”

         
         “Messer was right. You are a dictator.”

         
         “Sweetheart, I’m just trying to take care of you.”

         
         “Not your place,” she said, snatching the paper towel from his hand. Not because she didn’t want him to dab the soothing water
            on her excoriated skin, but precisely because she did.
         

         
         “Independent streak too. Gotta tell you, Miss Priss, I’m really into this new you.”

         
         Miss Priss. The old nickname he’d given her. He’d remembered.
         

         
         “I’m not new. I just grew up.”

         
         “Yes.” His eyes lit up with appreciation as he watched her scoop wasabi from her cleavage. “Yes, you did.”

         
         The rough paper towel scratched against her sore skin, and Katie hissed in her breath. She leaned forward over the sink, splashed
            cooling water over her chest and neck. Ah, much better. She thoroughly cleaned herself off, and then straightened to reach
            for another paper towel, but Ryder was already holding one out for her.
         

         
         “Thanks,” she said grudgingly.

         
         “Welcome.” His roguish grin was incorrigible.

         
         She gently patted her skin dry, but it was only when she’d finished up and caught Ryder staring at her that she realized she’d
            gotten her dress damp, and her puckered nipples were clearly visible through the wet fabric of her clothes.
         

         
         Dammit.

         
         “Do you remember the time you kissed me?” he asked.

         
         Double dammit.

         
         How could she ever forget that? It had been a defining moment in her life. The very next day Ryder had joined the army, getting
            as far away from her as he could get.
         

         
         “Nope,” she said.

         
         “Sure you do. It was—”

         
         “You rejected me.”

         
         “Hell yes, I rejected you. You were fifteen and it was your first kiss and you were my best friend’s little sister and I was
            living in your parents’ house. What would you have me do, woman?”
         

         
         Woman. Why did that one word sound so sexy coming from him?
         

         
         “One of my most embarrassing moments,” she said. “I felt ugly and stupid and ashamed.”

         
         He stabbed his fingers in his hair, blew out his breath through puffed cheeks. “You had nothing to be ashamed of.”

         
         She chuckled nervously, not brave enough to meet his eyes. “I was fifteen, who knows what the hell I was thinking? I’m sure
            I had some silly romantic notion that you would kiss me back, sweep me up in your arms, carrying me to your white charger,
            and we would gallop off into the sunset.”
         

         
         “That’s exactly what I wanted to do with you, and more . . .” His eyes strayed over her body. “So damn much more. But you
            were my best friend’s little sister. Still are, for that matter.”
         

         
         “Do shut up, Ryder,” she said, because her entire body was lit up like the proverbial Christmas tree. “If you’ll step aside,
            I’ll be on my way.”
         

         
         “I’m not letting you go off like this. You need ointment for that burn.”

         
         “I can stop at a drugstore. Surprise! I know how to do that.”

         
         A bullish look came over his face, and she remembered he was a Taurus. Stubborn as the day was long. “I’m driving you home.
            No arguments. This is not the safest part of town for you to be driving in late at night.”
         

         
         Honestly, she was a bit relieved to have him offer. The high heels were killing her feet, and her wet dress drew attention
            to her nipples, and she didn’t want to whine, but the wasabi burns were pretty uncomfortable. How did people eat stuff that
            hot? Plus she’d had that half glass of wine and not enough time for it to wear off before she got behind the wheel.
         

         
         “Where are you staying?” he asked.

         
         “Malibu.”

         
         He shook his head. “That’s too far. My apartment is only a few blocks away in the heart of downtown. I’ve got ointment, and
            Benadryl. I’ll fix you up, and you can sleep on my couch.”
         

         
         “I’m not waking up to Christmas Eve morning with you.”

         
         “Duh.” He blinked sheepishly. “I’m being an idiot. You’ve got someone else.”

         
         No. No. She did not. But she didn’t tell him that.

         
         “You still have that boyfriend?” he asked.

         
         “What boyfriend?”

         
         He shrugged. “I don’t know. Joe mentioned once that you had a boyfriend you were living with in a yurt. That doesn’t sound
            much like you.”
         

         
         “Fiancé,” she said. “Matt was my fiancé and he died. Last year.”

         
         “Shit, Katie. I didn’t know. I’m sorry.”

         
         “Not your fault.”

         
         He winced. “I hate that I didn’t know. I could have sent my condolences.”

         
         “Why would you? It’s not like we kept in touch or anything.”

         
         “No,” he said. “But I care about what happens to you.”

         
         His words squeezed her lungs, caused her blood to warm and her heart to pump wildly. Ryder cared?

         
         He’s just being polite. Don’t read anything into it.

         
         Ryder snapped his fingers. “Hey, wait a minute. It’s Christmas. Why aren’t you home in Twilight?”

         
         She waved a hand. “Long boring story. Short version, I needed a break from excessive Christmas celebration and I swapped places
            with a friend for the holidays.”
         

         
         “Like in that movie with Cameron Diaz?”

         
         “Yes, like that.”

         
         “Switching things up. Good place to start. You can elaborate on the way to my place.” Before she could think of a good reason
            why not, he took her hand.
         

