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Dedication

To my beautiful sister, Angel. There’s nothing quite like our trips to Starbucks which always turn into plotting…whether you like it or not. Love you more than my lattes!


Chapter One

He was going to hell.

Or, quite possibly, he was there now.

Working with his hands, gutting this old house was definitely the perfect way to let off steam. It was either that or get into a fight, which would probably end up getting him arrested, and since he had a clean record, he didn’t want to taint it now.

Fate was a cruel bitch. There was no other way to look at it.

But he wasn’t going to dwell on all the things that had gone wrong in his life. He certainly wasn’t going to think about all he’d lost up to this point. He was stronger than that.

He wiped his forearm across his forehead and stepped back to look at the now-empty wall where all the old, dated cabinets had been. This process of restoring his old home was time-consuming, but the endless hours he’d put in would be worth it in the end. Considering he’d been restoring buildings and even erecting some from the ground up in the past ten years, he’d honed his skills and didn’t waste time getting to the final product.

When he and his sister Evie were teens and lost the house after their parents died, Dylan vowed that one day he’d get it back. He was near thirty now, but better late than never.

It felt odd being back here, sleeping in his old room. His sister had tried to get him to stay with her while he was renovating, but she’d just gotten engaged and he sure as hell wasn’t going to surround himself day in and day out with the happy couple.

While he was positively thrilled with the fact Evie was engaged to one of his best friends and they were disgustingly in love with each other, he didn’t think it was his place to intrude on their happiness. Besides, they had enough to deal with, without big brother living under their roof.

But thinking about his sister circled his thoughts back around to the pure hell that had landed in his life—he’d been betrayed by yet another person. One of his other friends, Alan. The man was lucky he was in jail because if he were out, Dylan had no doubt he’d kill the bastard for raping his sister and then blackmailing her about it.

Just the sickening thought of Alan taking Evie’s innocence made him want to throw his crowbar, but he dropped it to the floor instead. No need to tear up his house more than necessary.

Dylan walked over to the small jug of ice water he had on the sawhorses and took a long, refreshing drink.

Glancing at the time, he realized he should probably get in the shower to get ready for that date tonight. Good thing he’d gotten all the plumbing fixed.

This was his first date with the lady who always flirted with him at the small diner in town. She was cute, petite and just his type…considering his type was easy and not looking for anything beyond breakfast in the morning.

He took another glance at his kitchen and sighed. Well, if she stayed that long, he’d go grab some donuts or something.

As he walked through the bare living room—which had just had new hardwood flooring installed—he caught a glimpse of dark hair that flashed by the window.

His gut clenched, but he knew he was either seeing things or it was just a coincidence. There was only one person he knew with that shade of hair, so black it had a glossy sheen—and she sure as hell wouldn’t be seen back in this town, considering she hadn’t been able to get out of it fast enough when they were seventeen.

Damn. Really? Did his mind have to travel back that far through his living hell? As if his sister’s rape and his parents’ deaths weren’t enough, now he was thinking of the one bright spot he’d had in his life at that time. And it seemed when that bright light went out, so did all the others.

A knock on his door had him shaking off the thoughts.

He crossed to the newly installed, wide oak door and pulled it open. And that hell he’d been living in went to another level.

“Dylan?”

Gripping the door, he cringed at the sound of her voice. “Cori.”

A faint smile haunted her lips. “It’s Corinne now.”

Yeah, he knew that. Her name had been splashed across every damn magazine and news outlet in the country—hell, in the world—especially over the past six months, what with her little scandal.

“Never thought I’d see you in this town again.”

She laced her fingers together and stared him in the eye. “I never thought I’d be back.”

Well, at least she was honest. Way too little, way too late.

“I wasn’t sure who lived here now,” she went on, trying to look around him. “I just wanted to let my neighbors know that I’m staying next door again since Mom and Dad are in the assisted living facility. I didn’t want anyone to call the cops when they saw movement over there tonight.”

Dylan laughed. “Yeah, you wouldn’t want the cops to be called. Your record is already tainted.”

She flinched and paled a bit, but brought her chin up. “So do you and your family live here?”

Opening the door a bit wider, he rested his hand on his hip and glared. “You may be back in town to lick your wounds, but whatever my life has going on is none of your concern.”

