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CHAPTER ONE

"I'm in love with Doug," Amy said in a low voice, "and he's in love with you."

“Wait a minute,” Kelsey Layton protested, “You’re seriously in love with Doug?”

“Yes,” Amy said. “I’m very seriously, totally and stupidly in love with him. I know he doesn’t see any woman but you and I’ve tried to accept that and go on, but—“

“Seriously? You're in love with Doug?” Kelsey felt incredibly stupid. Her only kid sister was in love—with a guy they'd both know since junior high—and she hadn’t noticed? “Why haven’t you talked to me about this? You’ve never said anything about wanting to hook up with Doug, not really.”

Amy glanced down. “Doug’s been your property for a long time. I-I guess I thought you’d feel like I was poaching.”

“Doug? My property?” she repeated incredulously. “Whatever gave you that idea?”

“He did. You did. Not that you were ever in love with him, but that he’s, well, kind of your ‘accessory guy.’ Your back-up. I told myself to get over it. Then about nine months ago, he asked me to that gallery show,” her sister paused, running a distracted hand through her mane of curly, dark hair. “We had a lot of fun. Went out dancing afterwards. He...kissed me. I thought maybe he was getting over his crush on you. Maybe we could actually have a chance.”

“My God,” Kelsey said faintly, blown away by her own lack of awareness. She and her sister weren’t joined at the hip, of course, but she’d thought they were close. The need to survive their mother's multiple serial marriages and all the adjustments to different cities they'd survived had bound them closely as kids. One of the good things about working for the same Manhattan ad agency was the chance it gave them to work so closely together.

“Doug and I have been doing more things together, off and on, for months. I thought he was starting to care for me till I realized he only sees me when you’re not available.” A starkness entered Amy’s brown eyes.

“No!” Kelsey leaned forward, catching her sister’s hand. “I’m sure that’s not true. Doug and I have always been good friends, that’s all. You’ve got to be mistaken.”

Kelsey's friendship with Doug Morton went back to junior high when he'd gone to school with her and Amy. To everyone's surprise, sweet, goofy Doug had grown into a successful executive with Barrett Incorporated and brought their account to the ad agency where Kelsey was art director.

“Yesterday we had plans for lunch and he canceled at the last minute,” Amy said through tight lips.

Kelsey frowned. “We had a business lunch yesterday with Jared Barrett.”

“And what of consequence did you three talk about?” her sister asked, meaningfully, “I know for a fact that you could have handled everything with Jared. You didn’t need Doug there.”

“You know for a fact? Doug admitted that he was trying to avoid having lunch with you?”

Amy gazed down at her short fingernails. “Well, no. Doug never admits anything that relates to you, but I have my sources.”

“Oh.” Kelsey didn't know what to make of that, but she hated to see her sister so upset. How could she not have known Amy’s feelings about Doug?

Amy straightened in her chair, jutting her chin out belligerently. “Doug sees me as a friend, not a woman. He kissed me just that once, but it didn’t go any further.”

Kelsey stared at her. As close as they were, they’d never developed the habit of discussing their lovers in detail. Truthfully, the thought of Amy getting romantic with Doug, of all people, took some mental adjustment. “I, uh. That’s...too bad. Could it be—I'm not trying to hurt you, but maybe he's just not that into you?”

“Has Doug ever told you he takes me out? Has he ever talked about me at all?” Amy asked, her tone both hurt and angry.

“No,” Kelsey said slowly, “but Doug and I mostly talk about work. You’ve mentioned doing things with him, but I’d just assumed you guys were...friends.”

“We’re friends, all right. Doug doesn’t even think of me as a woman,” Amy said again, her tone bitter. “I’m just someone to go out with when he isn't busy with you.”

“No,” Kelsey protested. “I know Doug cares about you.”

“Maybe, but not like a woman.” Amy stared at her for a long moment, her usually open face unreadable. “Doug thinks he has feelings for you.”

Kelsey chuckled. “You know that’s nothing serious. It’s just that I was the first girl he ever had a crush on. He’s gotten used to thinking he has a right to know everything. I cry on his shoulder and talk to him about my dates.”

“Come on,” Amy said, dryly. “It’s more than that. At least, for him. Doug’s been following you around for years, waiting for you to realize he’s the one.”

“Not really,” she said, laughing. “I’m just an old habit.”

“You may think that,” her sister said, “but Doug believes he’s in love with you. He wants to marry you.”

“No,” Kelsey protested again. “Not really.”

Amy’s steady gaze held her own. “Are you saying you didn’t know how he felt? That you haven’t noticed?”

Kelsey’s gaze dropped to the stack of work on her desk. She wanted to deny her sister’s assertion, but hearing it said so bluntly startled her into wondering. Hadn’t she known on some level that Doug...cared for her a tad more romantically than she did for him? But surely things weren’t as bad as Amy thought. 

Doug had always just been there. When they were kids, he’d cared when they had to leave school and move away and he’d been excited when they moved back.

“We dated a couple of times in high school,” Kelsey reminded her, “but nothing more. You know that.”

“Nothing more because you got interested in that jock on the football team,” Amy told her.

Startled, Kelsey met her gaze. “You remember that?”

“No, I didn’t. But Doug has told me every step of his courting you. Several times.” There was no disguising the pain in Amy's face.

“Geez, that’s sensitive of him,” Kelsey commiserated, trying to comfort her sister while her head still reeled from the information that Amy was in love with Doug.

Two years younger than Kelsey, Amy had always been bright and cheerful, sweet and fun. Now that Kelsey thought about it, her sister would be good for Doug, who tended to take life too seriously.

Amy grimaced. "I'm in love with him, Kelsey, and I think, down deep, he loves me, but he’s been infatuated with you for so long he can’t let go."

Kelsey sat back in her chair, exasperated. “I need to have a talk with that man. There’s been nothing romantic between us for more than a decade. He’s crazy not to see how great you are.”

“If you really want to help,” Amy said, getting up. “Stop giving him crumbs.”

“What?”

Amy sighed. “Look, I don’t want to hurt your feelings, but you keep Doug hanging around at your heels. You call him when you don’t have a date. He helps you with guy-things when you can’t get your super to fix stuff in your apartment. You keep giving him hope.”

Kelsey stared at her in shock. “We’re friends. That’s all.”

