
	Viv Wilder has a problem. One that her cousin, Steven, thinks he can help solve. Viv’s unwanted suitor is not just making a nuisance of himself, but his behavior is worrying the family. Steven feels that if a very large fiancé were in the picture the guy would get scared off—and he knows just the very large guy for the job. His best friend and business partner is having some trouble of his own trying to keep his meddling mother out of his personal life. The perfect setup is a fake engagement.

	Convincing Viv and Jonas is a bit of a trial, but the two agree after objecting to the absurdity of the suggestion. As it turns out, the situation is more dangerous for Viv than anyone realizes. Soon one of them will fight for their life and jeopardize the love that has unexpectedly ensnared the fraudulent couple.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Jonas Mackenzie’s day had already begun to show signs of impending catastrophe. He’d woken to the sound of his mother’s cultured voice outside the door of his suite. “Darling,” she’d called, “hadn’t you better get down to breakfast? I’d like a word before you leave for the office.”

	He’d rolled over onto his back and groaned as her footsteps receded. Thinking that this word was going to be a repeat of the conversations that had become routine, he groaned again. Eleuthera would subtly hint that she was feeling her age sneaking up on her even though she looked much younger than her fifty-seven years, and he—dutiful son that he was—would listen with half an ear while she described a list of eligible daughters of friends who would be attending Saturday night’s dinner party. This event she would have planned in detail, right down to the seating arrangements that sandwiched him between a couple of opportunistic females with an eye to the Mackenzie fortune.

	If he hadn’t been feeling run down and generally lousy, he’d have been in his office by eight. Unfortunately, having overslept and then been waylaid by the matchmaker from hell, he was stuck in traffic on Duckworth Street in the downtown area of St. John’s. He eyed the colorful old storefronts, joined like row houses and each painted a different hue. The aged structures were symbolic of the character-filled city and stood quite cheerfully in the late September sun. The fog that often cloaked St. John’s, particularly in the downtown, had burned off early in the warmth of the Indian summer that the residents rarely had the opportunity to enjoy.

	When his silver sedan inched slowly toward the building that housed his electronics firm, he grimly reflected that his mother was not so bad. He supposed she felt obligated to assist him in something he showed no interest in—wife hunting. She was welcome to it. After being engaged to a woman who’d dumped him for an even bigger fish, he wasn’t eager to be made a fool of again. For that had been what had stung the most, that he should have known that Cheryl only tolerated his company, suffered his lovemaking—but he hadn’t. Or, at the very least, he hadn’t bothered to look past what everyone considered the perfect social union of two prominent local families who ran in the same circles.

	If he’d felt clumsy and uncomfortable with the intimate aspects of the relationship, that should have been an indication that all was not as it appeared. Now, almost two years later, he realized he’d always gotten the feeling that Cheryl had wanted the scattered sexual encounter over quickly. Which it invariably was.

	Jonas figured he could never be described as sexy or any of those things women found attractive. He was big, gruff, and he had a temper to match his fiery, dark-red hair. Although everyone knew he wouldn’t harm another living thing, he could roar like a lion when he was angry and shoot the bravest men down with a look.

	He smoothed a hand over his neatly trimmed moustache and beard while he waited for another light to change. Eyeing himself in the rearview mirror, he thanked the powers above that he didn’t have the freckles to match his already ridiculous appearance. That banged-up self-image was Cheryl’s legacy. Heads turned when he walked by, and it had nothing to do with attitudes of ridicule. His proud bearing impressed men and women alike... if for very different reasons.

	Tiredly, he flexed his aching muscles and wondered if he was coming down with a bug. The faint darkness under his eyes signaled too much work and not enough sleep.

	After he tidied up the Gilbert deal he’d been working on with his partner, Steven Kincaid, he promised himself a good two days on his little boat fishing. Right. He knew he would pass on the chance to drive himself nuts with his own company. He would probably end up as he usually did, avoiding his mother by finding something to do in the office that didn’t need doing.

