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            ABOUT THE BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      Not much bothers him…until his best friend’s little sister moves to town.

      

      Carefree personal trainer Drake North is long on charm and short on connections that do more than skim the surface. His main ties are to his family and his best friend, so when his friend’s little sister moves to town, Drake promises to look out for her. But when he offers her his spare bedroom for a few nights, he might be getting in over his head.

      

      High-end honeymoon planner Mackenzie Shaw can take care of herself. In her job for the rich and famous, she leaves nothing to chance. Moving back to Nashville gives her the opportunity to finally get what she’s always wanted—a fulfilling career, a close-knit group of friends, and a permanent address. All she has to do is ignore her years-old crush on her brother’s best friend.

      

      Though opposites attract, Drake has no interest in settling down anytime soon. But when Mackenzie travels overseas for work and he finds himself following her around the world, he’s forced to admit there’s nothing shallow about his feelings. Can he prove he’s ready to dig deep and convince Mackenzie he’s everything she needs?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      You better not be late picking up my sister.

      Drake North grinned at the hint of a threat in the text message from his best friend as he walked—okay, basically jogged—out of the short-term lot toward the Nashville airport terminal. Late, of course.

      Got it under control, he typed as he entered the building.

      The plane landed three minutes ago, Ezra texted.

      Drake was fully aware of the time. He might have a rep for being fashionably late—he crammed a lot into every day, by design—but he wasn’t going to let Ezra down.

      Yep, Drake replied. You can quit stalking the airline app now. It doesn’t really ease your guilty conscience anyway, does it? He couldn’t resist the jab, even though he was more than a little familiar with Ezra’s lifelong protectiveness toward his younger sister, Mackenzie.

      As Drake made his way toward the security cutoff, keeping an eye on the scattering of arriving passengers who passed him, his phone vibrated with a phone call. He laughed when he saw it was Ez.

      “Kinda busy here,” Drake answered facetiously.

      “Are you even to the airport yet?” his friend demanded from the other side of the globe.

      “Relax. I’m in the terminal, watching for her. Her plane hasn’t unloaded yet.”

      This part of the airport was relatively calm at the moment, probably because it was nearing ten p.m. on a Wednesday.

      Ez released a breath over the line, as if finally relaxing. “Thanks for doing this. I’m sorry to drag you away from whatever you had going on. I’m sure there was a woman involved somehow.”

      “There was,” Drake said, “but not the way you think. Here’s a question for you. Who’s the North brother least likely to get hitched?”

      “You,” Ez said without hesitation, and Drake grinned because that was tough to argue with.

      “Besides me. Try Cole. He proposed tonight. Popped the question on camera while Sierra was recording an episode of the remodeling show. The whole family was there watching. We went to celebrate afterward. I had to show my face for that.”

      “I guess you did.” Ezra’s surprise was evident. “Wow. One of the eternal-bachelor North brothers goes down.”

      “He’s happy. Like I’ve never seen him. Cole and happy are two words you don’t often hear in the same sentence. Anyway, I dragged myself away just for you.”

      “For Mackenzie,” Ez corrected.

      “You do know she’s a grown woman who’s been on her own in LA for years?” Drake asked. He did the math in his head to figure she must be twenty-five now, four years younger than the two of them.

      “She could handle it on her own, no question, but it’d be nice if she didn’t have to. And moving sucks no matter how old you are.”

      “That it does, but tonight’ll be easy. It hardly counts as moving.”

      From what Drake understood, Mackenzie’s move back to Nashville, where she’d grown up, was because of her job. She’d apparently sold her car, packed her bags, and had already signed a lease on an apartment here in town.

      “Still, I appreciate it,” Ezra said, his tone going serious. “Big-brother fail on my part. And not the first one.”

      Not surprising considering Ezra’s demanding career, the very type Drake had always managed to avoid. As a consultant in technology, Ez often had to put the job first, drop everything, and jet to some other part of the world with little or no notice. His friend was still beating himself up because he’d promised Mackenzie he’d meet her in Nashville to help her settle in and then his schedule had changed last minute, taking him from Europe to Australia instead of back to the States.

      “I’ve got you covered, bro. I’ll get her to her apartment, make sure it looks okay, see that she has what she needs until her stuff shows up. I’ll take care of her for you. You go back to doing your technology-whisperer thing.”

      It really was no big deal, just a couple of hours of Drake’s time before he met some friends out at a bar later, and he’d do anything for his best friend. Ez had been there for him at some of the toughest times of his life.

      “Gotta go,” Drake said as passengers started appearing from the direction of Mackenzie’s gate. “They’re deplaning. I assume I’ll recognize her.”