“Not to him,” Amy said patiently. “You feel friendly, but he wants to be your knight in shining armor. You’re calling a friend for help, but he wants more, so he takes your relying on him as a sign of something more. I’ve realized lately that he only takes me out when he knows you’re busy. He rushes out and buys you flowers when your latest boyfriend is a jerk. He’s never even bought me flowers. Doug is putting our lives on hold for you.”

“My God,” Kelsey murmured. “You think I actually encourage him to....”

“To follow you around like a puppy? Yes, I do.” Amy put up a hand. “I know you don’t do it intentionally. I just don’t think you see how you’re encouraging him. If you don’t want him, you’ve got to let him go.”

“My God.” Kelsey said again, getting up to take an agitated turn around the tiny office. “This is terrible. You’re my sister. I love you, for God’s sake, and Doug is my friend! I’d never want to hurt either one of you.”

“I know.”

“Sure, I knew he had a little lingering infatuation, a sort of idealized image of me. But I never thought he’d let it get in the way of....” Kelsey tossed the pencil she’d been clutching in the general direction of her desk. “I told Doug years ago that I didn’t love him that way. That I never would.”

“Maybe there’s nothing you can do to convince him,” Amy said, her face suddenly tired. “It’s not like you haven’t dated other men. It’s just that I’ve tried to make him see reality for a year now and I’m getting nothing in return but a broken heart.”

Amy looked away, brushing at her suddenly damp eyes with an angry hand.

“I’m so sorry.”

Amy shook her head. “I can’t blame you totally. I’ve done the same thing with him that he’s doing with you. Following him around all these months, going out with him when he calls at the last minute.”

Kelsey looked at her, unable to think of anything to say. She couldn’t remember ever letting herself get so caught up in a man. It was, in fact, a goal of hers to avoid this sort of misery. Hadn’t Amy learned anything from their mother’s mistakes?

Falling in love could be a light, fun romantic adventure or you could let it eat your heart up. She’d always been determined to stay on the safer side of the emotion, but Amy was a romantic. A woman who persisted in believing in ever-after despite all the evidence of its falsity.

The urge to protect her little sister was strong. They’d always faced their ever-changing world together.

For a moment, Kelsey considered recommending Amy to play it safe. Forget Doug. Don’t let any man that close to your heart. She didn’t say it, though. For one thing, she really loved her sister, and there was enough truth in Amy’s observations about her own behavior to sting. It would be too easy an out for her, just to blow the situation off as more validation of her own dating strategy.

“I may be making some big changes,” Amy said, wiping her nose with a tissue. “I have a...friend with business connections in London. He asked me not to say anything to anyone yet, but he’s been talking to some people about getting me a job over there.”

“London?” Kelsey sat down with a thud. “You can’t be serious!”

Taking another sip of her coffee, her sister said nothing.

Kelsey stared at Amy in dismay. The thought of her only sibling living halfway across the world hit her like a blow in the solar plexus. What would she do without Amy close by? No more all day shopping trips together, no more chats over coffee.

“Amy,” she said with difficulty, “moving to London...that’s a huge step to take because of a guy. Even Doug.”

“I know,” her sister admitted, “but I can’t go on like this and I can’t stay here much longer and watch him following you around like a puppy. Before I have any future with Doug, he’s going to have to let go of you and that doesn't seem likely anytime soon.”

“You’d be so far away,” Kelsey protested, her stomach knotting further. They’d always clung together, anchoring each other in the storms of their mother’s tumultuous love life. “I’d never get to see you. You really have to think about it before you make a big move like that.”

“I am,” her sister said wearily, getting up. “But right now, I’ve got to get back to work.”

“We’ll find a way to sort this out,” Kelsey assured her as Amy left. “See you later.” 

She sat staring into space for a long time when she was alone. This was terrible. She’d known, of course, that Amy liked Doug when they were kids. Her sister had confessed to it when she was sixteen and Kelsey was heading off to college. But with their hectic lives and trying to make a living in the City, somehow Amy’s feelings about Doug had never come up again.

She and her sister didn’t live together, but they saw each other every day. How could she have been so dense? So unaware of how her own sister felt about a man they both knew so well?

Now that she’d been slapped in the face with the truth, she wondered at how blind and selfish she’d been. She did call Doug when she was between men. She let him help her out and took him for granted. He was her friend. She had other friends, of course. Being in the advertising business required the ability to meet and greet, but Doug had always been reliable and concerned. She loved him like a brother.

Unlike Amy, Kelsey knew better than to believe in till-death-do-we-part love. It was kind of like the lottery. There were people who lucked out that way, but very few.

She’d seen too much falling in and out of love to let her heart be knocked around that way. The way she saw it, love was a rush of excitement, a period of discovery, sex and then, after a while, over-familiarity and boredom. People drifted apart.

On the other hand, Doug might not be Amy’s lottery love, but how could Kelsey deny her a chance at finding some happiness?

All these years of “friendship” and coming to love Doug like a brother, all along she'd been using him to fill up the empty gaps in her life without thought of how her sister felt about him.

It just wasn’t acceptable, Kelsey realized, sitting back in her chair. Somehow, she had to make Doug see that she would never care about him as a lover. And she had to do it before Amy’s heart broke. Certainly before her sister moved an ocean away.

***
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Kelsey Layton slid a sideways glance to where Jared Barrett stood next to her, filling the elevator with his presence and the subtle seduction of his after shave. He smelled good, the kind of warm, male essence that made her want to lean into a man and inhale.

She didn't in this instance, of course, for various reasons, the foremost being her ambivalence about any personal contact between her and the guy standing next to her. Jared was one of the advertising agency’s biggest clients and, she suspected, the man who inspired the cliché about playing with fire.

Ignoring the man’s sexy aftershave, Kelsey stared up at the floor numbers, abstractly noting the elevator's usual slow progress.

“That was a great lunch,” she offered casually.

“Yes, it was,” Jared agreed, his gaze enigmatic on her face, a hint of mockery in his voice, as if he knew she was trying to make casual conversation.

He stood so close in the small elevator now that his suit coat sleeve brushed against her arm. Kelsey suspected he was well aware of the tension between them. She saw it in his dark eyes often when he looked at her, desire mixed with a whisper of a dare.

Still ignoring the thrum zinging through her body, Kelsey glanced over at the elevator's only other occupant, her longtime friend, Doug Morton.

Doug stood by the button panel, his curly light brown hair looking as if it had been recently trimmed into rigorous submission. Truthfully, everything about Doug was as earnest and sincere as his polite, business-like haircut.