“I’m sorry, I just—”

Whatever she was saying was lost on him. He slammed the door in her face and stomped up the stairs to take a shower. As if his recent shitty mood needed to be worse—now he was going to have to deal with Miss High and Mighty next door for who knows how long.

Great. Fan-freakin’-tabulous.

 

 

Corinne walked back to her parents’ house. She should’ve known she’d encounter a cold reception from him, but she honestly didn’t expect to find Dylan in his childhood home either. If she’d known he was the one living there, she probably would’ve avoided the place at all costs. God knows, she’d avoided him for all these years…and for good reason.

Reasons he could never know, because if he hated her now, he’d despise her if he knew the truth.

She closed the door and moved into the living area. Memories enveloped her, consumed her and made her heart quicken. A lifetime had passed since she was here. So many lies, so much deceit.

Corinne moved toward the mantel with its display of pictures. Drifting from one to the next, her throat tightened and her eyes burned with unshed tears.

Corinne stopped at a picture of her as a little girl, maybe six or seven, playing with a bunny. The little girl in the picture was smiling, showing off her missing front teeth, and Corinne could almost hear laughter coming from the innocent child. Fear coursed through her at the fact she barely recognized the girl who grew up in this house, in these pictures. The face of that happy, innocent child wasn’t the same one she encountered in the mirror each day. Somewhere between that happy time in her life and now she’d become jaded and hardened…and crushed.

From the looks of all the school and snapshot pictures, her parents hadn’t changed any of the photos after she’d gone. Perhaps they too were holding on to a dream that had been shattered by the man who paid a visit late one night.

Her life had been changed forever that night and she was a victim—just like Dylan and Evie. But Dylan wouldn’t see it that way if he knew the truth. He’d probably see her as selfish, only looking out for herself and fleeing the scene. Perhaps she had been. Looking back, she’d had no other choice.

She’d been a track star in high school. Ironic that she’d run when there was trouble at home and here she was running again when scandal surrounded her. She wished to God she were stronger, that she could come up with another way to deal with life-altering issues.

Corinne crossed the cozy room and fell down on the couch. This was new. They’d gotten rid of the old, bulky sectional and replaced it with a buttery-soft leather sofa. She sank into it as she rested her head against the back cushions.

After months of grueling investigations and charge upon charge being brought against her, she’d finally been exonerated. But the DA had already warned her that he didn’t believe in her innocence and he wasn’t done digging for evidence. He assumed she’d used her name and her looks to get off. He couldn’t be further from the truth.

In reality, she’d trusted the wrong people and had a proverbial “wrong time, wrong place” episode. Thankfully it was over. She wasn’t too worried about the DA digging because she knew there was nothing to find. She had more important things to worry about now. Especially her finances, since she’d spent nearly every dime she’d had on legal fees and investigators to help clear her name.

Now she had to figure out how in the world she was going to continue to pay for her parents’ care at the rehabilitation facility where her mother was recovering from a stroke. Thankfully she could stay in their house, so that was covered, but she couldn’t hide here and mooch off them. They needed her and she couldn’t let them down.

For once, she couldn’t run.

She hadn’t been to see her parents yet, but it was getting late and she was exhausted after driving up from Miami. She’d rest and go see them first thing in the morning. She knew her father was worried about her. He’d called as soon as the story hit the news and she’d had to assure him that she was innocent. He’d been insulted she believed he thought the worst of her, but so many people she considered “friends” had hung her out to dry when she’d needed security the most.

At least she still had her modeling contracts. That would bring in more funds once she got back to work. All she had to do was stay here for a bit until things died down, which shouldn’t take too long in this industry. Celebs were screwing up all the time, providing fodder for the media. By next week her woes would be forgotten by the world.

No matter what happened now that she was back home, Corinne wouldn’t let the fact she’d been charged with, and then exonerated of, possession of cocaine—or the fact she was living next door to the one man who still held a place in her heart—ruin her plans. She’d recover from all of this and come out on top. She had to. Somehow.

 

 

Dylan drove his date home, not even pretending he’d be coming inside. And that was a damn shame because Shelly had worn a tight little skirt that was just begging to have his hands pull it up and reveal the prize beneath.

But he couldn’t. His mind was on the raven-haired vixen who was back in town, and damn if his sex life was going to be paraded past her. He’d just been thrown off his game, that’s all. He didn’t want Cori back—he’d just had a bad day and the timing of his date tonight sucked.