      “I emailed you a photo from the last time I visited her,” Ez said.

      “I must’ve missed it.”

      “Check your email. Dinner’s on me next time I’m in town.”

      “Get your self here soon. It’s been a while.”

      They said goodbye as Drake scanned the people exiting the secured part of the airport. Not seeing her, he went to his inbox on his phone and scanned the senders until he found Ezra’s name. He opened it to see Ezra and Mackenzie in a selfie on the beach.

      As he zoomed in on her face, it struck him as it hadn’t before that she was all grown up. She looked happy and confident and attractive. As a kid, she’d always had indistinctive medium-brown hair, but there were a few copper highlights now. Her brown eyes sparkled with an indescribable something, and he could see how a guy could be drawn in by them.

      Confident he could recognize her, he shoved his phone into his pocket and skimmed his gaze over the cluster of people who approached. Then he spotted a head of tousled hair the right color a few steps behind the pack, pointed downward so he couldn’t see the face.

      As they got closer, the group in front of her dispersed, allowing him to see that, yes, this was Mackenzie. He was fairly sure of it even with her head down, as she focused on stuffing something in an oversized bag on her shoulder and rolled a carry-on behind her, and then her step stuttered as the bag rolled into her ankle, and that sealed it. Mackenzie had always been the clumsiest human he knew.

      Drake stepped closer, waiting impatiently for her to look up and notice him.

      She was tall—she’d always been tall for a female and skinny—but the feminine curves on her were new to him. She wore jeans, a simple V-neck T-shirt, and a blue-and-white-plaid flannel shirt tied around her waist that highlighted the dip inward from her hips. On her feet were flat-soled sandals with copper beadwork that showed off a toe ring and wine-colored toenails. With her face still pointed down, his gaze was drawn to her collarbone, partially revealed by the wide vee of her shirt, and something about it got his attention as a man instead of as her brother’s friend.

      He shook himself out of that right quick, and then finally she pulled her attention from her bag and looked up.

      It was as if someone had zapped him with a Taser as a strange combination of familiarity and shock hit him. Familiarity because that smile and the spark in her eyes were his friend’s little sister through and through and took him back to when he was a teenager and she was a busybody brat he’d affectionately called Shawlet. Shock because…wow. Mackenzie Shaw had grown up spectacularly. The picture Ez had sent did not do her justice.

      “Drake,” she said in a melodic voice that was fuller than the teenage version he remembered, “you’re here.”

      The surprise in her tone gave away a hint of vulnerability, as if she hadn’t believed he’d make it, and that waver of insecurity took him back to the time when he and Ezra had been determined to protect her from an eighth-grade putz who’d broken her naive seventh-grade heart. He and Ez had picked her up at the middle school for a week straight just to intimidate the little jerk who’d kissed her after a basketball game and then ghosted her. Their intimidation had been limited to big-brother don’t-screw-with-my-sister stares, as they’d had the advantage in size, brains, and muscles, and it wouldn’t have been a fair fight.

      Without thought, he stepped forward, wrapped her in a brief hug, and kissed the top of her head. “It sounds like you didn’t think I’d show.”

      “Ez said you might be late.” She beamed up at him, and his nostalgia was shoved aside by a surge of desire. “Thanks for picking me up.”

      “Welcome back,” he said, more than a little rattled by his reaction to her.

      Mackenzie inhaled deeply, causing her chest to rise, sexy collarbone, intriguing breasts, and all. “It feels good to be back,” she said as her gaze roved over him. “Really good.”

      Hell. He needed a moment. Or a kick to the head, which Ez would readily provide if he knew the thoughts firing through Drake’s head.

      The thought of Ezra was enough to bring him to his senses. “Let’s put your brother’s mind at ease,” Drake said, pulling his phone back out and sidling up next to Mackenzie for a selfie. “Smile pretty. He’s got his tighty-whiteys in a bunch, thinking I’ll let you down.”

      “It’s always fun to prove my brother wrong.”

      Drake clicked, and without inspecting the photo, he reopened the app they used to text internationally and sent it on its way. Ignoring, the whole while, the hint of Mackenzie’s feminine floral scent that affected him on an elemental level.
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        * * *

      

      Mackenzie had done her homework.

      Well, as well as she could. It wasn’t easy to get the lowdown on a guy who didn’t do much on social media. He had accounts—she’d found Drake on three different platforms—but he didn’t post much. The content on his accounts consisted mostly of photos he was tagged in by other people. Females. Always females. Pretty, happy females draping themselves all over the youngest North brother.

      Mackenzie couldn’t blame them.

      Drake was drape-worthy. He always had been.