She felt the affectionate smile fade from her lips, remembering Amy’s revelation earlier in the day. Her own obliviousness still stunned her. Amy was in love with Doug and somehow she hadn’t seen it.

All morning, Kelsey had found her mind returning to the problem of how to keep her sister from making a transatlantic move. The situation with Doug shouldn’t be hard to rearrange. She’d never even hinted that she would be interested in a warmer relationship with him. But after Amy had opened her eyes this morning, Kelsey had to admit she’d been leaning on Doug, relying on him for companionship and support, for years.

Remembering the pain in her sister’s eyes, Kelsey felt like kicking herself.

Standing next to the elevator’s control panel now, Doug pressed the button for her floor again, a frown furrowing his brow. “This thing is even slower today than usual.”

“Only one of the negatives in having offices in a building built in the thirties,” Kelsey noted.

Just then the elevator lurched to a stop, the light on the floor indicator hovering ominously between eleven and twelve.

Jared laughed, glancing down at her. “I hope you didn’t have any meetings scheduled immediately after lunch. Looks like we’re stuck.”

Kelsey opened her mouth to answer—

And felt the elevator floor fall away from under her feet, sending her hurtling through air. In a sickening rush of seconds, it came to a sudden, jolting stop, as did she, sprawled on the floor of the elevator.

Panic reigned briefly before Kelsey recognized that the elevator car had stabilized and wasn't dropping to the basement. Death was not imminent, it seemed.

Then she realized she was on the floor of the elevator car, wrapped in Jared Barrett’s surprisingly powerful arms, her face buried in his jacket. He must have caught her in the middle of their dizzying fall and now she was held tight against his chest.

Prompted by a reckless impulse, Kelsey inhaled.

A wave of pure craving flooded her. With her cheek pressed against his shirt, she felt the strong thudding of his heart, the heat of his muscular body against hers. It almost made her rethink her decision to steer clear of the man.

Locked in his embrace as they lie sprawled on the floor, she slowly tilted her head back to look into his face. Jared’s gaze fastened on her, dark eyes hot and hungry. For the long stretch of a second, his mouth hovered above hers. Kelsey felt her breath catch in her throat, her every heart beat silently telegraphing YES! to the question that charged the air.

She thought she felt his hand at her back, urging her closer.

“Goddammit! Damned crazy elevator nearly killed us!”

The sound of Doug’s swearing brought reality splashing back. Kelsey reluctantly looked away from Jared to where Doug knelt. Turned away from them, still clinging to the elevator hand rail, he jabbed angrily at the emergency button.

“Kelsey!” Doug said, turning toward her with concern. “Are you all right?”

“Yes,” she said, the hesitation in her voice as much from her close encounter with Jared as from the elevator’s malfunction.

She let herself glance at him, still kneeling on the floor beside her.

Jared stood. He extended a hand to help her up, his expression matter of fact again, although she could feel the energy bouncing off him.

“Are you okay?”

“I think so.” Kelsey let him pull her up, aware of the strength of his hand around hers.

“Damned stupid death trap,” Doug ranted beneath his breath as he stood up, still punching at the elevator buttons. “End up in the basement...kill someone someday.”

Before Kelsey could do more than tug her short skirt down and smooth a hand over her dark chin-length hair, the elevator started moving again. Whisking up two more levels, the capricious contraption stopped on her floor and popped the doors open as if it had been behaving itself all along.

Kelsey felt herself being propelled from the elevator into the agency’s foyer. Her knees wobbled beneath her as Jared’s hand remained firm at her back.

“Are you okay, Kels?” Doug asked, following solicitously, concern on his face.

With the floor solid beneath her feet, she said, “Yes. There doesn't seem to be any harm done.”

“You could have broken a bone, hit your head and gotten a concussion, the way that thing dropped,” Doug sputtered.

“Why don't you find the maintenance people and get them working on the problem,” Jared suggested, nodding toward the other elevator. “I'll meet you in the ground floor lobby in a minute.” 

Doug hurried to the other elevator.

“Of course.” Doug glanced doubtfully between Kelsey and his boss. “I'll drop by your office later for a visit, Kelsey.”

“Good. See you then,” she murmured, still suffering reaction from her near meltdown in Jared's arms. It was something of a shock to realize how susceptible she was to the guy’s undeniable physical attributes.

Looking up, Kelsey found Jared watching her, hands slung into his pants pockets, a smile playing on his lips, the ever-present challenge in his eyes.

“Thanks for breaking my fall,” she said calmly despite her quaking nerves. Sometimes she got the feeling that Jared enjoyed rocking people off their balance and she didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing the sensual riot his embrace caused in her.

“My pleasure,” he assured her, his straight face belied by the smile in his eyes. “We’ll have to do it again sometime soon.”

On her way back to her small office, Kelsey reminded herself of why she shouldn’t get involved with Jared Barrett

He was a client. Although, heaven knew that didn’t create an insurmountable barrier. In the carnivorous business of advertising, what the client wanted, the client got.

No, the biggest reason to turn away from the invitation she saw in his eyes was the man himself. Kelsey played the dating game by certain rules and Jared struck her as being a man who made his own.

She might enjoy being clasped to his manly chest, breathing in his intoxicating scent, but she couldn’t see the wisdom in risking her peace of mind by getting close to the man.
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CHAPTER TWO


[image: ]


A light tapping on her office door the next morning made Kelsey look up.

Doug stood in the open doorway, as neat as ever in his conservative suit, a smile on his boyish face. “Busy?”

“Always. Come in.” She’d spent the last twenty-four hours thinking about Amy and Doug and her own blindness to their feelings.

Doug glanced back down the hall. “Jared’s checking with J.T. about the dates for the new campaign. He’ll be right here. We thought maybe you’d have time to go over the proofs for the magazine layouts.”

“Certainly,” Kelsey smiled awkwardly, suddenly self-conscious about every gesture. How did a woman convey to a man that he was an important friend, but not feed his hopes of something more? “Just move the stuff out of those chairs while I dig out the proofs.”

She rummaged through the piles on her desks, reflecting that she’d had plenty of experience in getting rid of men she wasn’t interested in. That was fairly simple. But telling a friend and possible future brother-in-law to get lost just wasn’t an option. Doug wasn’t the usual mindless predatory jerk she generally ran into. She didn’t want to hurt him. She just wanted him to see the light.