Shelly had pouted a bit at her door when he’d kissed her good night, but he just couldn’t follow her inside. Not that he was in a hurry to go home alone, but he couldn’t dedicate tonight to Shelly. He may love women, but he wasn’t a jerk. He wasn’t a man who slept with one woman while fantasizing about another.

Dylan raked a hand through his hair and turned onto his road where there were only a handful of houses to begin with, so the fact he had to live right next to her irritated the hell out of him.

She’d seemed legitimately upset when he’d mentioned the cops and charges, but getting caught had probably not been part of her plan. More than likely she was embarrassed the whole world knew “Corinne”, the beautiful supermodel, had a small drug problem.

And that’s what irritated him the most. How in the hell did she let that happen? She was beautiful, sexy, had everything she could ever want at her fingertips and she’d gotten wrapped up in that lifestyle?

Damn it. More than likely, like some other celebrities, she’d used her money, and maybe even had flaunted her looks, to get the charges dropped.

As he pulled into his drive, all the lights in the other houses were off, except for the one he’d left on in his living room and the one in Cori’s living room. He saw her standing there looking out the window and his heart clutched. No. He couldn’t feel anything for her. She’d made her choice years ago and now she was living with the consequences.

Dylan parked in his driveway and slammed the door. His mood was just getting better and better.

When Cori’s front door slammed, he froze. Surely she wasn’t coming back over.

“Dylan.”

He closed his eyes and sighed. Apparently he was wrong.

Turning to see where she was, he saw her crossing her lawn toward him. Mercy sakes, she was wearing a little black silk robe and nothing else…that he could tell. And that thin material was clinging to her breasts, her hips.

Kill me now. Just kill me and get the torture over with.

“What?” he asked, his voice rough—which she probably took for irritation, but if he was honest with himself, it stemmed from pure arousal.

She crossed her arms over her chest, as if that would stop him from seeing the outline of her perfect breasts beneath that poor excuse for a robe.

“I’m sorry to bother you. Believe me, I tried to think of something else, but—”

“Just say it.”

Her eyes widened and she swallowed. “There’s a bat in my bedroom. I was headed to bed a few minutes ago and it was on my curtain.”

Shit. Was she serious? Not only did he have to see her half-dressed, now she needed him in her bedroom? And not for wild sex, but for pest control? This date night was just getting better and better. He’d turned down a sure thing, all to be drawn into the bedroom of the woman his body truly wanted. He’d no doubt leave with a hard-on and a foul mood.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I know you hate me, but can you help?”

Why, why did he have to have that gentleman streak in him?

Because his father had been the kindest man he knew and his mother had raised him right. And because he never could stand to see a vulnerable woman.

“Come on.” He moved around her, eager to get in, get out and get the hell home. Alone. “Which bedroom?”

She followed him up the porch. “My old bedroom.”

Of course it was. The room where they’d both lost their virginity to each other when they’d been fifteen. God, the thought of that age…they’d practically still been kids. They’d fumbled through putting on the condom, he’d nearly come as she was trying to roll it on him. They’d both laughed like idiots afterward and had sex again a few hours later since they were “now experienced and all”…and her parents still weren’t home.

“Do you have a broom?” he asked as he entered the foyer.

She moved to the small closet and pulled one out. “What else do you need?” she asked, trying to clutch her robe together.

Too late. He’d already seen the swell of those tanned breasts. And no matter the years that had passed, he could still feel them, taste them.

Great, now he was standing in her house, ready to kill a bat in her bedroom, and he had a boner. Sex with Cori was completely out of the question, which meant he’d have to resolve that issue later by himself. Could he have a more pathetic day?

“Grab me a bag and stay outside the door,” he told her. “I’ll tell you when it’s dead and you bring me the bag. Okay?”

She nodded and moved down the hall toward the kitchen.

Fantastic. Watching her walk away was just as torturous as watching her walk toward him. The robe barely covered her rounded rear and that silk slid against her body like a lover’s hands.

Cursing himself for his adolescent thoughts and raging hard-on, Dylan went to the bedroom door and eased it open. He poked his head in and, sure enough, across the room on the bright yellow curtain was a small black bat.

In no time Dylan killed the bat and it fell lifelessly to the hardwood floor. He tapped it with the toe of his boot to double-check before he called Cori in.