      He reached over and took the handle of the rolling bag from her and pulled it behind him. “Do you have another bag?” he asked as they walked in the general direction of the baggage claim area.

      She laughed. “I had to check three.” And paid for extra weight on two of them. Still the cheapest way to get the things she needed most immediately to Nashville.

      “It might be tough to fit those on my bike.”

      Mackenzie halted in her tracks and peered over at him, narrowing her eyes, assessing if he could possibly be serious.

      On the one hand, the thought of this mouthwatering man on a motorcycle—she assumed he wasn’t talking about a Schwinn—was all kinds of distracting. On the other, surely he couldn’t be that dense, could he?

      No. The Drake she remembered was not stupid.

      “You’re bullshitting,” she said as she resumed their path toward the escalator.

      With an irresistible boyish grin, he said, “Got me. I switched it out for the Jeep just for you.”

      Between those arresting sky-blue eyes with their spark of mischief, the just-right amount of toffee-brown scruff on his jaw, and that sexy tone in his voice that made the words sound more intimate than they were, it was evident he still oozed charm the way most guys oozed sweat during a pickup game of basketball on a ninety-degree afternoon.

      She could fully, privately admit to a raging crush on him back in the day, when—she could acknowledge it now—she was too young for him. Drake North had plunged her right into puberty, though he hadn’t been aware of his role in her immature fantasies. Thank God.

      She hadn’t seen him in person for close to ten years, when he’d gone off to college. She’d thought of him on and off throughout the years, had heard vague reports of him from Ezra, and yes, had checked out his social media, but one thing she’d not been doing was pining away.

      She’d been living life full tilt in Los Angeles, first dipping her toes into college and then building a career she loved, meeting scores of people for both business and fun, and trying to find her place in life, like the seven billion other people on the planet.

      Though the move back to Nashville had come up suddenly, it was key to her long-term plan. Living in this city she loved would enable her to put down roots. She had a down payment for a home saved, one that would buy her something decent in this part of the country, unlike on the West Coast, and once she got her bearings and laid the foundation for the new Nashville office of To the Stars, house hunting was her priority. If things went as planned, she’d be cozied up in her very own home in less than six months.

      Her phone dinged from the depths of her travel bag, signaling a text, and she assumed it was Cora, her boss and friend, finally responding to Mackenzie’s I made it text, which she’d sent as they taxied in. Now that Drake had her carry-on, it was easier to handle the oversized bag that enabled her to throw in pretty much everything except the kitchen sink—and liquids over three ounces.

      The message had a local number but no name. She unlocked her phone as they got on the escalator and read the text.

      
        
        This is Nadine from Hillside Haven Apartments. I realize you might already be on your way here, so I wanted to give you a heads-up. There’s a problem with your apartment and I’m still assessing the extent. We can discuss details and a plan of action when you get here, but I wanted to warn you because it’s a little bit shocking. We’re working to remedy things at this moment. See you soon.

      

      

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Mackenzie said out loud, her stomach dipping. Then she scrolled up and read the message a second time before they reached the bottom of the escalator. She missed the end of the escalator, her head buried in her phone, and stumbled slightly, then righted herself. She stepped to the side and stopped. Read the text for a third time, her shoulders drooping.

      “Problem?” Drake asked. He’d been behind her on the escalator and paused at her side now as he sized up the row of baggage carousels.

      “There’s an issue with my apartment.” The apartment with the short-term lease that was crucial for her plans to work out.

      “What kind of an issue?” he asked, turning his focus to her.

      Mackenzie held out her phone so he could read it himself, absently glancing toward the carousels and not really seeing them. She was fighting off a host of negative thoughts, reminding herself that, as fast as she’d put all the pieces of this move into place, there were bound to be some hiccups. She would work through them.

      “Let’s get your bags and then we can go check it out,” he said.

      She let Drake figure out which carousel while she followed, typing to Nadine, asking her for more information.

      By the time they had all of her suitcases lined up in front of them and Drake had ribbed her for packing like a girl, there was still no response from Nadine.

      “I guess we’ll go see for ourselves,” Drake said. He threw a quick arm around her from the side, tugging her into him briefly.

      As uneasy as she was about her apartment, all of that took a backseat as she caught the masculine scent of him, momentarily felt the heat of his solid, delectable body pressing up against her side, and thought for an instant about letting herself lean into him. Then she put a hard brake on her reaction, because that had been more of a big-brother move than a man-woman move, and she needed to keep it big-brother in her mind.