“I-I tried to call you last night,” Doug said. “Did you go out?”

As if her ears had suddenly been opened to a whole new range of sound, Kelsey heard the studied casualness in his tone, the delicate question. It was as if Amy’s words had opened her senses to reality. She felt like crying. How had she been so blind?

“Yes,” she said with a bright smile. “There was an opening at a new gallery.”

“Who was your lucky swain this time?” Doug asked, the pleasantness in his voice not reflected in his eyes.

“James Buchanan,” Kelsey said. “He called out of the blue yesterday.”

Doug frowned. “I thought you said he was a jerk and you didn’t want to see him again.”

Kelsey shrugged, wishing she’d remembered that when James called. As it was, she’d been so distracted by the Amy and Doug problem that she’d agreed to go out with the guy even though they hadn’t spoken for several months. For good reason. His arrogance bored the heck out of her.

“The gallery sounded interesting,” she extemporized.

“More photogravure?” he asked, mentioning an old photographic technique that was enjoying a resurgence.

“No, some artist who got a decent review in the Times.”

“Really? We’ll have to go look at his work together sometime,” he said, hope and excitement shining softly in his blue eyes.

“It wasn’t that good,” Kelsey said hastily.

Just as Doug opened his mouth—to question her further, she knew—Jared appeared in the doorway.

“Good morning. How’s my elevator buddy?” Jared’s dark eyes gleamed with amusement and a lingering warmth.

Kelsey stood up as he came in, ignoring the tingle of excitement that his presence always brought. “No lasting damage.”

If she didn’t count the hot, sexual dreams that had disturbed her sleep last night. Who’d have thought elevators would rank so high on her list of erotic fantasies?

Those few moments locked in his arms had left an impact she was trying to ignore. Having him this close in her tiny office wasn’t helping, either. His delicious, male smell, the warmth from his body seemed to pervade the room. She’d thought pheromones were supposed to be subliminal, but at this moment, her every nerve ending was on alert. There was nothing unconscious about her attraction to Jared.

His smile held the faintest impression of a dare, as if he knew she was trying to resist her attraction to him.

“I’m glad you weren’t hurt,” Jared said, his gaze lingering on her face for a moment before he glanced at Doug. “Have you looked at the proofs?”

The next fifteen minutes were filled with talk of work, much to Kelsey’s relief. Between guilt over Doug and hot flashes from Jared, she was glad to focus on anything impersonal at this point.

“Kels,” Doug said to her quietly as his boss made some notes for changes in the ads. “What time shall I pick you up for the awards dinner tomorrow night?”

“What?” She sat bolt up-right in her chair. Oh, heavens, she’d forgotten!

“The dinner,” Doug reminded her playfully, “where they give out awards for advertising.”

“Uh....” She scrambled furiously trying to think what to say. Damn her, she had assumed Doug would take her, just as Amy said. And he’d just as easily assumed the same. Guilt clutched at her. She had to do something about this, had to find a healthy balance with Doug and give him room to have a life of his own.

Doug frowned. “You’re not going with James, are you?”

“No!” Kelsey blurted out, last night’s torture still fresh in her memory. It took about half a second of watching Doug’s expression clear, before she realized he’d offered her the perfect out. And she’d blown it.

“Well, then...,” Doug said.

“I have a date with...someone else,” she declared in a panic.

“Who?” The faint frown was back on his brow.

“You don’t know him,” she said, quickly. “Listen, you don’t always need to worry about me. Take a date of your own. Someone you enjoy.”

“I always enjoy you,” Doug said, his voice low and soft.

Kelsey winced. How could she have been so selfish all these years, so glad to have a constant, steady friend in her life that she’d missed seeing what was right under her nose?

Doug had always been there when precious few people had. For some women, that might be reason enough to marry the guy. But Kelsey looked up at his earnest, sweet face and knew she could never do that to him. He deserved a woman who loved him to distraction, a woman who'd at least give him four or five years of wedded bliss if not a chance at that lottery love.

Not knowing what to say, Kelsey turned quickly to where Jared sat, a faintly satirical look on his face as he penciled notes on the copy. “So, any more changes?”

“I think I’ve got it all,” Jared said, handing her the pad.

“The text changes, anyway. I’d still like us to go over the photo layouts.”

“Of course,” Kelsey took the pad.

“Doug,” Jared said. “Why don’t you run those changes down to J.T. while Kelsey and I work on the rest of it. If J.T. has any questions, you’re more qualified to answer them.”

“Thanks, Jared.” Doug took the pad, a flush of pleasure on his face. “See you later, Kelsey. Just call me if your date has a problem or something comes up.”

Kelsey watched him go, a sinking feeling in her stomach. It didn’t matter to Doug that she had a date with someone else for the awards banquet, she realized. How many boyfriends had he waited through? Doug was made of tougher stuff. She couldn’t help but be impressed by his commitment to his ideal, even though she was sadly aware that his devotion was sorely misplaced.

Somehow, she had to convince him that she wasn’t the woman for him...and she had to do it before her sister moved to London.

***
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She thought she was so tough. Jared glanced up from the proofs he’d been studying, his gaze lingering on Kelsey as she made a phone call.

He’d gone to get himself a cup of coffee and returned to her office to find her absorbed in a series of phone calls, her back turned to the door.

He’d rarely met a more attractive, fascinating woman, all hip-girl on the outside, soft and sweet somewhere inside. She didn’t willingly show that more vulnerable side, but Jared guessed it was there. He’d learned to trust his instincts through the years of building Barrett, Inc. from a small hotel chain to one of the more profitable luxury resort enterprises in the country. Business was all about being able to read the other guy...or girl.

“That’s okay, Raphael,” Kelsey murmured, the sweep of her dark, smooth hair blocking her expression. “I know it’s late notice. Yes, of course. Sometime soon.”

She hung up the phone with a muttered, “Damn.”

Jared didn’t lie to himself, Kelsey was a big part of the reason he’d decided to stay actively involved in the ad campaign for The Meriton’s expansion. The New York market still had room for one more haven for the very rich, and if he found a fascinating woman while attending to business, so much the better.

She picked up the receiver, flipping through a small address book and dialed again. Turned away from the door, she was clearly unaware that he’d stepped back into her office.

His instincts went on full alert when she was near. He was the last man to fall in love impulsively, but he trusted his gut and he knew Kelsey, with her intelligence and wry outlook, had significant possibilities.