	Maybe he’d talk Steve into going fishing. Jonas grinned a bit. His friend was one of the rare breed of Newfoundlanders who got seasick at the sight of a bathtub, let alone a pond or, God forbid, the Atlantic Ocean. Jonas had once teased, “No self-respecting Newfoundlander or Labradorian would admit that!” and was shown a large middle finger for the comment.

	His eyes drooped for a second, and he located the small parking lot and turned in to it. He was unprepared for the sickening crunch of metal when another car collided with his.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“You idiot!” yelled the big bearded redhead. “Couldn’t you see my signal? Damn, you smashed the lights!”

	Viv eyed the man stomping around his silver car. God, he must be a good six-foot-five. She shoved her hands in the pockets of her dark-blue overalls and patiently tapped one sneakered foot on the pavement. His car was still running, but the left headlight and signal were but a memory as they had become victims of the vintage sports car she was driving. Red had signalled wrong and, as she was about to pass his vehicle to exit the parking lot, she’d hit the fender on her driver’s side and proceeded to scrape along the door. After climbing over the passenger seat to get out, Viv had watched the giant squeeze out from his own door and commence a verbal assault that drew the attention of the few people left in the lot who were scrambling to get to work.

	She tucked a stray curl of honey-blonde hair back up inside her baseball cap and quietly viewed him from behind round little sunglasses. He was winding down a bit, so she took a breath to speak but was cut off when he got in her face and bellowed, “I’ll have your license, you spaced-out twit!”

	“What the hell is all the racket about?” asked her cousin, Steven, who’d come bounding back across the lot. “I could hear you tearin’ a strip off her from the entrance,” he said to Red in the vernacular, known as Newfanese.

	Red flung a thick arm Viv’s way and pointed. “This nutjob ran into me!”

	“Oh God, my car...” Steven lamented faintly, leaning down to inspect the damage.

	“Yours?”

	Impossibly wide shoulders bent closer to her cousin when their owner recognized the hunter green car. Steven’s beloved, beautifully restored sports car now sported an ugly scar on its side.

	Both men straightened and glared at Viv. “You signalled wrong, sunshine. It was you who ran into me.” She waved a hand to where the surviving blinker flashed steadily, mocking the other driver.

	Red closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his slightly crooked nose. If not for the echo of harsh words in her head, she might have felt sorry for him. Suddenly, he swayed on his feet, and both she and Steven reached to catch him.

	“Man, you’re wiped. You probably shouldn’t be driving in the first place.” Steven helped him walk to a nearby bench and turned to Viv. “Can you take care of the cars while I get Jonas up to his office?” If he noticed her start of surprise, he made no remark whilst he went back to the other man and urged him to his feet.

	So that’s Jonas Mackenzie. Viv backed his car out of the lane. The man she’d heard Steven talk about for the last five years was even more formidable in the flesh than she’d imagined, although he was so obviously exhausted.

	When her cousin had gone into partnership with Mackenzie, almost everyone had expected the failing firm to go bust. But within a couple years of them taking it over it had started to produce some nice profits. In the last two, MK Electronics had expanded to include a computer software division that was ranked among the top three in North America, if not the world. Business was booming, by all accounts, but once or twice she had heard Steven express concern that his friend and partner was becoming a workaholic.

	“Is he all right?” she queried as her handsome cousin came back.

	“He’s fine—or he will be once he eats something. Apparently, he left the house with just coffee and he hasn’t been feeling too hot. I forced a bagel on him.” He turned to his car. “I guess you’ll be doing more than just a tune-up?”

	“Hey, b’y,” Viv affirmed, twitching her head to the side with a wink at the same time, reminding him that she may live in town now but she was still a bayman at heart. “Sorry.”

	“Don’t worry about it, Viv. Jonas is so strung out these days, I sort of expected something like this would happen. He’s working too much, too late, and I think his mother is shoving prospective brides down his throat.” He heaved a somewhat sorrowful sigh.

	“Oh, yes, I recall the tenacious Tracy,” she said dryly, “the anaemic, peroxide-blonde you claimed kept showing up to take him to lunch.” Frequently, Steven detailed the escapades of those women intent on snaring a well-to-do Jonas Mackenzie. He made Red out to be the poor, unfortunate victim of an endless string of gold diggers. Viv doubted they’d all been turned away immediately. A man was, after all, still a man.