      For the first time, she had a plan to get her life together, make it what she wanted and needed, and mooning over an unavailable guy, regardless of how tempting he was, was not the way to make it happen.
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      Mackenzie believed you could tell a lot about a person from their vehicle. What brand was it? How old? How clean? What color? Especially in Hollywood, did the owner drive it himself or have a driver? What extras were on it? Though she didn’t often get in a car with her clients, she frequently saw what they arrived in or, in some cases when she met with people at their home, could see into their eight-car garages.

      The twelve-year-old, two-hundred-thousand-mile-plus white Camry she’d hocked for two thousand bucks before leaving LA likely conveyed practicality, perseverance, and determination, plus working class and either not worried about appearances or not having the budget to worry about appearances. She was in the latter group. In her job, appearances were important because of who her clients were, but she had to focus her energy on what she could afford—namely, her clothes, accessories, and hair.

      Drake, on the other hand…

      The shiny, new-looking black Jeep Wrangler Rubicon that he started remotely when they were still thirty feet away spoke volumes. He liked to drive and maybe off-road. He liked to impress. And he liked to play. Though the doors and roof were intact, she was pretty sure they could be removed and he could showboat to his heart’s content while basking in the sun and letting the wind whip through his short dark hair. His vehicle screamed carefree.

      He refused to let Mackenzie lift any of the suitcases into the back, and she had to admit the hint of chivalry was hot. She was all about equal rights for women and doing for herself, but she was travel weary and exhausted from packing to move for the past week, and there was no getting around it—Drake made a pretty picture with his long-sleeve tee that couldn’t hide those significant biceps as they flexed with the effort. She stood back and watched him. She might not be officially mooning over him, but she would always appreciate an enticing view.

      The man had filled out stupendously well.

      The high school version of the star first baseman had been a treat to look at, but this version was even better. He was tall, over six feet, and his shoulders were wide, hips narrow, arms and chest nicely sculpted. And that butt… Was there anything more beautiful than a just-right baseball player’s ass?

      “No U-Haul necessary,” Drake said with a sparkle in his eyes as he closed the back and led her to the front passenger door.

      Mackenzie climbed inside and took in top-of-the-line everything, from the sound system to the stitched leather seats to the features. Carefree and not hurting for money, she amended in her mind.

      “Where to?” he asked as he slid into the driver’s seat.

      Mackenzie swiped at her phone and pasted the address from her email into her map app. She said, “Head toward 40,” then told him the address and the area of town.

      “That’s a decent neighborhood to live in,” he said. “Older but well-maintained and safe.”

      “I know the area well though I haven’t seen the apartment in person. It’s owned by the father of one of Ez’s friends. The main selling point is that he agreed to do a short-term lease without charging me higher rent.” Because of that, she would make it work, in spite of whatever problem it had tonight.

      Drake touched the dash screen a couple of times, and she realized he’d connected it to her phone via Bluetooth as he pulled up the map and address. Her ancient Camry hadn’t even had a backup camera.

      “Why short-term?” he asked as he backed out of the spot and headed for the toll booth. “I was under the impression you were moving back for good.”

      “The plan is to buy a house in three to six months.”

      His brows went up on his forehead. “Big commitment.”

      “It is,” she said with an exhale. “I’m so unbelievably ready. I’ve moved more times than a military kid in my life, and I just want a place that’s mine for good.”

      “You guys did move a lot.”

      “It was my mom,” Mackenzie said, and the sadness that always came with thoughts of her mother surfaced, diminished with the years but never gone. “Bless her, but she was not a stay-in-one-place kind of person at all.” Though she had, thankfully, kept them in Nashville for every move while they were kids.

      “I was sorry to hear about her death. I felt awful that I missed everything.”

      Her mom had died in a boating accident in the Bahamas, where she’d lived, when Mackenzie was nineteen. Drake had been on a remote trek somewhere, she vaguely remembered.

      “Thank you. We were okay. I know she loved us, but Ez and I weren’t super-close to her, you know? She was the type who was always searching for something better, happier, whatever. Better man, better job, better apartment.” Mackenzie said it without any bitterness or anger. She’d made peace long ago with her mother’s weaknesses and took comfort that she’d apparently died doing something she enjoyed, in a place she’d raved about, with a man she loved.

      “Growing up, it got to the point I was almost afraid to unpack.” She frowned, wishing she was exaggerating. By Mackenzie’s eighteenth birthday, her mom had moved them nine times. “In LA, I wanted to stay put while I saved a down payment, but I’ve moved eight times in the last seven years.”

      “That’s a lot even for someone like me who likes to shake things up frequently.”

      “There were solid reasons every single time, but it’s been a little crazy.”

      “So you’re ready to settle down,” he said as he pulled onto the freeway entrance ramp.