He wanted a wife. A woman to have children with, to build a solid foundation for the family he envisioned. Kelsey’s caution and her veneer of hip, city girl did more than peak his interest. She challenged him, her cool attitude getting his hunting blood up and racing through his veins. The woman was spunky, meeting his teasing with quick retorts. He liked that in her, the willingness to stand up for herself.

Doug had once let slip that Kelsey and her sister’s family background was rocky and she was, therefore, wary of commitment. According to Doug, Kelsey didn’t think love lasted.

She might doubt marriages could last a lifetime, but that was all Jared would settle for, when he did marry again. For the six months of their acquaintance, he’d been pondering the woman, considering the possibilities she offered him, more and more convinced they had a strong attraction. Just those few moments of holding her in his arms when their elevator dropped had confirmed the chemistry. But getting her to commit would call for careful handling.

He’d grown up in a happy family with parents who were married for a lifetime. Having already failed once at marriage due to his own youthful carelessness, he was determined not to screw up again.

So he’d waited and watched these last few months, making sure of his own intentions, learning his opponent’s strengths and weaknesses and waiting for the right moment to strike. Maybe Kelsey wasn’t the woman he thought she was, but every indicator so far pointed to her generosity and basic sweetness. Her glossy veneer was just a shield to keep her from getting hurt, he’d realized. She was a princess in need of a prince.

Of course, she didn’t see herself that way.

Jared glanced over the ad layout, his ears acutely attuned to Kelsey’s murmured conversation. He’d slipped into her office quietly, wanting to catch her off-guard.

“...an awards banquet. It’s tomorrow night. Short notice, I know....” She fiddled with an editing pencil, tapping it against her desk.

Watching her, Jared wondered what she was up to. Ever since he’d come back into the room, she’d been busily trying to find a date for the banquet she’d claimed she already had a date for.

He knew she often went out with Doug, so why was this event different? Perhaps, his stirring the pot with Amy was having an effect, as he’d hoped.

Kelsey’s attitude toward commitment intrigued him. What scared her so much about letting a man make her promises? Anything but a wallflower, she shook hands with a firm grasp and met his gaze openly, a faint impudence in her bearing.

Working his way into Kelsey’s arms and life might call for a little maneuvering, Jared knew, welcoming the game.

“No, no, Michael,” Kelsey laughed. “You can’t ask your fiancée if we can go out ‘one last time.’ But I appreciate the offer and wish you two the best of luck. Okay. Bye.”

Still chuckling, she hung up the phone.

Jared shuffled the ad layouts.

Kelsey glanced over her shoulder. “Oh, I didn’t realize you were there.”

“Don’t worry about me,” he replied easily. “I just want to double check the ad. Go ahead with whatever you’re doing.”

She turned slowly back to her address book, reluctant, he guessed, to make personal phone calls in front of a client. Then again, maybe she didn’t want him to hear her angling for a date.

“Go on,” Jared urged her.

“Okay.” Kelsey dialed again. “Is Stan Samuel in? Stan! How are you? Oh, really.”

Jared’s amusement and interest grew as he listened to her work her way through the last part of the alphabet. No doubt about it, if she lived in a smaller town, she’d have exhausted the male population.

A less confident man might have felt intimidated. Jared felt challenged. She intrigued the hell out of him.

“Ron Tompkins.... No, I understand.”

“David Vanagas?”

“No! Bill, if the Wallace family is having a family reunion and your dying grandmother will be there, you have to go.”

“Sam Yancy. Tell me you’re not busy tomorrow night. Not one, but two dates?” Kelsey raised her hand in protest. “No, don’t cancel them for me. Please.”

What Jared couldn’t understand was the fact that she kept coming up empty. A few times, she’d muttered a name to herself and then shook her head decisively. She had standards, apparently, and some of the guys in her book didn’t measure up. Two names even merited her searching for an eraser.

“Is Tom Zmikis there?” Kelsey asked wearily, closing her address book. “Out of town...South Africa for three months? Okay, thanks.”

“No luck?” Jared asked when she put the receiver down.

“No,” Kelsey sighed, leaning back in her chair with a rueful smile on her face. “Ten million people in the naked city and I can’t find a date for tomorrow night.”

“If you didn’t really have a date, why did you lie about it to Doug?” Jared asked, mild curiosity in his voice.

“Because Doug would have insisted on taking me if he knew I didn’t have an escort lined up and my sister doesn’t like being left home alone while the guy she’s in love with runs me around.”

Bingo. Bless Amy. He suppressed a smile.

“I didn’t know Doug and your sister were dating,” Jared said, bending the truth.

Kelsey’s face turned sardonic. "That’s part of the problem. Amy’s really interested in him, but Doug’s not getting a clue.”

“Really. And all this time I thought Doug had a crush on you,” Jared said, letting amusement glimmer in his tone.

A little sympathy and some fresh mocha roast was all it had taken to get the low down from Amy on the situation between Kelsey, her sister and Doug.

An expression he couldn’t interpret flashed across Kelsey’s face. A mixture of sadness and guilt?

“I’ve always thought he had good taste,” Jared observed.

Kelsey smiled wryly. “Thank you.”

“You’re certainly my pick to ride elevators with.”

She laughed, her blue eyes turning thoughtful as she looked across the desk at him. Did he see speculation suddenly dawning? Would the woman put aside the cautiously professional tone of their interaction and actually ask him out?

“The initial campaign we did for The Meriton is up for an award tomorrow, isn't it?” she asked.

“In three different categories, I believe,” he acknowledged, his instincts telling him where she was heading. She knew he was single.

Her blue pencil, clasped in slender fingers, started tapping on the desk again. “I suppose...you have a date for the banquet.”

Bingo again. Score another point for instinct.

“Is that the question of a desperate woman?” he asked with a grin, gambler enough to push the odds.

Kelsey’s smile broadened. “Yes, actually.”

“Honesty in a beautiful woman. Amazing,” he murmured. “I’ll return the favor by acknowledging that I’d planned on going to the banquet stag.”

“Oh,” she said, hesitating only a moment. “Well, unless you’re going there to pick up women, maybe we could go together, for Doug's sake.”

“I’d love to escort you,” Jared said with amused satisfaction. “For Doug's sake.”

***
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As soon as she left the elevator later that day, heading for the front door, Kelsey saw the downpour and groaned.