	Steven crossed his arms, and his eyes narrowed. “I’m not sensing much sympathy from you where my buddy’s concerned. That’s a lot of pressure for a single, thirty-five-year-old male—particularly when he’s certain it’s only money they’re after.”

	“Is it really?” Viv quipped. “Oh, never mind! You would know all about that, wouldn’t you?” she said, reminding him of his own cynicism.

	“For that Tracy bird it was. She still pops up now and then—in between forays for other prey. His mother keeps bringing round the wrong kind of females. They only have interests in designer clothes and how expensive the car a man drives is...” He trailed off, grimacing. “I shouldn’t be telling you this. It amounts to gossip. Very unmanly.”

	“Because a man would never do that,” she sunnily sing-songed. Then, sobering, she said, “You’re worried about him.”

	Steven sighed. “Yeah.” Switching course rapidly and with an odd gleam in his eye that made her uneasy, he asked, “How’s your little problem these days?”

	“If you’re referring to David, there’s no problem. He’ll get bored soon enough.”

	Viv reflected on the conversation as she removed the car’s fender two hours later. Sitting on the floor of her very well-outfitted garage, she sized up the scratchy dent and thought what a shame it was that the most magnificent man she’d ever seen was an overworked, stuffed shirt. His road rage would be a great topic for her column, except Steven would know who she was writing about and pitch a fit. But then, that had never stopped her before.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“I couldn’t see much of her, could I?” Jonas answered his friend over lunch. “About five-ten or so, disguised in that getup... how could I tell if she’s cute or not?”

	Steven chuckled. “Not just cute, buddy, gorgeous. If she wasn’t a relation, I’d ask her out myself.”

	“Well, I’m not in the market, and besides, I must have scared the bejeebers out of her. She probably thinks I eat nails for breakfast.” There was no reason that should bother him. It made no difference to him what Viv Wilder thought. Just because he’d caught a flash of the greenest eyes he’d ever seen when she’d lowered her sunglasses for an instant, didn’t mean he was attracted to her. As far as he could tell she had no fashion sense, no wish to capture a man’s attention, and no hair. Except that wisp of misbehaving gold she’d shoved back underneath her cap.

	“It’d take more than a little yelling to scare Viv.” Steven reclined his long frame in the cafeteria chair. He combed a hand through his thick, brown hair before continuing. “She grew up in our house after her parents died in a car crash. The twins are the same age, and the three used to get into so many scrapes we wondered why they didn’t end up in a juvenile facility for girls. No hothouse flowers in that bunch.” He looked at Jonas speculatively. “You know,” he mused, “you both have a similar problem lately. Perhaps some mutual cooperation could fix it for the two of you.”

	“What problem?” Jonas demanded suspiciously, half dreading what tiny seed might be germinating in his partner’s head.

	“Well, you have Tracy and her ilk being tossed at you by your mother. Viv’s been having trouble with this creep she went to dinner with a few weeks ago. She says she can handle it, but frankly, the guy’s begun to scare me.”

	Jonas picked with disinterest at the remains of his garden salad. “Scare you how?”

	“Well, aside from the fact that he proposed on the first date before the dessert even arrived—” he paused when Jonas choked on his coffee “—he keeps sending her these expensive gifts and letters professing his undying love. At first we all thought—the family, I mean—that it was harmless and once he got over the ding his overblown ego suffered from the rejection he’d move along. When that didn’t happen, Viv told him she was seeing someone. He didn’t believe her and so he keeps harassing her.”

	“Has she called the police?” Now he understood why Steven was concerned. Too often a situation like that ended in violence toward a woman.

	“Once, after he tried to push his way inside her house and refused to get off the front step until she heard him out. But as he hasn’t threatened to hurt her... well, they can’t really do much. He was told by a couple of very large constables to stay off the property—that was it.”

	“So, at this point, he’s just a major pain in the arse—” He stopped suddenly, the light dawning on that dreaded germ in Steven’s head. “It wouldn’t work,” he flatly stated.

