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      He ruined everything when he asked her to marry him.

      

      It wasn’t easy walking away from the man she loved, but Dallas Marcel is on a mission. She’s on track to make partner, and she’s not letting anything or anyone get in the way. That includes the handsome, wealthy, entrepreneur, Tyler Hollister. But when her life is put in danger, and a Ponzi scheme ignites a SEC investigation of her firm, Dallas realizes the one man she'd banned from her heart, might be the only one who can save her career and her life.

      

      Tyler can have any woman he wants, but he only wants one - Dallas. When he starts talking marriage, she breaks things off between them, claiming she doesn’t want a romantic entanglement to hinder her career. A chance meeting, six months later, brings them face to face, and Tyler soon realizes the intense sexual attraction they once shared is stronger than ever. But he swore he was done with her. Except he finds out her life is in danger, and his protective instincts take over. Can he save her life without losing his heart … again?
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      “Man, where are you?”

      “I’m on my way.” Tyler Hollister pinned his cell phone between his shoulder and his ear as he fumbled for his keys on his way out of the dentist office.

      “You were supposed to be here a half-an-hour ago.”

      “Q, I’m sorry. Is the meeting over?”

      “Nah, but I don’t know how much longer I can stall for you.”

      Tyler glanced at his Breguet watch and hurried to his truck. He knew how much Quinn, his best friend and business partner hated meetings. “Okay, give me ten minutes. My appointment took longer than I thought, but I’m ... damn, I’d know that sexy walk anywhere.” He stopped in his tracks when his eyes zoned in on the beautiful woman on the other side of the street.

      “What? Ty, dude what’s up?”

      He continued to observe as she made her way to the middle of the semi-crowded block in downtown Milwaukee weaving around people along the way. True to form, she caught the eye of a few guys passing. Tyler chuckled when they turned and enjoyed one more view once she’d passed. She always did have that effect on men. It wasn’t until she stopped to throw something in the trash, that he knew for sure it was her. Dallas Marcel, his ex-girlfriend.

      “Q, I’ll call you back.” He disconnected not giving Quinn a chance to respond and shoved the phone into his pocket. Tyler moved in her direction, stepping around a broken orange and white road barrier sign that was lying in the center of the sidewalk.

      He stole a quick glance at Dallas as she came to a stop at the corner to wait for the light to change. Not wanting to miss the opportunity to say hello, he leaned against the brick building to his right, ensuring that she would have to walk past him once the light turned green.

      Still gorgeous. Tall, fierce, and dressed to the nines. He loved it when she wore her long, thick hair piled high on top of her head, the way she had it now, with a few curly tendrils hanging down. The look complimented her perfectly sculpted face and revealed her long, sexy neck.

      He cursed under his breath and looked away. He didn’t want to still be attracted to the most bullheaded woman he’d ever met. Too independent for her own good, but one of the best investment managers in Chicago, she was a woman on a mission. Her goal in life, or as he saw it, obsession, was to make partner at her firm – which was why she turned down his marriage proposal. According to her, she didn’t have room in her life for a serious relationship, despite the fact that they were perfect together, in every way.

      “She threw what we had away, so why am I standing here just to say hello?” He mumbled and slipped a piece of gum into his mouth, not understanding his need to see her again.

      His cell phone chirped twice signaling a text message, and he pulled it out of his pocket, and scanned the screen. No need to come - postponed the rest of the meeting until next week. Headed to Bradley Rd. to check on the guys.

      Good. One less meeting. Tyler deposited his cell into the inside pocket of his suit jacket and adjusted his tie. As a real estate developer, it seemed most of his days were spent in meetings, reading over contracts, or dealing with building inspectors.

      He pushed away from the building and rolled his shoulders just as the light turned green, and Dallas stepped off the curb. Finally, he’d be face-to-face with the woman he’d tried hard to forget, but couldn’t stop thinking about. He took a few steps when suddenly their eyes met, and a sensuous light passed between them. All of the sexual energy, passion and love he once felt for her came rushing back to the surface, and his heart hammered double-time in response. Damn.