“Come on in, Cori.” He purposely used her real name because he refused to call her the made-up one. Her legal name was Cori, not Corinne, as the rest of the world knew her.

She eased the door open, her eyes darting around. “Where is it?”

“Dead.”

He reached for the bag and she crossed the room to hand it to him. He put his hand inside the bag to hold on to the plastic while picking up the bat. Once he had the creature in hand, he turned the bag inside out and tied it. Ignoring the visible shudder from Cori, he walked through her house and out her back door in search of the trash. Once he disposed of the critter, he went into the bathroom to wash his hands.

Dylan stopped in the bedroom to tell her he was leaving, but the sight of her with her back to the door, shoulders slumped and head hanging, twisted something inside of him. But he had to steel himself against her because he was still feeling the aftershocks of his sister’s vulnerability and he couldn’t get wrapped up in another female with emotional woes.

Yet he found himself moving into the room, just a step, then two. He stood right behind her, but didn’t touch her. Touching was a big hell no.

“I’m going to go,” he told her. Saying it out loud made it more believable. “The bat is outside in the trash.”

She lifted her head and turned, and now that they were in the light and she was looking right at him, he noticed she’d washed off her makeup and her eyes were nearly hollow with dark circles.

With a slight smile, she nodded. “Thank you, Dylan. I’ll try not to bother you again.”

He felt like an ass. Apparently she was upset, for good reason because her life was a mess, but there was no need for him to be a complete jerk to her. So she’d jilted him years ago. Enough time had passed that he should be over it…and he was. Well, he’d thought he was until she showed up at his doorstep earlier. They had been teens, for pity’s sake. They weren’t even the same kids they’d been.

“Look.” He sighed, rested his hands on his hips to keep from ripping that robe off of her and seeing if she still felt the same beneath him. “I don’t want you to think I hate you. You said that earlier. We have a history and, yes, it’s uncomfortable with you back, but I’m not purposely trying to be mean. I’m sorry I slammed the door in your face. I’ve got a lot going on and you just threw me off, that’s all.”

She tilted her head, causing all that dark hair to slide over black silk. “Then I’m doubly sorry for bothering you.”

For a moment he didn’t say anything, but his damn mouth opened before he could stop it.

“You’re so beautiful, Cori,” he murmured. “Without all that makeup and those fancy clothes. You look the exact same.”

A shadow crossed over her eyes. “I’m not the same, Dylan. I’m damaged, broken, but I’m going to be okay.”

He slid his hand over her smooth cheek and up into her hair. This was a mistake. All of it. Coming in here, talking, touching. Wasn’t that a nonnegotiable rule he’d given himself? No touching?

She stepped up against him and looked into his eyes. “What are you doing?”

“Hell if I know.”

His mouth captured hers, hard, fast, and she gave it right back, clutching at his shirt and leaning into him.

He relished in the fact her lush body was rubbing all over his, the fact her tongue was in his mouth. All of this was so familiar, yet so new and…so wrong.

Dylan pulled back, putting his hands on her slender shoulders and ignoring the confusion and hurt in her eyes.

Dropping his hands to his sides, he took a step back, then another. “Did you do this on purpose?”

“Excuse me?” she asked, her hand coming up to wipe her mouth. “Do what?”

“Get me over here, in your bedroom.”

Cori rolled her eyes. “Yes, Dylan. I planted a bat on my curtain to lure you into my bedroom. Do you hear yourself?”

Yeah, that sounded ridiculous, but…

“The bat I believe, but the robe, the lack of clothing beneath it.” He swallowed. “The kiss.”

She placed her hands on her hips, pulling the V of the robe even wider. God. Couldn’t she find a damn turtleneck to cover those tits up with?

“You kissed me,” she reminded him. “I didn’t ask you to and I didn’t hint for it either. I was on my way to bed, where I sleep in the nude for your information, and when I saw the bat, I grabbed the robe from the bathroom and went into the living room, and that’s when I saw your lights pulling into your driveway.”

He crossed his arms over his chest and sighed. “I didn’t come here for this, Cori, and I don’t like whatever game you think you’re playing.”

Her eyes turned to slits. “I’m not playing a game. Just because you got blown off by some date tonight and you’re coming home to bed alone, don’t get all pissy with me.”