	“Why not?”

	“For one thing, you said she’s gorgeous. What the hell would she be doing with an overgrown leprechaun? And secondly, I—”

	“You nothing!” his friend cut in. “You’re an attractive guy, Jonas. I think you two would make a striking couple.” Steven steepled his fingers thoughtfully under his chin. “It would only be a temporary charade. Just do it long enough so that this David weirdo gets the message and your mom thinks you’re smitten with each other. After a month or so you can go your separate ways.”

	“And what will I do then? Go back to fighting off Ellie Mackenzie’s Gold Ring Candidates?” Jonas couldn’t help laughing at the flimsy idea. It just wouldn’t work.

	“You’ll be so heartbroken,” Steven rolled his eyes, “that you’ll swear it will take years to get over Viv. Years!” That being said, he folded his arms smugly and once again leaned back in his seat, seemingly confident that his cousin would appreciate his brilliant plan.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“That... is... absurd!” she enunciated carefully. Picking at her cooling spaghetti, Viv wondered again what had possessed her to offer to drive Steven to work that morning. He could have just dropped his car off at her house when he pleased. There was no hurry to look over the engine of the first car she had restored. No hurry at all. It was running as smoothly as the day she’d handed over the key a year ago, right after she’d moved to St. John’s from her smaller hometown on the coast of the Avalon peninsula. “You may be my favorite Kincaid brother, but that doesn’t mean I think you’re even flirting with sanity.”

	At thirty-six, Steven was the oldest sibling in a clan of five sons and two unexpected twin daughters. He was the closest she had to a brother, and most days she welcomed his advice. Most days.

	“Wait till The Parents hear about this,” she told him. “They’ll laugh their arses off.”

	“No, they won’t, because you won’t tell them. You wanted them out of the loop where that David idiot was concerned, remember? If you tell them about my little plot, you’ll have to explain what prompted me to concoct it.” Slyly, he concluded, “And you don’t want them fretting, do you?”

	“Sure, sit on my couch, in my living room—in my house... and emotionally blackmail me.”

	“It won’t be for long, Viv. You’ll just be giving each other some breathing room. Jonas is a great guy. He’s been under a lot of stress lately, and so have you—don’t deny it!” he warned as she was ready to do just that. “What’s a few dates, some public hand-holding for the benefit of his mother and your psycho?” It was the latter that appeared to have his stomach in a knot, but she knew he wouldn’t say it. “Have you heard from him today?”

	“Strangely, no. It’s a relief not to disappoint another delivery guy by sending David’s chocolates or sapphire bracelet back.” She carried her plate into the kitchen and returned a minute later to resettle with coffee in her cushy blue armchair. “Did you want a refill? Or are you going to take the hint to stop bugging me and go home?” she asked rudely.

	“Ouch. So touchy.” Steven stood at the sound of the door chimes. “I’ll get it, will I?”

	Viv waited for what she knew was another gift from the mysteriously motivated David. Something very odd was going on, and she was sure his reason for pursuing her was not what it seemed.

	“It’s very small,” Steven commented and held out a package with the logo of a very select jeweller emblazoned on it. “I’m betting it’s earrings.”

	She pulled a square velvet box out of the glossy wrapping. “Good Lord,” she breathed, aghast. “You’re wrong.” As she turned her hand to show him the huge diamond ring, the room tilted.

	Steven’s mouth flattened into a grim line. “I’ll tell Jonas you’re up for a bit of playacting if he is?”

	She nodded dumbly. This really was getting out of hand.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The restaurant was, thankfully, quiet. Only the discreet murmur of voices and the occasional tinkling of crystal disturbed the candle-lit serenity of the dining room. It held a fair crowd for a weeknight.

	Obviously, the patrons have great respect for the exclusivity of the place.

	Jonas would just as soon as fix his own meal and dine in privacy. Eleuthera would be shocked. But then, she often bemoaned the fact that her son did not fit the traditional well-to-do bachelor mold. He liked to rub elbows with all kinds of people, not just those that his mother deemed suitable. It was how he worked and how he lived, and he refused to apologize for it. She’d come to accept it, but she still had hopes of snaring a socially inclined mate for him, someone who could make up for her son’s appalling lack of good breeding.