      Dallas’s pace slowed, but she continued across the street, her magnetic brown eyes held his attention, immobilizing him. Less than twenty feet from him and it was as if he were seeing her for the first time. A raging fire grew in the pit of his stomach, his hands ached to touch her, and all it had taken was that one look. This is not cool. He quickly pulled his eyes away and looked everywhere but at her, feeling the need to regroup. I’m supposed to be over her.

      After a long cleansing breath, he looked up again just in time to see a car barreling toward her.

      “Oh shit. Watch out!” he shouted, and then sprinted in her direction.

      Screeeeechhhhhh! Boom!

      “Nooo!” He yelled as her body bounced off the hood of the car. He slid to a stop before he reached the corner, shock kept him from moving forward. It wasn’t until the four-door dark sedan sped away in the opposite direction that he moved into action.

      “Excuse me, excuse me.” He pushed his way through the swarm of people. An icy fear crawled up his spine when he saw her lifeless body on the hard pavement, a puddle of blood   painted the ground near her head. “Oh my God,” he whispered and fell to his knees. “Dallas. Baby…” He caressed her cheek, afraid to move her. His heart pounded against his chest, and beads of sweat surfaced on his forehead as panic rioted within him. “Get some help over here!”

      Time ceased as a haunting sense of foreboding wrapped around him when he checked and found her pulse was weak. He needed to do something, but thankfully, in the far distance he could hear the sirens. “Hold on, baby, hold on.”
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        * * *

      

      Tyler paced the length of the waiting room battling the emotions wreaking havoc throughout his body. It all seemed so unreal - seeing Dallas in Milwaukee for the first time in six months, and then having to lie about being her husband in order to ride in the ambulance with her. And if that weren’t enough, he had to relive it all just moments ago when he was questioned by the police. God, I can’t believe this happened. He ran a nervous hand down his face, and then jammed it into his front pants pocket. One minute he was admiring Dallas from a distance and in the next moment he witnessed her being run down by an idiot driver.

      He dropped down hard onto a nearby paisley printed chair and rested his head against the cold, dingy wall. Through half-opened lids, he glanced around the sparsely furnished room. With small groups of people scattered about, he sat trying to tune out the chatter going on around him.

      Mixed feelings rattled in his chest knowing he’d have to face Dallas soon. Sure he was glad to have spotted her hours ago, but when their eyes connected, and all of the old feelings returned, he knew he wasn’t over her. Despite that fact, he couldn’t go back. She’d been the only woman to reject him, and the night she walked out of his life, a part of him left with her. Now here he was, pretending to be her husband in order to get word on her condition. He grunted at the irony of it all.

      “Mr. Marcel?” A doctor called out several times before it dawned on Tyler that it was he the doctor was calling. Tyler jumped up from his seat.

      “It’s Hollister. Tyler Hollister. My wife uses her maiden name.”

      “Oh, okay. Well, I’m Doctor Malone,” he said as they shook hands.

      “How is she?”

      “She’s a very lucky lady.” The doctor, short enough for Tyler to see the bald spot on top of his head, glanced at the chart in his hand. He pushed up the glasses that were perched on the end of his nose. “Your wife has a mild concussion and a broken leg. She had a collapsed lung which we were able to repair. And though her left shoulder and ribs are seriously bruised, there’s no permanent damage. You’re going to notice a few cuts on her face and neck, but they should heal without much scarring. It’ll take a few weeks, but I have no reason to doubt that she’ll make a full recovery.”

      Tyler blew out a shaky breath and wiped his forehead with his shirt sleeve. Part of him wanted to turn and leave the building now that he knew Dallas would be okay, but the other part of him wouldn’t let him move.

      “Mr. Hollister,” the doctor continued, “your wife is very dehydrated and her blood pressure is dangerously low. Has she ever had a problem with her blood pressure?” He removed his glasses and stuck them into his jacket pocket.

      “Not as far as I know.”