Dylan closed the gap between them, arms at his sides because he wasn’t going to be stupid enough to touch her again. Her eyes widened, lips parted. Yeah, she wanted him to kiss her again. Like hell. They’d both end up setting each other on fire in that bed that was so close and most definitely mocking them.

“Next time you need a job done, call another neighbor and put some damn clothes on.”

He marched from the room sporting one hell of an erection and more irritated than he’d been earlier. She didn’t have anything else to throw on before coming to get him? Yeah, like he believed that.

Just because her body had gotten her all she’d ever wanted the past few years didn’t mean it would get him to crawl to her on hands and knees. He’d had that body before anybody else in the world laid eyes on it. Before any adolescent fantasized about her. Cori had been his.

And tonight she could’ve been his again, but common sense had kicked in at the last minute and he was damn glad he’d put the brakes on.

As he slammed the door to his house and flicked the lock, he rubbed his lips. Now if he could get his body to stop humming and settle down, he’d be more convinced he’d made the right decision.


Chapter Two

Dylan was more than happy that after five—yes, five—times at measuring for the cabinet, the damn thing finally went in the way it should. He was a professional, this is what he did, what he knew. So why the hell was he botching things this morning?

Oh yeah. The temptress from his past had him tied in knots. The woman hadn’t even been back in town for a full twenty-four hours and so far she’d pissed him off, had him in her bedroom, and had his hands and mouth on her.

Great track record, Dylan. Well done. Way to man up on the willpower.

On a groan he went to another large box and ripped it open to reveal the smaller base cabinet that would go next to the fridge. As he was tearing the cardboard away, his front door opened and closed.

“Dylan?”

Thank God it was his sister. He didn’t think Cori would just walk right in, but, hell, he didn’t know what to think anymore.

“Kitchen,” he yelled back.

Evie stepped through the doorway and leaned against the frame. “Wow, you’ve really made some progress since I was here last.”

Resting his hand on the top edge of the cabinet, he nodded. “I’ve been trying to work double time in here to get it done. Not that I mind eating out for nearly every meal, but it’s getting old and expensive.”

Evie stared at him for a second and he knew what she was going to say. He knew it before she opened her mouth.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” he said, just as her lips parted. “So don’t bring it up.”

Crossing her arms, she smiled. “You don’t want to discuss what? The renovations? My new haircut? Or do you not want to discuss the woman who just moved back in next door?”

Dylan groaned, raking a hand through his bedhead. Well, it would be bedhead if he’d gone to sleep last night.

“The renovations are fine to discuss, I didn’t notice your new cut and that final question doesn’t even warrant a response.”

Evie sighed and moved into the room. “Dylan, you can’t avoid it. I just came from Shop ’n Save and they were all talking about Corinne being back.”

“Her name is Cori,” he corrected, then cursed himself. “Listen, she’s back to hide from the scandal. Did she come when her parents needed her most? No. She came because she’s selfish and she wants to keep out of the negative limelight.”

“So you’ve seen her?”

Flashes darted through Dylan’s mind. Oh, he’d seen her…touched her, tasted her.

“Yes,” he said, offering no further explanation.

Evie ran her hand along the newly installed counter on the island. “Don’t be so harsh. She’s struggling, Dylan. No matter what you think you know about what’s going on with her, unless you heard it from her, don’t be so quick to judge.”

Dylan studied his sister’s face. “You’re defending her?”

“Yes, until I hear the truth from her.” Evie lifted her head, met his gaze. “I’d think you would’ve learned after my scandal not to jump to conclusions or to judge people before you know the whole truth.”

“Your scandal was nothing like what Cori is going through.” Dylan couldn’t even believe she’d compare the two. “Everything Cori is going through is her own fault. What happened to you was at the hands of a lunatic.”

And still, the thought that one of his best friends, a man he’d grown up with, gone on family vacations with, had raped his sister…

“Stop, Dylan.” Evie crossed to put her hand on his bare arm. “I’m fine. I’m engaged, I’m happy. Let’s just move on. Don’t let your mind always go to that ugly place.”

How could it not? Evie had lived with the truth for years and he’d just learned of it a few months ago. Not that he thought time would ever make him forget or erase the image, but he was still adjusting to the fact his sister had been sexually assaulted and he’d never had the first clue.

“Dylan, stop.”