      “I’m ready for some stability,” Mackenzie said, making a point to distinguish between that and settling down, because settling down made it sound like she wanted a husband and a puppy and a kid or two, and those were not on her list, not in the immediate future. She didn’t equate the man part to stability in the least. “It kills me to have to spend three to six months in an apartment, but this move back happened so fast there was no way I could buy a house beforehand.”

      “Now you’ll have time to look,” Drake said.

      “It’s a priority.”

      Drake un-synced the climate control and set his side a couple of degrees cooler than hers. “Feel free to adjust this to whatever you need, and there’s a button on the side by the door if you want the seat heater on. It’s probably colder than California here.”

      It was. Even though she’d pulled her flannel shirt over her tee, the March wind chilled her, and she was grateful for the heat, which she felt within a few seconds of flipping the switch.

      Buying a car was also on her to-do list in the very near future, and she wondered if she could afford heated seats. She might have to prioritize them.

      “The family business must be doing well,” she said with a grin. “These are some nice wheels.”

      “I assume it is,” he said, shrugging as he turned onto the entrance ramp to the interstate.

      “You do work for North Brothers Sports, right?” Had Ezra told her that or had she assumed?

      As Drake merged with traffic, he couldn’t be more nonchalant when he said, “I don’t work in the corporate office.”

      “What do you do?”

      “I’m in retail. Right now I’m in the golf department, but I’m thinking I’ll move to Outdoor in the next couple of months to keep it interesting.”

      She stared at him, processing, trying to come up with a response. Drake North, who she was pretty sure had graduated from college, whose family had founded North Brothers Sports, sold golf gloves and clubs? And he drove a new Jeep that had to have cost a pretty penny.

      Okay. He’d always been a people person, she guessed. To each his own. “So…full-time retail?”

      He shook his head. “I’m also a personal trainer. I currently work at a gym a buddy of mine owns.”

      That made more sense. “You studied exercise science,” she now remembered. “How long have you been doing that?”

      He seemed to be calculating in his head as he zipped into the left lane and sped up when he found a big enough gap in traffic. “Close to seven months this time. I did the same job at a couple of different gyms when I first graduated. Spent some years coaching high school baseball in between.”

      “You’ve had a lot of jobs,” she said.

      “A few,” he said with a megawatt smile. “I like to stay busy and mix it up often. Job, apartment, vehicles.” He shrugged. “Variety’s a good thing.”

      “So you’re basically on the bottom of the family business? And you’re fine with that?”

      “It’s by choice. I love my family’s company and will probably always work there. I like the freedom to rotate through the departments at will. I get some privileges that allow me to bounce around, like full benefits and a share of profits. My dad took care of us all, and I’m grateful for that.”

      She wasn’t judging, just trying to understand. She tended to give her all to her job and had worked her way up to being the owners’ right-hand employee. She hoped to work at her company for many more years. It was hard to imagine such a laid-back attitude toward her career. And yet clearly Drake was happy with his life and his variety—and his lack of commitment to anything. Obviously, he had enough money to do what he wanted—she was pretty sure Ezra, at some point, had referred to each of the North brothers having loads of it thanks to those owners’ shares.

      “What about you?” Drake asked. “Ez said you’re moving here for your job, but he didn’t say what you do.”

      “I’m a honeymoon planner. I work for a company called To the Stars,” she said. “We plan high-end niche honeymoons for the uber-rich.” With a laugh, she added, “You could probably be a customer. Any wedding bells in your near future?”

      He sent her a get serious glance and gave an exaggerated shudder as he turned his attention back to the road.

      She laughed again, not thinking too hard about the flash of satisfaction at learning he didn’t have a serious girlfriend. Of course he didn’t. He was the type that basically screamed commitment-phobe. “I’ve seen a lot of your type who’ve succumbed.”

      “What’s my type?”

      “The guy everyone loves, who goes out all the time, with a different woman each night, likes to have a good time but keeps it light with everybody.” It was an educated guess based on his reaction and the tags on his social media, and he didn’t deny it, which told her she’d guessed right. “Those are the guys who fall the hardest.”

      “So, uber-rich in LA,” he said, blatantly ignoring her assessment. “You work with any famous people?”

      “Celebrities are a large percentage of my clients,” she said. “Actors, musicians, producers, in addition to businesspeople and entrepreneurs.”

      “Anyone I’ve heard of?”

      She listed some of the biggest Hollywood names she’d worked with, and Drake whistled.

      “How’d you get into that?” he asked.

      “It was a right time, right place, knowing the right person kinda thing.”

      “What time, place, and person would that be?”

      Mackenzie leaned back and let the heated leather seat cradle her tired body, closing her eyes. “When I was a freshman, my roommate’s older sister had recently started To the Stars, and she was looking for cheap part-time help. I fell in love with the job and, over the next two years, started spending more and more time working, building up referrals from happy customers. It was my dream job that I didn’t know existed.”