      “Well, we’re going to continue to monitor her over the next couple of days, get some fluids into her, and see how it goes.”

      “So what would cause those things?”

      “Exhaustion and malnutrition would be my first guess.”

      Her workaholic lifestyle must have caught up with her. “Uh, can I see her?”

      “Well, she’s still—”

      “Please. I need to see her.”

      Moments later, Tyler pushed the door open to Dallas’s hospital room. He eased in and stood just inside the entrance while the nurse finished checking the monitors. “You can move closer,” she said on her way out.

      “Thank you.” Tyler watched the door close, and then let his gaze travel around the sterile space. The small window donned with only horizontal blinds across the room didn’t seem large enough to bring in a sufficient amount of sunlight, while out of four pale yellow walls, only one held a painting - a boring landscape painting at that. He had never been a fan of hospitals, and looking around he wondered how patients recovered in such a dreary space. He made a mental note to get some flowers and balloons in there.

      Tyler shifted his attention to Dallas and moved closer to her bedside. He assessed her motionless body covered with a pristine white sheet and hated the sight of the machines and all of the tubes connected to her. His heart was beating so fast and loud, he was sure the people in the next room could hear it. Why was he so anxious? On second thought, he knew why. He prided himself on being a man of action and being able to fix just about anything or any situation, but this ... this he couldn’t fix.

      Standing by her side, he noticed the dark bruise near her right temple and an uneasy frisson flooded through him with thoughts of how this could have turned out. She’s a very lucky lady. He remembered the doctor saying.

      He had noted earlier how thin she’d gotten. No surprise there since she was known to go an entire day without eating in the name of closing a deal. He looked at her intently. Despite the small bandage covering the right side of her cinnamon brown cheek, she was still a beauty. Her long eyelashes rested on her high cheekbones as she slept, and he allowed his hand to travel lightly over her forehead, moving thick, dark hair away from her face. “Girl, you scared me to death,” he whispered.

      Dallas’s monitors beeped erratically as her distressed moans filled the space. Tyler straightened. She thrashed against the pillows struggling against the light hold he now had on her arm. “My baby!” she cried. “Please save my baby!”

      What the hell?

      A nurse rushed in, pushed a few buttons on the machine, and laid a reassuring hand on Dallas’s shoulder as she soothed her with her words. Tyler watched as Dallas gradually settled down.

      “Is she okay?” He wanted to know once he got his own breathing under control. He wasn’t sure what shook him the most - Dallas’s screams or her words.

      “It’s not uncommon for patients to have bad dreams after a traumatic accident,” the nurse said, and wrote a few things on Dallas’s chart.

      Save my baby. He repeated the words in his mind. Is she pregnant? Why hadn’t the doctor said anything about a baby? He slowly backed away from the bed as shock turned into resentment. Pain squeezed his heart. She had shot him down claiming not to want any romantic entanglements. Yet, she goes and gets pregnant?

      “Sir, are you okay?” The nurse stood next to him. “You don’t look so good. Maybe you should sit down.” She directed him to the chair closest to the bed.

      “I can’t believe she’s pregnant.” His voice faded into a hushed stillness.

      “Uh, sir. She isn’t pregnant.”

      “What?”

      “It was a dream. She’s not pregnant.”

      The knot in his chest loosened. Relief flooded through him like a faucet on full blast.

      “Are you going to be alright? You still don’t look so good. Maybe I should get a doctor to look you over?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “I’m fine. It’s just … that caught me off guard.”

      She patted his shoulder. “I understand. But if you need anything, let me know,” she said and left the room.

      He couldn’t believe how worked up he’d gotten. The thought of Dallas having another man’s baby felt like someone had reached into his chest and snatched out his heart. He didn’t even want to think about her being with another man.

      Tyler slumped over. Resting his elbows on his knees, he put his face in his hands, and took a few deep breaths. She is not my woman. She is not my woman. I need to remember, she is not my woman.
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      Several hours later, Dallas opened her eyes to a cool, dimly lit room, and constant beeping from the monitor at the head of the bed. She knew she was in the hospital and bits and pieces of being hit by a car were starting to come back to her as she stared up at the ceiling. Tyler. Had she really seen him?