She was too good at reading him.

“What happened when you saw Cori?” she asked.

Dylan shook his head. “I closed the door in her face.”

Evie gasped. “You didn’t! Oh, Dyl.”

He shrugged. “I admit, looking back, that was harsh, but damn it, Evie, she caught me off guard and I wasn’t in the mood to listen to her excuses for coming home. She’s been gone over ten years and only shows back up when she needs a place to hide? She’s changed. She’s too…”

“Rich? Beautiful? Unattainable?”

Dylan turned back to the cabinet and pulled it away from the protective packaging. “Snotty.”

After a moment’s silence, Evie burst out laughing. “You’re jealous.”

He froze, his hands gripping the cabinet. “Excuse me?”

“Jealous. You heard me. She left town, made a big name for herself and you stayed behind.” Evie crossed her arms over her chest. “Didn’t you two always have a goal of leaving town, marrying and never looking back?”

“Those were teenage pipe dreams.”

Evie shook her head. “Maybe so, but you still wonder what would’ve happened had you left too.”

So maybe he had, but he wasn’t sorry he’d stayed in town. He loved living on the beach and only minutes from the city. And he was especially thankful now that he had his home back because this house was literally right on the beach. The backyard was a postcard and it was all his.

“Is that all you came over for?” he asked, not bothering to hide his irritation.

“My, my. We’re extra cranky today.”

He couldn’t help his grin. “You’re such a smartass.”

“All part of my charm,” she said with a wide grin. “I came to see if you needed help, actually.”

Dylan took in her cotton capris and T-shirt, and smiled. “So you did dress to work. In that case you’re going to get a lesson in cabinet installation.”

Evie groaned. “I was hoping something along the lines of painting.”

He moved to the base cabinet and smacked his hand on the edging around the open top. “Nope. First we do the grunt work, then we work on the pretty.”

As well she knew, considering she was an interior designer.

“Fine, big brother.” She threw her arms wide and sighed. “Where do you need my muscles?”

Dylan laughed and proceeded to put those “muscles” straight to work.

 

 

Corinne pulled her BMW into the parking spot at the rehab facility and took a deep breath. She hadn’t been home in so long the guilt ate at her. But her parents had very good reasons for wanting, needing her to keep her distance.

Reasons only the three of them knew about. Reasons that could never be discovered. Which meant the longer she stayed around, the more likely the truth would be revealed.

She readied herself to see her parents even though her mother’s health wasn’t the greatest. Corinne had been in contact constantly over the years, so she knew what to expect and not to expect upon this initial greeting.

A couple years ago Corinne had flown her mom and dad to meet up with her at her small flat in England. That was the last time she’d seen either of them. Every day that had passed since she’d left she missed them. Even though she’d created a life, a very successful life until about six months ago, she still missed that closeness, that bond that only parents could provide.

And now, here she was, only moments from seeing them and she was a total coward. Even though her father swore he never doubted her innocence for a second, she prayed that was the truth. She couldn’t bear seeing disappointment in his eyes. To know she’d let down someone that she loved.

Like Dylan.

His expressive eyes had held not only pity, but they’d also been full of accusations and hurt. She could hardly stand to look at him last night when he’d been in her bedroom.

But she’d gone beyond looking. She’d kissed him senseless and damn near rubbed her whole aching body against him, silently begging him to make use of that bed behind her.

Once upon a time Dylan was the one she could lean on, trust and share her fears with. But that was ages ago and she only had herself to lean on right now. It was time to suck it up and get tough, or life was going to run her over.

Corinne got out of her car and hit the button on her remote until the chirp of her bimmer indicated she’d locked it. Even though she’d grown up in this town, she didn’t feel at home. Matter of fact, she hadn’t felt like calling any place home in a long, long time.

Oh, she’d loved places she’d visited and a few she even owned properties in, but nothing had ever felt safe or secure enough to refer to as home. The only time she’d ever thought of a residence as a sanctuary was when she’d lived in this town years ago with her parents, before that fateful night when the truth was revealed to her, completely altering the path she’d so wanted to travel.

But the decisions her parents had made, she had made, were for the best. No matter the hurt that they’d caused.

Corinne hadn’t been in this facility before, but as she entered there was an elderly lady looking out the door and another woman at a small desk. Assuming she was the greeter, receptionist, or whatever, Corinne went up to her.