Summer thunder bursts in New York City invariably meant you couldn’t find a cab. Kelsey had long suspected the cabbies gleefully hid out somewhere just to remind people how dependent they were in a city where few people actually drove their own cars to work.

The nearest subway entrance was a block away and she had a supper date with a friend. No doubt, she’d arrive looking like a drowned rat.

Naturally, a crowd had taken shelter under the awning just outside the door.

Kelsey pushed the door open, the damp, hot smell of rain engulfing her.

“Excuse me,” she murmured, trying to wend her way through the group under the awning.

On the street before her, cabs hurtled past in a steady rush, all of them occupied.

“Lovely afternoon.”

Kelsey whipped around, instantly recognizing the voice so close to her ear. “Jared!”

“None other.” Standing immediately next to her beneath the crowded awning, he squinted out at the rain. “I know it’s a pain, but I happen to enjoy rain in the city.”

She didn’t try to disguise her disgust. “Anyone who can afford a limo can enjoy rain in the city.”

Jared laughed, the soft sound barely audible above the downpour. “I can afford a limo, but I don’t happen to use one often.”

“So you’re stuck here like the rest of us. How the mighty are fallen.”

“Why Ms. Layton, I can’t believe you have trouble finding a cab.” Humor glinted in his dark eyes, enhancing his smile.

“Normally, no, but wet weather shifts the supply and demand,” she said, suppressing the urge to back up. An inch or two more space was all she needed to maintain her equilibrium. He was so close, so...masculine. His smile alone could endanger a woman’s well-being.

Had she been nuts to ask him out? Surely one date would be okay. Half the time, he teased her unmercifully. They’d probably end up in an argument before dessert.

He glanced down and Kelsey felt his hot gaze on the skin exposed beneath her short skirt. “Cabbies don’t really respond to a lovely pair of legs?”

“I wouldn’t know,” Kelsey replied demurely.

“I doubt that,” Jared said, his hand at her elbow. “Come on, let’s see if we can flag one down.”

“We won’t get one,” she said, feeling breathless as he gently propelled her toward the curb.

“Think positively,” he recommended.

The traffic light at the end of the block changed and a sea of yellow cabs surged forward in their characteristic mad dash to the next stop light. Jared stepped out from under the awning, one arm raised.

His ear-splitting whistle made Kelsey jump.

The thunder of cabs whipped past as if they weren’t there.

“Told you so,” Kelsey said, smirking. “But I am impressed with the whistle. I’ve lived in New York on and off most of my life and I’ve never learned to do that.”

Jared smiled with what she knew was assumed modesty. “Natural talent. And I don’t suppose cab drivers normally ignore you.”

She couldn’t help but chuckle. “I guess I’ll have to get drenched making a dash to the subway or be late meeting my friend for dinner. If that whistle didn’t get a cab, there’s none to be gotten.”

“You underestimate me,” Jared said softly. “I don’t give up so easily.”

“Jared,” she protested as he turned back to the curb, “you’re getting soaked.”

“It’s only rain.”

The light changed again. Kelsey covered her ears against the whistle she knew was coming.

To her shock, this time a cab separated itself from the thundering herd and pulled up docilely at the curb where Jared waited.

“My gosh!”

Jared opened the back door of the cab. “Jump in before he decides to take off again.”

Kelsey dove for the opening, scooting over to allow room for Jared.

“I don’t know if we’re headed the same direction,” she said, catching her breath, “but this is such a miracle, I feel we should celebrate.”

He shook some rain droplets from his short, dark hair. “Shall we just ride around the city laughing at people stranded under awnings?”

“That would be cruel,” Kelsey chuckled. “But tempting.”

“Well, maybe I could just drop you off where you’re meeting your date," Jared offered, stretching an arm across the back of the seat.

The taxi driver waited silently, the meter ticking away.

Kelsey leaned forward and gave him her destination.

“It’s not really a date,” she said, sliding back in the seat. “I’m just meeting a girlfriend for dinner.”

“Ah.” He smiled at her, an glimmer of satisfied amusement in his eyes.

Awareness rose in Kelsey’s chest, the atmosphere in the back seat of the cab steamy from more than the afternoon's rain. Sitting here next to him, she felt a slam of attraction. He sat easily next to her, his lithe and muscular body, his confidence sexy as hell.

She drew in a shaken breath and tried to focus.

Beyond his obvious attributes—sable brown hair and chocolate eyes a woman could drown in—she’d gathered a few other pertinent bits of data about Jared Barrett. From everything she’d heard, he swam with the best in the shark-infested waters of the hotel business. His resorts weren’t necessarily the most lavish or best known, but he pulled down a substantial profit.

On the personal side of things, she’d heard scuttlebutt that he’d had an early, failed marriage. Of course, few people hadn’t these days. She could only account for her own avoidance of that statistic due to lack of temptation. Heaven knew she’d been exposed, but the idea of getting married simply hadn’t taken.

Of course, it would have been better for Doug and Amy if she had made a legal union with one of her occasional swains.

Thunder rattled overhead as the cab made its way through the wet, congested streets. The dimness inside the cab left Jared’s features in shadow, but his warm, clean scent surrounded her.

As young and successful as he was, Kelsey had never heard any indication of his being a party boy. She knew he liked females because she’d heard about a few he’d dated...and because he watched her with appreciation in his eyes.

For months now she’d been puzzled that he hadn’t asked her out. She wouldn’t have gone, of course. Probably. Certainly, shouldn’t see any more of him than necessary.

Just now it seemed necessary for him to kiss her, however.

He was so near, his arm on the seat behind her, his head turned toward hers. She felt engulfed, pulled toward him by a yearning for his touch.

Jared met her gaze, his own seeming suddenly dark and brooding with the same awareness, the same need. Time stretched out, each second a pearl on an endless string. The damp air between them seemed to thicken. She felt herself leaning toward him ever so slightly, her face turned and raised to his.

“So tell me,” he said, shifting away from her fractionally, “where shall I pick you up tomorrow evening?”

Kelsey blinked. “Oh. My place, I guess.”

She gave him the address, pushing aside her disappointment to say crisply, “I really appreciate your helping me out about the banquet.”

“My pleasure.”

Maybe she’d been wrong about the look in his eyes, she brooded as the cab pulled up to the restaurant. Sure, she’d promised herself to stay clear of the man, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t have liked him to at least try a pass. It would be interesting to kiss him, just once. No more.