      Her eyes drifted shut as she attempted to fight the drowsiness that suddenly surrounded her. Never in her life had she felt so weak. Why now? Why did this accident have to happen now? On track to make partner at her investment firm, she had too much going on in her life to be laid up in a hospital bed staring at walls. She had worked too damn hard to let a stupid car accident keep her from accomplishing the one thing she wanted more than anything - a partnership.

      Her eyes fluttered open again. This was the first time she’d noticed the colorful balloons floating above her, attached to something at the head of the bed. It was thoughtful of the nurses, assuming they were the ones who left them, but Dallas preferred to be home...in her own bed, and in her own room. If only she had the strength to move. Between whatever crap they were giving her for pain and the tight bandages around her midsection she felt like a mummy lying in an open tomb. And the thought of sneaking out was out of the question. She glanced at her elevated leg and cursed under her breath at the cast. It was only then did her gaze zone in on the lone figure sitting in the chair near the window, his eyes closed.

      What’s he doing here?

      Tyler. The moonlight gleamed through the open blinds, casting a stunning glow around him. He looked like an angel, but Dallas knew he was far from that. He was charming, generous and the sweetest man she’d ever met, but a force to be reckoned with when it came to his business and protecting those he loved. It was his possessiveness that reminded her of a time in her past; a time when she had vowed never to let another man control her life.

      Dallas fixed her eyes on his attractive face - still as fine as she remembered. Smooth brown skin stretched over strong cheekbones, and a neatly trimmed mustache and goatee framed his inviting mouth. With lips so irresistibly kissable, she had to steady her breathing to keep the heart rate monitor from going crazy.

      As if sensing her watching him, Tyler opened his eyes. When his gentle gaze met hers, her breath caught and her heart slammed against her chest. Oh, God. Give me strength. Those dark, sexy eyes would forever be her weakness.

      “Hey there.” He rose to his full six-four height and walked to the bed. Towering over her, he swept a few strands of hair away from her face, which was something he used to do often. That small gesture alone made her feel warmth she hadn’t felt in months. “How are you feeling?”  His smooth, velvety voice made her body tremble. She wished she had energy and a fan, because she was pretty sure her temperature had shot up to 120 degrees in just those few short seconds.

      She gazed into his eyes. After they’d broken up, there were many days she wanted to call and tell him she loved him and wanted him back, but it would’ve been a mistake. He wanted marriage and a family. She couldn’t give him that.

      Tyler leaned closer, affording her the pleasure of his fresh, masculine scent. She might’ve had a slight headache, but there was definitely nothing wrong with her sense of smell.

      “Can I do anything for you?”

      Yeah, you can move away from the bed, is what she wanted to say, his nearness wreaking havoc on her willpower – her desire to touch and kiss him was overwhelming. Instead she asked, “Can I have some water?”

      “Of course.” He poured her a cup from the pitcher sitting on the bedside table and brought the straw to her lips. “Anything else?”

      “When can I leave?”

      Tyler chuckled and stared down at her with eyes filled with compassion. “Girl, do you know what kind of condition you’re in?” He communicated everything that the doctor had shared, and told her about the surgery, which she didn’t remember. Within minutes, she’d fallen back to sleep.

      The next day Dallas awakened, again surprised to see Tyler sitting in a nearby corner. This time he was hunched over a small table with files spread out, talking quietly on his cell phone. She could watch him all day. His self-confidence, commanding presence, and take charge attitude were just a few of many things that had attracted her to him. After several moments, he looked over and saw that she was awake and quickly ended his call.

      “Ah, so sleeping beauty awakens.” He ambled over and sat in the chair next to the bed.

      “You didn’t have to stop what you were doing,” Dallas rasped.

      Tyler shrugged. “Just taking care of business, but it can wait. How do you feel or are you tired of everyone asking you that?”