	Jonas was deeply appreciative to Uncle Michael for the absence of that particular trait. Ellie’s idea of good breeding meant you should only speak to restaurant staff to place an order and complain when necessary, not greet them with a cordial “How are you this evening?” Her brother lived on the Mackenzie estate with them but had absconded to the guest house during Jonas’ teen years. He claimed he was far enough away to escape Eleuthera’s high-brow disapproval, but close enough to catch the aroma of Cook’s roast beef in time for supper. Michael was his friend and father figure since Elias Mackenzie had succumbed to a massive heart attack when Jonas was only eight.

	Michael would get a kick out of the scheme he was about to embark on. Too bad he wouldn’t be home from Fogo Island until Saturday. No hilarity could be found in the situation for his nephew, however. The minor car crunch yesterday morning had been followed by a hellish day peppered with phone calls from Steven that were meant to persuade him to go home. But after adamantly refusing to leave the Gilbert transaction in the other man’s lap, the discussion kept returning to Viv Wilder. Finally, Jonas had given in. It was decidedly over the top to act out the romantic ploy, but Steven had left him with the feeling his cousin needed the cover badly.

	Privately, he felt like an idiot for the way he’d behaved toward her. It was partly bad luck but mostly his own negligence that had led to him plowing into his best friend’s car, yet he’d lost his precarious cool anyway.

	He checked his watch again. It was two minutes past seven. She was going to be late. It was her idea for them to meet in person and exchange enough background information to make it seem like they’d been dating a while. Also, Jonas hoped it would erase the discomfort from the day before when he’d actually called her a twit. Perhaps she was punishing him by making him wait.

	“Thursday night at Rose’s,” murmured a slightly husky voice, “my favorite time.”

	Standing, Jonas lifted his head and watched the most stunning creature slide into the seat across from him. Waves of honey-gold hair cascaded over her shoulders and back, brows a shade darker arched above her startling green eyes, and her skin was flawless, her mouth full and sensuous. Her simple black sheath accented her slim waist and hips, the side slit revealing a tantalizing glimpse of thigh as she settled in her chair. She grinned and flashed a dimple.

	Jonas forgot to breathe.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	“You don’t recognize me, do you?” Viv prodded when the waiter left to get her drink. “That’s all right. Most people don’t without the overalls.”

	Jonas shifted uncomfortably. “I expected someone...”

	“Shorter?” she joked while he floundered.

	“You’re rather more attractive than my mechanic,” he muttered, reddening immediately.

	“Oh,” she said, laughing. “If your mechanic’s name is George, I’ll take that as a compliment.”

	“It’s Harry, and he is hairy. Enough said?” he teased, relaxing. “About yesterday—”

	“Forget it. We’ve been over that, and I wish you’d stop apologizing. You get one pass for being nasty because you didn’t seem well. You look better, by the way. The bug decide not to flourish?” She was being polite. He still looked like he’d scuffled with a steamroller.

	“It’s laying dormant, I think, waiting for an even worse time to jump me.”

	Viv thought that was an optimistic statement considering it wouldn’t be a surprise if his brain oozed out of his fine red head any minute and plopped into his water glass. His dark-brown eyes were tinged with pink and still a bit glossy, his movements too sluggish for a man so fit. And very fit he is. Then a twinge of guilt twisted in her stomach. She ought not to lust after the poor bugger in his condition.

	The waiter reappeared to take their order, and after choosing her favorite dish on the menu, Viv sat back and studied her dinner date unobtrusively. He really was a beautiful man, she pondered, not one single freckle on his bronzed face. That in itself was unusual for a redhead, and she wondered if he had a freckle or any other identifying mark on his body. It would be interesting to find out if, underneath the expensively cut charcoal-gray suit and crisp, white shirt, those shoulders were as tightly muscled as they seemed. Did he have any of that glorious, dark-red hair on his chest? She was certain he must, though why she was so sure was a mystery. Perhaps it was the vision of her hands running over deep, sweaty pecs, liberally sprinkled with fire that danced in the moonlight... streaming through my bedroom window.