“Could you tell me what room the Robertsons are in?”

The lady obviously knew who Corinne was, if the sneer on her face and the critical stare meant anything. Apparently she was aware of the scandal—thank you, media.

“Room 105.”

“Thank you,” Corinne said with a smile.

No matter how rude people were, she’d always been taught to treat everyone with respect, and all she really cared about was her parents.

Corinne shifted her designer bag up onto her shoulder and headed down the middle hall toward her parents’ room.

Month after month she would deposit money in a special account she shared with her mom and dad in order for her father to pay the necessary bills. She hated the thought of her mother being ill and needing extra care, but whatever it took to provide for the people who loved her, she’d sacrifice. They’d already done so much for her it was beyond measure.

Corinne paused outside their door and knocked before turning the knob and easing the door open. The sight waiting for her nearly had her choking on tears.

Her mother was in her wheelchair and her father was feeding her. At the sound of the door opening, her father turned, dropped the spoon into the bowl of peaches and came to his feet with a wide smile.

“Cori.” He crossed the room and wrapped those big, strong arms around her, lifting her off the floor as he’d done when she was a kid. “I can’t believe you’re really here.”

Tears fell—she couldn’t stop them. “I’ve missed you,” she sniffed. “You don’t know how much.”

Her father leaned back, swiped at her damp cheeks and shook his head. “Please don’t cry, Cori. It’s all going to be all right.”

Was it? Because now that she was home after a grueling year, she wasn’t so sure it was. After seeing her mother in a wheelchair and unable to even feed herself, Corinne didn’t know how to feel, how to act.

“Hi, Mama.” She crossed the room and took a seat in the chair her father had just vacated. “You look beautiful today.”

Her mom’s eyes held unshed tears. “Oh, my beautiful girl is home. I wish I could stand and hug you.”

Corinne leaned forward and wrapped her arms around her mother. “I’ll hug you for both of us. I’ve missed being with you guys.”

“I’m so glad you’re home,” her mother said through tears. “Now step back and let me look at you.”

Corinne stood, but reached down to take her mother’s fragile hand. Once upon a time those hands had planted flowers, they’d wiped tears, they’d baked pies. But now they lay lifeless on the arms of her motorized wheelchair. Raw emotions swept through Corinne as she hiccupped more tears.

“Oh, honey.” Her father came up beside her, wrapping his arms around her shoulders. “It’s going to be all right. You’re here now where people love you.”

She wasn’t so sure of that, considering the cool welcome she’d received at the grocery, the bank and a few moments ago at the desk. But she’d keep that to herself. Seriously, if the people of this town knew her at all, they would know those bogus charges were ridiculous and she’d never, ever done drugs at any point in her career. Yes, she’d seen plenty of models use them from time to time, but she could honestly say that she had not been one of them.

“I hate to tell you this, but your mother and I were just about to go down to her therapy,” her father told her, turning to look her in the eye. “Would you like to walk down with us? It’s only about twenty minutes.”

Corinne smiled. “How about I just wait right here for you guys?”

The last thing she wanted was to disrupt her mother’s routine. Corinne would give anything for her mother to be able to use her arms and legs again.

“You promise?” he asked.

Corinne smiled up at her father. “I promise I won’t go anywhere.”

As her father wheeled her mother out of the room and down the hall, Corinne sighed, taking a seat in the wingback chair. She propped her purse on her lap and pulled out her phone to check email. Just because she was back home didn’t mean her life back in Miami had stopped.

As she was scrolling through emails, her agent’s ringtone filled the room.

Corinne slid the lock over and answered. “Hi, Kate.”

“Corinne. You made it home okay?”

She smiled. Her agent had been so much more than just a watchful eye for business, she’d been her friend, her confidante, her sounding board. Kate had been there for her through so many years, Corinne always felt immediately comforted at the soft tone of her voice.

“I’m home. Actually just got to the rehab facility to see my parents.”

“Oh, then call me when you can talk.”

“This is fine,” Corinne assured her. “They had to step out for Mom’s therapy so I’ve got some time now. You sound a little off. Everything okay?”

Kate sighed. “No, it’s not, and I have some bad news.”

Corinne gripped her cell. “What? Just tell me.”

“I’m afraid that three of your four contracts will not be renewed.”