      She grunted and gave a slight shrug, vaguely remembering much of anything from the past couple of days.

      “I talked with Tim and Simone yesterday,” he said, leaning on the bed. “Simone of course wanted to get on the next plane out here, but her doctor has threatened to put her on bed rest in light of a few concerns. And before you ask, she’s okay. I can’t believe she’s five months pregnant, seems like just yesterday they announced they were having a baby.”

      “Yes it does,” Dallas said, thinking about her best friend and happy she was living the life she’d always dreamed of.

      Tim Hollister, Tyler’s brother, married Simone, Dallas’s best friend over a year ago and moved to San Diego. Closer than most sisters, Dallas missed her like crazy and at the moment, wished Simone was the one sitting next to her instead of Tyler. Being near him made everything within Dallas come alive, and she hated it. They’d been apart for months, and she couldn’t understand why the sexual energy was just as strong as when they parted.

      Her thoughts were interupted when the door swung open.

      “Well, I see you’re awake,” the doctor said to Dallas when he walked in. He nodded at Tyler, and then turned back to Dallas. “How do you feel?”

      “Like I’ve been hit by a truck.”

      He smiled. “Almost.”

      “When can I leave?” She couldn’t tell which was worse, the shortness of breath or the pounding in her head, but she knew she didn’t want to be there. “I guess I should be thankful ... I’m alive, but I don’t know how ... much more of this I can take. Everything hurts.”

      “I’ll have the nurse bring you something for the pain,” the doctor said. “As far as you leaving - not just yet. But, since your husband agreed to take good care of you, I guess I can release you in about two days. Right now, try to get some rest. I’ll check on you a little later.”

      The doctor was barely out of the room before Dallas cut her eyes at Tyler and said, “Husband?” Each time she spoke she felt like her chest would explode.

      He stood over her. Noticing her discomfort, he caressed her cheek, immediately making her feel better. But she wanted to know what was going on.

      “We can talk about this when you’re feeling better.”

      “Now.”

      He released a loud sigh. “Okay. If you stop talking and relax, I’ll tell you everything.”

      She nodded.

      “Dallas, the only way they would give me any information on your condition, is if I were a relative. So I said the first thing that came to mind.”

      She squinted at him, trying hard not to snap, her voice raspy. “You couldn’t tell them... you were my brother?”

      “Baby, I didn’t think of that.”

      She stared at him until a soft knock at the door drew their attention.

      “Hi. I’m Officer Logan, may I come in?”

      Tyler moved forward. “Sure, I’m Tyler Hollister.” He shook the officer’s extended hand. “May I help you?”

      “I was hoping to ask Ms. Marcel a few questions about the accident.” He walked further into the room. His deep-set eyes and strong facial features made him look authoritarian. At least six-three, with wide shoulders that tapered down to a narrow waist and 200 plus pounds of leanness, Dallas was sure criminals submitted to whatever he commanded.

      “I’m not sure now is a good time. Besides, we both have already talked to cops.”

      “It’s okay.” Dallas gingerly eased the covers up over her chest. “What do you ... want to know?” The officer, who questioned her the day before, told her that although witnesses were consistent with the color and make of the car that hit her, none could remember seeing plates on the vehicle.

      “I promise this won’t take long.” The officer pulled out his notepad. “But first, I have some conflicting information so let me ask you. What’s the relationship between you two?”

      Good question, Dallas thought. She shared a long look with Tyler before saying, “We’re friends.” Tyler nodded a confirmation. Despite his good reason for telling the hospital staff they were married, she definitely didn’t want to give that information to a cop.

      The officer raised an eyebrow, looked at Tyler, and then back at her apparently noticing the silent exchanged between them.

      “Alright.” He jotted something down on his pad. “Ms. Marcel, I understand you live in Chicago. What are you doing in Milwaukee?”

      “I have clients here.”

      “What type of work do you do?”

      “I’m an investment manager. I come here periodically ... to meet with clients, which is where ... I was headed before the accident.”