	Viv’s conscience kicked her libido in the arse again. If she were a man, she would consider herself a cad. Taking a swift gulp of wine spritzer, she chastised herself for insisting on going out to supper. He really wasn’t up to it.

	She was blushing furiously and resisted the temptation to fan her face with the dessert menu. At his questioning look she remarked, “Warm here, isn’t it?” Banishing the image of freckles from her mind, she composed herself with a steady breath.

	“I should warn you,” she started hesitantly, “I’m not much of an actress. So, if this scheme of Steven’s is going to work, I think we should get to know each other a little—just be friendly enough to look like a couple.”

	One large, strong hand fiddled with a fork. “I agree. I know that you’re twenty-seven, you write for a living and are pretty successful at it, you restore old cars in your spare time, and you’re as much a part of the Kincaid family as one who was actually born to it. This stuff I’ve learned from Steven over the years. But since we’ll be trying to convince people who don’t want to be convinced that we’re... ah... lovers—” he cleared his throat “—then we’ll have to exchange more than just the basic details. For instance, I don’t know exactly what it is you write or anything about your personal tastes.”

	He finished in a sexy baritone she could have listened to for hours, mesmerized by the subtle slide of his Adam’s apple.

	“Well, I guess I’ll start somewhere close to the beginning and try not to make it too long.” Viv leaned back, allowing her fettuccine to be placed in front of her.

	As Jonas accepted a thick steak with all the trimmings, she mentally thanked Louie, the chef, for adding some hearty fare to the menu. Her companion looked to be a meat and potatoes man.

	Her full name was Vivian Angelica Witherspoon Wilder, she told him, inserting her mother’s maiden name. She’d grown up in Bay de Chance, Newfoundland, where her father had owned a small auto repair shop and her mother had worked part time as a nurse. Her face and voice became animated when she described to him how she used to trail her father around, asking him endless questions about what he did with cars and how he did it. Lost in childhood memories, she forgot where she was until the plates were taken away and dessert arrived. Jonas was getting just as lost in her deep-green eyes.

	“Anyway,” she said sheepishly, “I picked up a thing or two from Dad, and by the time I was ten I could change a tire, change the oil, and tell a distributor cap from a spark plug. Mom was frustrated that I was such a grease monkey.” For a moment as she picked at her sundae. “They died before my eleventh birthday, and I went to live with Mom’s sister and her clan just a half mile up the road. It was a huge change, but Uncle Jon—Pop—nurtured my interest in automobiles, and Ma Janey got me into reading a lot which led to writing. Sweetest people you’ll ever meet. We call them The Parents because they take in kids from the neighborhood sometimes or just help them out when they need it. It rubbed off, I guess.”

	“How so?” Jonas probed.

	“I tutor for free now and then,” Viv told him, embarrassed to have brought it up. She skipped referencing the breakfast program and changed the subject.

	By the time they were sipping coffee, she’d told him she had teamed up with the twins, Cassandra and Caroline, and the threesome continually tried to flap the unflappable Parents into their teenage years. She had discovered a particular flair for writing in high school and made a better than average living as a lyricist and essay writer. She was secretly proud when she told him that her column, Walking Wild, was syndicated in nineteen print and online publications across the country with the prospect of even greater interest in the future. Viv used the pen name Wirdel, and she saw his faint look of shock when she explained that the spoof column was her creation.

	“I read that every Sunday.” His chocolate eyes crinkled at the corners and, for a second, she forgot what they were talking about.

	“I don’t tell many people.” Viv could have kicked herself. “I’m a little superstitious about the success of it.” But, oddly, I want to impress you.

	“You’re very talented... and funny. I’m not getting a lot of laughs these days, but what I do get is from Walking Wild.”

	“That’s one reason I like to visit Rose’s every other Thursday. I love to people-watch, and this restaurant has the greatest variety of personalities anywhere.” She scanned the cozy room over the rim of her cup. “That elderly couple behind you, for example. I’d say they’ve been happily married for decades and are out celebrating an anniversary.”
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