      “You must be good at it.”

      “I can hold my own,” she said. “By junior year, I was making more money than I’d make in the field I was studying, so I quit school.”

      “What were you studying?”

      “Journalism. I was a celebrity freak growing up, and my goal was to write about famous people. But planning honeymoons, working with Hollywood stars in that capacity, I saw there’s an adversarial feeling toward the press, even the writers from reputable companies that they had a good relationship with. My job makes me a valued partner instead of someone who intrudes on their privacy.”

      “You offer them a service they need.”

      “During one of the most exciting times in their lives,” she agreed. “I lucked into it and I can’t imagine doing anything else.”

      “That’s a pretty cool gig,” Drake said. “So why are you moving away from your clients?”

      “I’m opening up a Nashville branch. I have two clients here currently, and on a trip back to meet with them, the idea struck me. I know this city and love it, and there’s a lot of potential here. I put together a proposal, and Cora and Kent, the owners, jumped on it.”

      “And houses are easier to buy here.”

      “Based on what I’ve seen online, a lot easier.”

      “So who are your local clients?” he asked.

      “Tomorrow I’m meeting with a brand-new one. Ellie Grant. She’s marrying⁠—”

      “Thomas Maywood,” Drake finished for her.

      “You keep up on Nashville celebrity news,” she said.

      “It’s hard not to know about two of the biggest country stars getting hitched. Isn’t the guy supposed to plan the honeymoon?”

      “I’ve worked with brides, grooms, couples, even friends and relatives who were paying for the honeymoon as a gift. I’ll work with whoever wants a dream honeymoon.”

      “You get some weird requests?” he asked.

      “It’s never boring.”

      “Like what? Tell me some of the stranger ones.”

      While she never revealed specifics of who did what, she could tell countless anonymous stories from the past. “I had an older gentleman, a billionaire CEO with a much younger bride, who wanted goat’s milk, honey, and rose water added to their bathwater each night, saying it had aphrodisiac powers. Plus bowls of shelled pistachios—they had to be imported from Turkey—scattered around the suite. Also a sex-drive booster.”

      “But only if they’re from Turkey?” he asked as he exited the interstate.

      “All pistachios are supposedly aphrodisiacs, but the Turkish ones taste superior, or so I’m told.”

      “So you arranged those details?”

      “Yes, sir. With a smile. That was an easy one.”

      “I bet you have tons of good stories.”

      “You wouldn’t believe some of them if I told you,” she said as she checked the map on the dash screen. “We’re getting close to my apartment.”

      “What do you think we’ll find?”

      She took her phone out to make sure she hadn’t missed a text from Nadine. She hadn’t. “Maybe a plumbing emergency. That would suck.”

      “I was thinking a roach infestation.”

      “Don’t even go there.”

      “Maybe a dead mouse in the walls, stinking up the place.”

      “Roof blew off in a storm?” she said, making it a game while hoping everything they said was worse than reality.

      “Lead paint in the bedroom,” Drake said, grinning. “Don’t lick the walls.”

      What they saw when they pulled up minutes later, though, had them shocked into silence as they both gaped with their jaws dropping.
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      “Your destination is on the right.”

      Mackenzie barely noticed the message from the map app that rang out over the Jeep’s premium sound system. She was too caught up on the tow truck, the fire truck, two police cars, and— Was that car really sticking out of the side of the building?

      A dozen or so onlookers were clustered along the sidewalk in the distance, looking casual, not too concerned, but to her, the scene was concerning. Especially if that was her apartment that had the Buick jutting out of it.

      As soon as Drake stopped the Jeep alongside the curb, half a block down from the action, she pushed the door open and slid to the ground and gawked. There was no other word for it.

      Two cops stood to the side, engrossed in conversation, their arms crossed, expressions relaxed, as if the emergency was over. The tow truck driver came around the Buick, looking like he’d pulled a car out of a building a thousand times, and spoke to the cops.

      Drake came up alongside her. “Looks like you won’t be moving in tonight.”

      “Probably not tomorrow either,” she said, thinking humor was better than letting her tired body crumple to the grass and break into tears the way she wanted to. One of her suitcases had an air mattress in it and a pump and brand-new sheets, and she’d been counting the minutes until she could set up her makeshift bed in her new home and collapse in contented exhaustion.

      The front right corner of the car had gone through the sliding glass door. It wasn’t very far into the building, but the glass from the sliding door was shattered, and one of the posts supporting the second-story balcony, where she’d planned to put a comfy outdoor chair and table, had been taken out.