      The officer asked questions for nearly ten minutes and Dallas didn’t know how much longer she could stay awake. Besides that, she felt like she’d run a marathon with all of the talking.

      “I think that’s enough for today,” Tyler said.

      “Last question. Can you think of any reason why someone would want to hurt you?”

      “What?” She and Tyler asked in unison.

      The officer held up a hand. “Hear me out. Mr. Hollister, I didn’t see this in your report, but a witness said the crash looked intentional. And since the accident was a hit and run, I have to ask these questions. You’d be surprised how domestic disputes turn in—”

      “What are you implying?” Tyler asked and moved closer to the officer. “Is there something you’re not telling us?”

      “I’m not implying anything. I’m just asking questions.”

      “Go on,” Dallas said. She didn’t know what the witness saw, but she wasn’t currently in a relationship and couldn’t imagine anyone ramming a car into her on purpose.

      “Did you have an argument with anyone lately?”

      “No.”

      “Is something going on at work? Did a client lose a lot of money?”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “Are you in a relationship that might not be going well, causing somebody to seek revenge?”

      Dallas popped up in bed. “No, of course not!” The quick move made her clutch her aching ribs and she fell back against the pillows.

      “All right, that’s enough. She’s in no condition to be badgered like this.”

      “Sorry. I’m just doing my job.” He closed his notepad and reached into his pocket. “I’ll leave my card in case you think of anything.” He backed his way to the door. “I apologize if I upset you, but we have to make sure we check everything out.”

      When the door swung shut behind him, Tyler turned to her. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded. There was no way the accident could’ve been deliberate, could it? As far as she knew, she didn’t have any enemies.

      “Why don’t you try to get some sleep?”

      She slid further down under the covers. “I don’t know what hurts the most, my head or my ribs,” she moaned. Maybe taking it upon herself to decrease her medication wasn’t the best idea.

      “Let me get the nurse so she can give you something for the pain.” He turned to leave, but she reached out and touched his arm.

      “No. Don’t. I’m tired of ... drug-induced sleep. Just stay with me.”

      Tyler leaned against the bed and cradled her hand. “I’m not going anywhere. Now close those beautiful eyes and get some rest.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning Tyler sat in his home office trying to review the documents that Quinn had sent over for his review. But with his sister-in-law, Simone, on the telephone yapping in his ear about how he should let Dallas move in with him, he wasn’t getting very far.

      “Simone, I can’t,” he said for the third time. He placed the unread report on his desk, leaned back in his chair and glanced around his spacious office. His suburban home was his pride and joy, but his office provided a sense of calm that was often needed after willing and dealing all day. He noted the curtains on the wall-to-wall windows had been opened, letting in much needed sunlight for the plants his housekeeper insisted he needed.

      “Please, Tyler. Who’s going to help her? You know she’s not going to agree to come to San Diego and stay with us. And my doctor has already told me no more traveling. Dallas will be all alone in Chicago. Just let her stay with you. You have more than enough space in that mini-mansion. At least let her stay until she gets back on her feet,” Simone begged. “It’s only for six weeks.”

      Only six weeks. Tyler loved his sister-in-law, but right now she was asking a lot. He had already spent too much time with Dallas. There were moments he had to remind himself that she was his ex, not his woman. He stood and walked over to the floor-to-ceiling built-in bookcases near the fireplace as he half-listened. Replacing several construction books he’d used days ago he asked, “Why can’t she stay with one of her sisters?”

      “The only sister Dallas still has in Milwaukee is, Harmony. She can barely take care of herself. And when I talked with her sister that lives in L.A, she said there was no way she could get away right now. And her oldest sister is stationed in Germany, so that rules her out.”

      Tyler hesitated.  “I don’t know, Simone.” He leaned against the mantle and gave her his full attention. “I don’t think her staying here will be a good idea. Besides, you know Dallas. There is no way she’ll agree to this type of arrangement.”