         
         Holy Santa Claus! Ryder Southerland was holding her hand! It felt so good that she didn’t resist.

         
         He led her down the stairs and out a side exit to where a big black Harley was parked.

         
         “You still have the Harley?” she asked, pulling her hand away from his and cradling her arm against her side out of his reach.

         
         “Only vehicle I’ve ever owned.” He puffed his chest out with pride, ran a hand over the smooth chrome.

         
         “Of course,” she said. “What else would a lone wolf drive? But I’m putting my foot down. I’m not getting on that machine in
            a dress. I’ll go to your apartment only for medical attention, but we’re taking my BMW.”
         

         
         “My, my. A place in Malibu. A BMW. Miss Priss has certainly come up in the world.” His tone was both sarcastic, and amused.

         
         “It’s not my place or my car,” she reminded him.

         
         “Doesn’t matter, you’re living the life.”

         
         She wasn’t sure what he meant by that. She pulled the car keys from her purse, dangled them from her index finger. “Let’s
            go.”
         

         
         “Fine,” he said, snatching the keys from her hand. “We’ll take your wheels. But I’m driving.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3


         
         It started off innocently enough.

         
         Okay, scratch that. Anyone who’d believe that line of bull was dumb enough to buy a bridge in Brooklyn, sight unseen.

         
         Truth?

         
         The minute they walked into Ryder’s apartment in downtown Los Angeles, Katie knew she was not going to resist if he made a
            move on her. She, however, would not make a move on him. The last time she’d done so, things had not turned out so well.
         

         
         There was no denying the pulsing sexual tension throbbing between them. Every time he looked at her, she could feel her cells
            tingle and vibrate. Damn, but she wanted him.
         

         
         To distract herself, she glanced around the apartment.

         
         The decor was modern, masculine, steel and metal, silver and chrome. But there were no pictures on the walls. No throw pillows
            on the couch. Not even a television set. Ultra-minimalist to the point of monkish.
         

         
         She should have liked it. The effect was a tidy, efficient, no-nonsense style, but there was too much emptiness. Cold. Distant.
            Untouchable.
         

         
         This was how Ryder lived his life?

         
         A sharp spike of sorrow pricked her, but the sensation staggered away when he took her hand and led her toward his bedroom.
            A fine punch of fear/excitement combo and a galloping pulse vanquished the sadness.
         

         
         She balked at the bedroom door, digging in her heels.

         
         “It’s just a bedroom, Katie,” he said. “We have to pass through it to get to the bathroom where my first aid supplies are.
            I’m not going to force myself on you if that’s what you’re afraid of.”
         

         
         “I didn’t think that.”

         
         “Would you feel more comfortable waiting in the living room?” He let go of her hand.

         
         “That’s not it.”

         
         “What is it?” He cocked his head and studied her intently.

         
         Would he be surprised to discover the nice girl he called Miss Priss wanted a hot, hard fling?

         
         She couldn’t believe it herself, but the more she looked at him, the more she thought, Oh yeah. She could go there, and no one would ever have to know. It was a once-in-a-lifetime chance to have sex with her fantasy man.
         

         
         Wasn’t that the real reason she’d agreed to come to his apartment with him?

         
         So why was she balking at the door?

         
         Why? Because the fantasy of him was one thing, reality was quite another. What if the reality didn’t live up to the fantasy?
            It would ruin a perfectly good daydream.
         

         
         Take a chance. Risk it. Just do it.

         
         She’d always been such a rule follower. The good girl. Well, except for the time she’d thrown herself at him. That had been
            out of character, and it had formed her future relationship with men. After his rejection, she made sure never to take the
            lead in any of her relationships.
         

         
         “Have a seat.” He nodded at a plush leather chair positioned across from his California king–sized bed. “Or not. Suit yourself.”

         
         He disappeared into the en suite bathroom, and she scurried to the leather chair, sank down into the plump cushion.

         
         The room smelled of him. Masculine. Sandalwood. Rich.

         
         She glanced around. It was another pristine clean, minimalist room. A bed. A chair. The dresser. A clock. A desk with a laptop
            computer and a satellite radio. That was it. She thought, That bed needs mussing. I should so muss that bed with him.

         
         Nervous with the silence, she leaned over and flicked on the radio. “Santa Claus Is Coming to Town” trickled out.

         
         Ryder came back into the room, sunburn ointment in one hand, a medical glove on the other.

         
         An electrical thrill ran through her—charged and erotic.

         
         He sank down on his knees in front of her, uncapped the ointment, spread a little bit on his gloved hand, and leaned forward
            to rub the salve gently over her tender skin.
         

         
         His touch rocked her.

         
         “How’s it look?” she asked to keep from thinking about just how much he affected her.

         
         “Like a bad sunburn. I didn’t know wasabi could do this.”

         
         “I might be allergic,” she said. “I’m allergic to horseradish.”

         
         “Then why were you eating wasabi?”

         
         “I wasn’t.” She waved a hand. “It’s a long story.”

         
         “I’m not going anywhere.” His husky voice sent a wave of goose bumps undulating over her skin.

         
         Was than an invitation? She studied the top of his head as he
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