      “I hope everyone’s okay,” she said as she skimmed her gaze from one emergency worker to the next, looking for the best person to approach. Before she could head toward the two officers, she heard her name being called.

      She turned to the right to see a short blond forty-something woman approaching them in a jog. “Are you Mackenzie?”

      “Yes. Nadine?”

      The woman offered her hand. “That’s me. It’s nice to meet you, though I wish the circumstances were different.”

      “Looks like you’ve had an eventful evening,” Drake said.

      “Well, hello.” Nadine’s attention snapped to Drake, and her words came out like a purr as she peered up at him. “Eventful is one word for it, for sure. And you are…?”

      “Drake.” In spite of the chaotic scene around them, Mackenzie didn’t miss the friendliness in the appraising look he gave Nadine. Mackenzie mentally rolled her eyes. She would swear flirting was hardwired in his veins.

      “Pleasure. I manage the property and live in that end unit,” Nadine said, pointing, her gaze lingering on him for an extra second, and Mackenzie had to wonder if there was, indeed, a hint of invitation in that statement or if she was just overtired and imagining it.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Nadine from the end unit. What the heck happened here?” Drake said, nodding toward the car.

      “Was anyone hurt?” Mackenzie asked.

      “I’m happy to say everyone’s okay. It was a classic case of texting and driving. The driver happened to be texting Shelly, who lives in that end apartment right there”—Nadine pointed at the end opposite from hers, which looked to be just two units away from the one with the Buick lawn ornament—“asking for the best place to park, when a dog darted by and startled her so badly she hit the wrong pedal. She popped up the curb, across the few feet of grass, and, well, the rest is plainly visible.”

      “Teenager?” Drake asked.

      “Senior,” Nadine answered. “As in citizen. Shelly’s grandmother. She’d just arrived after driving all the way from Alabama.”

      “That’s awful,” Mackenzie said. “But she wasn’t injured?”

      “A little shaken and a lot embarrassed. Once the police had what they needed from the woman, Shelly took her to the twenty-four-hour donut and coffee shop a couple of blocks away to aid recovery.” Nadine shook her head as all three of them watched the tow truck driver stride to his truck, apparently ready to move in and take the car away. “Needless to say, your apartment won’t be ready for a few days.”

      “A few days?” Drake said, frowning. “That doesn’t look like it’ll be done in a few days.”

      Mackenzie could see his point, but she wanted to believe they’d prioritize repairing it. It didn’t look like the damage extended much beyond the exterior and mostly just the door.

      “It looks worse from here than it is,” Nadine said. “They’re saying the sturdy brick wall helped stop the car and prevented a lot more damage. We’ll have an engineer here first thing tomorrow to assess, but unless he unearths some surprises, we should have everything fixed quickly. And”—she turned to Mackenzie directly—“I just got off the phone with the owner as you arrived. We’d like to offer you a month of free rent to make up for the inconvenience.”

      “That would help,” Mackenzie said, her mind already spinning through how this would affect her pending house-hunting plans. She was fending off the thought, not altogether successfully, that once again, her living situation had veered out of her control.

      “Two months would help even more,” Drake said, managing to pull it off with that charming grin that—she glanced at Nadine—yep, seemed to work like magic. The woman’s eyes had widened and she was gazing at him thoughtfully, as if considering it.

      “No,” Mackenzie said in a rush. “One month is much appreciated.”

      “They’re breaking the terms of the lease, Mackenzie. It’d be easier to find a new place to live. Why not see if Nadine can work something out for you?”

      Judging by the look on Nadine’s face, she wanted to work a different something out with Drake, but then who wouldn’t?

      “Really,” Mackenzie said firmly. She tossed a warm smile at the property manager. “One month free is wonderful. If it takes longer than expected to repair the place, then we can revisit it.” She shot Drake a look that warned him to cease and desist.

      “You’ve got a deal,” Nadine said, looking relieved. “And now I need to see what the police officer wants.” She gestured toward the cop who was striding in their direction with purpose. She hurried off, clearly in her element.

      As soon as Nadine was out of earshot, Mackenzie opened her mouth to scold Drake, but he preempted her.

      “I bet I could’ve gotten at least six weeks out of her,” he said.

      “I bet you could’ve gotten a lot more than that,” Mackenzie said dryly. “Mr. Lester, the owner, has already bent over backwards for me by giving me a short-term lease and not charging extra rent for it. I don’t want to take advantage of his kindness or put Ez or his friend in a bad situation. One month of free rent will cover several nights in a hotel. That’s all I need.”

      “You’re not staying in a hotel.”

      She froze, again about to argue, and narrowed her eyes at him. Was he suggesting…?