      Sure, he was concerned about her well being, but after spending days with her, he knew he wouldn’t be able to handle being around her much longer. They had a history. A very passionate history that he didn’t want to risk revisiting.

      “Well, she doesn’t have a choice. With a broken leg, she can’t drive, let alone maneuver around her house alone. She needs you!” Simone’s voice rose with every word.

      She needs me? Yeah right. Tyler thought about the many times Dallas had told him flat out that she didn’t need him. She never wanted him to do anything for her.

      “Tyler,” his brother got on the line, “is there anything you can do? I know Simone is not going to let this go until she knows that Dallas is going to be taken care of.”

      A moment passed before Tyler spoke. He still remembered the first time he laid eyes on Dallas. She projected a powerful energy that sucked the breath out of him. She could walk into a room and attract attention from both men and women. The men wanted to take her home and the women hated her at first glance. She oozed poise and self-confidence from every pore of her body. If it were up to him, he would’ve spent every waken hour with her. A frustrated sigh past through his lips before he said, “Tim … I thought I was over her. But I don’t think I am. I won’t put myself through this again. And I can’t believe you’re even asking me to consider it. You, more than anyone, know what I’ve been through with her.”

      “I know, I know.” Tim said. “Ty, will you really be able to let her go back to Chicago, by herself? Aren’t you going to worry about her just as much as Simone? Why not just let her stay with you, at least until she can get back on her feet?”

      “Why don’t I just get her a nurse? I can have someone at her place by the time she’s released from the hospital.”

      “And you wouldn’t worry about her?”

      He was right. Tyler knew he’d be consumed with thoughts of Dallas, wondering if she was okay, if she was eating, or if she was in any pain. Even though she drove him nuts while they were dating, he missed her like crazy these last six months. But could he live in the same house with her for weeks? “I don’t know, Tim,” he walked back to his desk and reclaimed his seat.

      “Just think about it,” his brother said.

      “All right.” Tyler disconnected, leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes, enjoying the stillness in the room. He had once dreamed of the day when he and Dallas could live under the same roof. This wasn’t how he envisioned it. He thought they’d be married and maybe have a child by now. If only she wasn’t so stubborn and obsessed with making partner, they’d be together.
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      “Tyler, I don’t care what you say. I’m not going home with you!” Dallas spat. “I think you’re taking this pretend husband thing a little too far.”

      Dressed and ready to leave the hospital, she had every intention of going back to Chicago. But between Simone’s call, telling her that going home alone wasn’t a good idea, and Tyler’s insistence for her to stay with him, she wasn’t sure what to do. Her head pounded and she still felt weak, but no way was she going home with him.

      “I’m not letting you go back to Chicago in this condition.”

      She glared at him. “What do you mean you’re not letting me? I’m a grown ass woman, capable of taking care of myself. I don’t need you or Simone telling me what I can or cannot do.”

      “Dallas, you can hardly walk, and you wince every time you move. How are you going to take care of yourself?”

      She hated when he got like this. Thinking he knew what was best for her. It didn’t help that he was standing across the room looking confident and gorgeous in that tailored dark brown suit. And he probably intentionally wore her favorite paisley tie today.

      She rolled her eyes at him and leaned back against the pillow. Getting around would be hard, but not impossible. She had to get back to work. Besides, moving in with him would be too much of a distraction.

      “I’m going to make some other arrangements,” she said. “I’ll call Harmony to see if I can stay with her for a little while.”

      “Simone said that your sister can barely take care of herself. Besides, don’t you think it would be a little cramped in her studio apartment?”

      Dallas didn’t respond. What was she thinking? Staying with Harmony wasn’t an option. Her self-absorbed sister was probably shacked up with some loser anyway. There had to be some other place she could go or something else she could do. Working and attending meetings weren’t going to be a problem, thanks to technology. Walking around on a busted up leg, was another story. She gingerly moved her legs over the edge of the bed. The smallest movement seemed to take all the energy she had.

      “Dallas.” Tyler sat on the bed next to her and took her hand. “I don’t want to argue with you, and I’m not trying to cause you any more stress. Like you, I want you back on your feet and well. That’s all.”