***
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The phone rang.

Amy turned blearily away from the coffee maker she’d been urging on with her fuzzy morning concentration and stared at the phone where it hung next to the refrigerator.

It rang again.

“Damn!” Someone was calling her at the ungodly hour of six o’clock in the morning. Amy grabbed for the receiver, stepping around the small kitchen table—

“Crap!” She lifted her stubbed toes to one hand, reaching for the phone with the other. “Hello!”

“Amy?”

“Doug!” Lowering her bruised foot to the floor, she hobbled closer to the phone, not wanting the cord to pull loose from the receiver in her hand.

“Are you okay?” he asked. “You sound kind of funny?

It spoke volumes that she found his concern endearing, even at this hour of the morning, with her toes throbbing and her brain misty from a lack of life-giving caffeine. “Yes, I’m fine.”

“Hey,” he said, sounding vaguely disconsolate. “I was just wondering if you’re going to the awards banquet tonight.”

“The banquet?” she echoed, her still-sluggish neurons perking up a little. He was calling her about the banquet? That meant Kelsey had turned him down, bless her big sister. Only now Amy had to think what to do. Act desperate and immediately agree to go with him or lie like a woman with self-respect and say she had plans for the evening?

“I guess I’m going,” she said, giving up on coherent thought and self-esteem all in one mumbled phrase.

“Good,” he said, sounding relieved. “Shall I pick you up?”

Amy stared blindly at the hideous Mickey Mouse magnet adorning the refrigerator door. This was going too far. Even for a woman as far gone on a man as she was on Doug.

“Pick me up? Like we’re carpooling?” she asked with the hint of a snap.

There was a pause from his end. “Well, no. I thought I could be your escort.”

A sudden, stupid urge gripped Amy and she leaned back against the refrigerator, breaking Mickey’s eye contact in order to grapple with and subdue the impulse to ask him if her sister had already turned Doug down.

She didn’t ask him for the simple reason that she didn’t want to know the answer.

“My escort, huh?” It was a step, she told herself. Rome wasn’t built in a day or something like that.

“Sure,” Doug said as if he were speaking to a slow child.

“Like go on a date together?” The question tumbled out of her mouth as if she was fourteen and Amy wondered if this one clueless man would always have the same effect on her.

“Yes,” he said with a hint of laughter in his voice. “I’m asking you out on a date.”

She straightened from the refrigerator, a surge of silly happiness making her suddenly giddy. “Well, I don’t know, Doug. I hardly know you!”

He chuckled. “Don’t say that, Amy. If you don’t know me, no one does.”

“Remember that,” she responded softly.

* * * * * * * * *
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CHAPTER THREE
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Kelsey tugged the short red dress down, slipping her arms through the sleeveless sheath’s arm holes. Counting her high-heeled sandals, she wore exactly four separate pieces of clothing. Panties were her only concession to modesty.

Dispensing with hose made her feel both summery and bare. The awards dinner would no doubt be hot and crowded, populated with the odd mixture of artistic types and business bottom-liners who made up the advertising scene. She wanted to stay cool.

She also wanted to make Jared Barrett sweat.

Her downstairs buzzer sounded and Kelsey sprinted over to press the button to let Jared in. She glanced around her crowded apartment, not overly concerned with its slight clutter, but curious as to what he’d see.

He knocked at the door and Kelsey pulled it open without checking the peephole.

“Hello,” Jared said with a lean smile.

“Hi.” She tried to keep the school girl squeak out of her voice, but, darn it, he was wearing a tuxedo and he looked good enough to eat. Not ordinary in any sense of the word, she reflected.

“Come in,” Kelsey offered, feeling oddly skittish. “I just need to get my wrap.”

When she came back into the living room, he stood studying a collection of photographs on the wall near the door.

“Did you do these?” he asked, a hint of surprise in his voice.

“Yes,” she admitted, feeling unaccountably defensive, “being an art director does require a measure of creativity.”

“I’m sure it requires a lot of talent,” Jared declared. “I’m just surprise at your choice of subjects.”

Kelsey glanced at the framed photos, now more embarrassed than anything. “I like houses. They’re peaceful and...homey.”

“Yes, they are,” he agreed, warmth and sincerity in his voice. “Beautiful, too.”

“Thank you.” She fidgeted with the sliver of red chiffon, catching it with an end over each elbow.

“Ready to go?” He gestured toward the door.

“Yes,” she said, plucking her sequined, heart-shaped purse up from a chair.

The elevator delivered them to the lobby with blessed speed. Kelsey stared at the numbers, aware that she was almost jumpy tonight for some weird reason. It wasn’t as if a date had never picked her up at her apartment before.

Jared cupped a warm hand behind her elbow and guided her toward the lobby doors. Kelsey walked outside, very conscious of him behind her.

“My goodness,” she said, spotting the gleaming black limo at the curb. “No taxi tonight?”

Jared laughed.

“Taxis are only impressive in rain storms. The limo has plenty of room for your ball gown.” His sardonic gaze seemed to caress her brief, clingy dress.

Kelsey couldn’t help an inward smirk as she climbed into the limousine. He wasn’t totally immune. Somehow that pleased her.

“I trust you arrived at your dinner engagement yesterday with only minimal dampness?” Jared inquired, leaning comfortably back on his side of the car.

“Yes, thank you,” she said. “And my friend was suitably awed when I recounted your taxi feat.”

He grinned. “I just love awing women.”

“I’m sure,” Kelsey said dryly, wondering how one man could pack such a punch with a simple facial expression. Truly the world wasn’t fair.

“So this banquet tonight...rubber chicken?”

“Probably,” she said, resisting the urge to tug her skirt down. With his slight angle towards her, Jared didn’t even have to turn his head to look at her and he was certainly looking his fill. She couldn’t help a small surge of satisfaction.

“Dinner, award-giving and...?”

“Dancing, usually,” she finished. “But a lot of the business people don’t stay.”

“Advertising people are such clean-living folk. Early to bed, early to rise,” he said, teasing.

“Boy, have you not been paying attention,” Kelsey commented. “The music is usually lounge lizard stuff, too artsy for the business folk.”

“Too hip, you mean,” Jared accused, his voice provocative. “And since I’m in the ‘business’ category, I’ll take that as an insult. We money-men just aren’t smooth enough for you creative types.”

“You, personally, are smooth enough to charm a kiss from a nun,” she declared with a sputter of indignation.

“Thank you,” he said, his voice all velvet. “I’ll remember that if I meet any nuns I want to kiss tonight.”