      “I told your brother I’d take care of you,” he said. “That doesn’t mean dumping you off at the Sheraton.”

      “Ezra’s approximately half a planet away. He has no say.” The argument came out automatically, because she didn’t want to impose and she had to give him an out. But the thought of staying at Drake’s… She quietly sucked in a shaky breath. If she had a bucket list, sleeping under the same roof as Drake North would be on it.

      Nadine was making her way back to them, her attention on her phone as she swiped a few times. “I’ve got to get my maintenance guy here to put some boards up overnight. Are you doing okay?” she asked, as if she feared Mackenzie might try to bail on the apartment altogether.

      “I am.” If you didn’t count the exhaustion from traveling and the serious disappointment that she wouldn’t be “home” tonight. “I’d like the lease modified to show the month of free rent, if you don’t mind. Could you email that to me tomorrow?”

      “Of course,” Nadine said, typing something in on her phone. “I can’t let you in to see your unit for safety reasons, but each apartment is identical in layout and you’re welcome to look at mine if you’d like to see one in person before you go.”

      “That’s kind of you, but I still have all the photos you sent. I know I’ll love it. Besides, I’m betting my chauffeur here has plans tonight, so I should let him get to them.” She glanced at Drake when she said it and couldn’t miss the busted look on his face that confirmed her guess. “But thanks for offering.”

      “You’re more than welcome. If you change your mind, the offer stands,” Nadine said. “I’m so sorry for everything.”

      “I’m sorry for Shelly and her grandmother. Although donuts can make just about everything seem okay for a while.” Mackenzie realized she hadn’t eaten since a late lunch, but right now she’d choose sleep over food—even donuts. “I’ll watch for the revised lease in my email, and you’ll keep me posted on the timeline?”

      “Absolutely. Welcome to Nashville, Mackenzie.” Nadine shook her hand, then turned to Drake, who was tapping away at a message on his phone. “Drake, I get the impression you live in town already?”

      “For twenty-nine years and counting,” he said, shoving his phone in his pocket and shaking her offered hand. “Thanks for taking care of Mackenzie. We’ll check on progress in a couple of days.”

      “You’re welcome anytime,” she said smoothly, and Mackenzie was sure now she wasn’t just talking about checking up on repairs.

      As Mackenzie and Drake walked back to the Jeep, one of the police cars pulled away, and most of the onlookers had left as well. He let her into the passenger side in silence, which suited her fine, as she’d slipped into recalculating mode, thinking about how this twist in her plans was going to affect the next few days. She’d organized every detail of her move to a fault—she’d had to in order to make it work out on such a tight timeline—and she needed to wrap her head around the changes.

      “So you’re staying at my place?” Drake said as soon as he was in and had shut the driver’s-side door. He started the engine but didn’t make any move toward leaving.

      “You have plans. Just take me to a hotel.”

      “I canceled them.” He held his phone up as if that proved it.

      She hadn’t expected that. “You need to think it through, Drake. I have to work, starting tomorrow morning, and I mostly work at ‘home.’ Which means I’d be there all the time.”

      “I’m rarely there, so it’ll be like having your own place.”

      “What if it takes them two weeks to fix my apartment?”

      “Then it’s two weeks. It’s not a problem, Shawlet.” He raised his brows, as if waiting for her to concede.

      She expelled a breath. “You’re really sure I wouldn’t annoy you?”

      He shot her a smile that grabbed her in the gut—she’d bet he practiced that grin in front of the mirror every night—and said, “Far from it.”

      She could swear she saw a flash of heat in his eyes…but that was crazy. Part of his charmer act, she knew.

      “And you wouldn’t expect me to cook?” she asked, mostly joking.

      “Not for me, but you’re welcome to use the kitchen for whatever you want. Except a date with another guy.” The smile dropped from his face.

      “Dating is not on my radar,” she said, and then another thought hit her. “What about you? You wouldn’t have slumber parties while I’m there, would you?”

      He feigned a look of shock. “What kind of guy do you think I am?”

      Remembering the photos on his social media accounts, she said, “Not a celibate one.”

      “I can be celibate. For a couple of weeks.”

      “I’m not asking you to be celibate. Just… I wouldn’t want to have to listen to it.”

      “No slumber parties at my place. We’ll make it a rule for both of us.”

      She laughed, because he gave her a lot more credit than she deserved if he thought she was going to meet someone and get to know him well enough to sleep with him within a week or two. Guys were so far down on her list right now that they didn’t even register. Generally speaking. Drake would likely always register with her on some level. “That seems ridiculous.”

      While she was keeping it lighthearted—and trying not to think too hard about
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