      She studied him, surprised by his kindness through this whole ordeal, considering they hadn’t parted on the best of terms. Thankfully he didn’t realize how irresistible he was. How would she be able to focus on getting better and getting her work done with him around?

      “Tyler, I appreciate the offer, it’s just…”

      “It’s just what?”

      “I … I don’t think it’s a good idea,” she said, her words barely audible.

      A slow, cocky smile spread across his face. “Ohhh, so now I get it. You’re afraid you won’t be able to control yourself.” He stood facing her and folded his arms across his wide chest.

      Dallas waved him off. “Oh, whatever. Don’t go getting a big head, ‘cause you ain’t all that.” She lied.

      “All right, ready to go?” The nurse interrupted and rolled the wheelchair into the room. “Since your husband signed your release papers and the doctor already talked to you about your follow-up visits, you’re free to leave.”

      Dallas looked up at Tyler. Overwhelmed feelings of gratitude welled up in her chest. What would she have done without him this past week? Maybe she’d stay with him for a few days until she could make other arrangements. They were adults. Surely, she could live under the same roof with him.

      “Thanks for taking care of everything,” she said.

      He bent and rested his hands on the bed on each side of her, bringing them face to face. The smile in his eyes contained a sumptuous flame. “My pleasure.”

      Ugh, you’re not helping here, she cringed. I can’t go backwards. We can’t go back.

      “I’m going to get the truck. I’ll meet you out front.”

      “Oh, before I forget,” the nurse said and held out an envelope to Dallas. “A guy dropped this off for you. I told him he could come in and see you, but he said he didn’t want to disturb you.”

      Dallas opened the envelope and pulled out a beautiful card with blue roses gracing the front. Sorry to hear you’ve been in the hospital. Get well soon.

      She frowned. “It’s not signed.”

      “Let me see it,” Tyler said, and Dallas handed him the card. “Did this person ask for Dallas, or just give you the card?”

      Dallas eyed him suspiciously, noting the concerned look on his face. Ever since the visit from the cop, he’d been glued to her. “It’s just a card, Tyler. I doubt if there’s anything behind it.”

      The nurse shrugged. “He asked me if I was going in to see Dallas Marcel. I said, yes. And then he said, ‘Can you give this to her?’”

      “It’s probably someone from the Boys and Girls Club. Some of the other volunteers have sent cards and well wishes.” Dallas said. A wave of nausea caused her to slump against the pillows. Though the doctors had cut back on her medication, the pills still wreaked havoc on her system.

      “What’s wrong?” Tyler stooped in front her. Brushing hair away from her face, he let the back of his hand graze her cheek. Dallas wanted to lean into his caressing touch, but she stopped herself. No matter how sweet he was, they were no longer a couple. She needed to remember that.

      “My stomach’s a little queasy.”

      “Do you feel like you have to throw up?” The nurse inquired.

      Dallas closed her eyes, only to reopen them again to see Tyler’s brows knitted together with worry.

      “I’m okay. Give me a minute.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe we should have them check you out one last time before we leave.”

      “I’m fine. Besides, it’s time for me to get out of here.” She lifted herself up, but didn’t feel a whole lot better.

      “Well, if you’re sure you’re okay.” He studied her a minute longer. Then he did something that caught her totally off guard. With the lightest touch, he lifted her chin and his soft lips covered hers. At first the kiss was sweet and gentle but soon there was a possessive hunger behind it that sent shock waves surging through her body. When his tongue found hers and they tangled to a familiar beat, she wrapped her arms around his neck and returned his kiss with uncontrolled abandon. She groaned and didn’t care who heard her. She hadn’t been kissed this thoroughly since the last time he kissed her, months ago. But seconds later, Tyler pulled back leaving her panting and her lips longing for more.

      “I’ll meet you guys at the entrance,” he said and walked away.

      Dallas’s eyes followed him out the door, and then locked on the smiling nurse before she looked
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