She laughed as the limousine pulled up outside the hotel entrance. The man deserved a kick in the seat of the pants.

Jared offered her his hand, tugging her out of the limo. When they climbed the stairs to the hotel lobby, he put his hand at the small of her back, his touch leaving her warm and disgustingly aware of him.

As escorts went, he’d earn her points, she knew. The fact that he was a successful, rich man was only part of Jared’s allure for females in general. Beyond that was his attractive physique, his smiling eyes and the damned pheromones that swamped her every time he got near. Most of the women in the room tonight would wonder what it would be like to go home with him.

Kelsey refused to consider the possibility.

It was fun playing with fire, but she wasn’t a girl who liked to get burned. Jared met her point for point and she had the sneaky sensation that he never fully showed his hand.

He might be her date for the night—out of desperation, she reminded herself as they found their table in the ball room, but she wasn’t dating him.

Jared pulled out her chair for her.

“Kelsey?” Doug stared at her from across the table. “You’re here with...Jared?”

“Yes,” she said as blandly as possible, dropping her napkin into her lap. “Amy, you look great tonight.”

Her sister, sitting beside Doug, beamed across the table. “So do you.”

“Good evening,” Jared said to those seated at the table. “Doug.”

Doug rose and introduced Amy.

“We’ve met before at the agency,” Jared commented pleasantly as he shook her hand.

“Listen,” Doug said, getting up. “Why don’t we move around the table to those empty seats so you girls can talk more easily.”

Amy sent him a puzzled look, but got up and followed him around to the chair he indicated, a seat away from Kelsey. Doug sat in the chair between them.

“So,” he said, turning to Kelsey and lowering his voice. “I thought you said I didn’t know your date for tonight.”

“Oh.” She’d forgotten that. Thinking fast, Kelsey said, “I meant you didn’t know about him, that we're going out.”

Doug shot his boss a dark glance. “No, I didn't know.”

Next to her, Jared continued chatting with several others at the table. If he’d heard her lie, he gave no indication.

“I wish you’d told me you were dating him,” Doug said, his gaze both worried and proprietary. “I thought you said your date was with someone I didn’t know. Jared can be a tough character. You could get hurt.”

“Don’t worry about me,” she said, patting his hand. “I can take care of myself. You just have a good time with Amy tonight.”

Doug glanced over at her sister as if he’d forgotten she was there. “Oh. Of course.”

Jared caught her eye, his expression full of sardonic comprehension mixed with an irritating tinge of humor. She glanced away, annoyed with herself for caring what he thought.

The waiters began moving between the tables, placing dinners before all the guests. Kelsey did her best to talk with everyone at the table, taking trouble to draw Amy in several times. Beside her, Doug seemed preoccupied. Throughout dinner, he only spoke twice to Amy, Kelsey noticed with a sinking heart.

When the lights went down and the awards part of the evening began, Doug leaned over to Kelsey and whispered, “You look fantastic tonight. Is that a new dress?”

“No,” Kelsey said briefly, wanting to wring his neck. He’d always been attentive to her, but tonight by ignoring everyone else, including his own date, he was crossing over into rudeness.

Doug wasn’t generally inconsiderate. He was, in fact, one of the nicest people she knew. When his friends were in trouble, he jumped to help them out.

It was just her. She had a deplorable influence on him.

Tonight, he was acting like a dog whose bone had been stolen. And it was her fault because all these years, she’d relied on him like a worn house coat. Naturally, he’d gotten the impression that eventually she’d give up catting around and decide to come home to him permanently.

The evening seemed to stretch out, Kelsey’s morose thoughts keeping her company. The awards that Jared’s campaign was up for came and went, rival agencies winning. Kelsey couldn’t keep from glancing at Amy frequently, knowing how Doug’s behavior must hurt.

Her sister’s expression was baleful the one time their eyes met. Kelsey couldn’t blame Amy if she wanted to wring her neck.

At various times during the lengthy presentation, several people excused themselves from the table. Kelsey watched Amy leave for the ladies room, her normally vivacious face clouded.

As soon as she could slip away, Kelsey followed her sister, a sense of foreboding gripping her as she thought of Amy’s increasing silence.

***
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“I didn’t know you and Kelsey were dating,” Doug said, his lowered voice abrupt.

Watching Kelsey leave, making her way through the banquet tables, Jared said, “Didn’t you?”

“No.” Doug fiddled with an unused fork that hadn’t been removed by the waiters. “I’ve known Kelsey and Amy a long time.”

“Yes,” Jared responded, waiting. He valued Doug as an employee and a friend, but couldn’t see their friendship as a bar to pursuing Kelsey. She and Doug were so obviously wrong for each other.

“They had a rough time of it as kids,” Doug said, hesitating as if unsure what to say next.

“Yes.”

He left off fidgeting with the fork, saying bluntly, “Kelsey’s a good friend of mine. I’d hate to see her get hurt.”

“So would I,” Jared told him, meeting his challenging gaze squarely. “Hurting her is the last thing I have in mind.”

“She dates...a lot,” Doug said with obvious difficulty. “But she’s really...not like that. She’s a sweet, wonderful girl.”

Jared had to smile at the other man’s understatement. From what he’d seen, Kelsey had made dating into an art form, a game in and of itself. A form of self-protection, he suspected. While she flitted from man to man, she never let any guy close enough to hurt her.

“I think she’s sweet, too,” Jared said sincerely. He liked and respected Doug Morton, and he knew the guy had it bad for Kelsey, mooning over her like a sixth grader. Maybe that fact should have given Jared pause, but it didn’t.

The way he saw it, Kelsey was too complicated for Doug. Besides, if anything was going to happen between them, it would have popped years ago.

Doug sat back in his chair, as if he didn’t know what else to say. Appreciating his dilemma, Jared made no further comment. He knew his own agenda.

Kelsey’s defenses precluded the straight-forward dating approach, but Jared knew he excelled in brokering the tough sell. One way or the other, he’d find a way to get her on his own terms.

***
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Pushing open the restroom door, Kelsey scanned the outer vanity area and not finding her sister there, went into the echoing tiled room.

“Amy?” Kelsey bent and searched the feet under the stall doors. “Sis, are you in here?”

“Go away,” Amy’s voice quavered from a stall on the left.

“Oh, sweetie,” Kelsey said, her heart contracting with sympathy at the forlorn
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