Corinne froze. “But…why? I mean, I assume because of the scandal, but why now? This has been going on for months.”

“Yes, but they didn’t want to drop you in the middle of the hearings because it would look bad for their companies. This way they can just say the contract came to an end and they were ready to part ways.”

“How can they just drop me?” Corinne asked, trying to hold in her anger, her tears, but most of all her fear. “And which ones decided they’re too good for me? They can’t do this, Kate. I can’t afford any more of a loss. I’m already drowning in legal fees as it is.”

“I’m sorry, Corinne. My hands are tied.”

Kate was an agent who was known as a shark in the industry. Her hands weren’t tied. She could’ve fought for those contracts, but she hadn’t. Which meant it wouldn’t be too long before Kate dropped her as well.

How the hell did she move on now? Her main ally had cut her off, though Corinne shouldn’t be surprised. When all of this controversy had first come around Kate had been worried about what such backlash from the media would do to both of them…but Corinne had gotten the feeling Kate had mainly been worried about Kate.

Looked like the shark in the industry had turned on her number one client.

Corinne hung her head, clutched her phone and willed herself to keep breathing through the gut-wrenching pain. There wasn’t much she could do right this moment, other than enjoy her visit with her parents. They didn’t need to know her current situation had just gone from bad to worse. They had enough to worry about.

But Corinne knew one thing for sure, she needed a game plan, and fast, before her life spiraled even more out of control.


Chapter Three

Dylan stopped himself before he could round the corner into the small apartment in the main building of the rehab facility where Inez and Carl lived. He’d been visiting them since Inez had had her stroke.

And now that the new owners had taken over the facility, Dylan planned on being here every single day. But he honestly hadn’t meant to run into Corinne here, and since he’d come in the back way, he hadn’t even seen her fancy sports car in the lot.

But it was her voice that had stopped him, and the pure dread and worry lacing her voice that had him listening. And the bombshell about her being dropped and financially strapped was an utter shock to him.

Granted, this was none of his business and he was being completely rude, but Dylan stood in the doorway, unable to move because he was too busy listening to Corinne’s private conversation. He glanced behind him to make sure no one was coming down the hall. The last thing he needed was for someone to see the new carpenter with his ear to the small apartments so he could get all the gossip.

There was only one person’s gossip he cared about.

He shook his head and cursed himself. Damn it, no. He didn’t care about her gossip. Her questions just caught him off guard, that’s all. That, and the fact he hadn’t known she was here.

He’d been hoping to catch Carl and Inez before they went to therapy so he could inform them he’d be around more often. It might be best if he just came back later when they were back and hopefully Cori was gone.

“No, I’m not going to flip out,” he heard her say. “Is that why you didn’t tell me before? You knew and thought I’d just…what? Go all diva on you? Kate, you have to know me better than that.”

Dylan leaned against the wall and crossed his arms over his chest. He had no clue who this Kate person was, but he knew she’d delivered Cori a blow.

“I suppose… Does this mean you’re dropping me too?”

Dylan closed his eyes, trying to shut out the fact Cori sounded so lost, so broken. She would die of utter embarrassment if she knew he heard any of this and he was a total jerk for eavesdropping.

He turned and headed back down the hall to find Mary, the new owner. As expected, she was in her office and the door was open.

“Good morning,” he greeted at the doorway. “I just wanted to let you know I was here. I’ll be starting on repairing the ramps outside first thing.”

Mary came to her feet and moved around the desk. “Wonderful, Dylan. I’m so glad you’re here and we can get this work done. I’ll be around all day if you need anything. I mean…anything.”

Okay, this wasn’t the first time he’d gotten the not-so-subtle vibe from her. She better watch she didn’t do that to a male nurse or something, or she’d be facing a lawsuit.

But seeing as how he had his own plate full of personal issues, he paid no mind to her wandering eyes and purposeful licking of lips.

“The ramps shouldn’t take too long,” he told her, hoping she’d take the hint and stay on topic. “Two, three days tops. Then I can start replacing the doors.”

Mary leaned against her desk and hitched a hip onto the corner, making her skirt ride a little higher on her thigh. He willed his eyes to stay on her face because she was purposely trying to get his attention.

“I’ll be sure to let you know when I leave today.”

He left the office before she could sink her blood-red, acrylic nails into him. Dylan had a feeling the divorcee was very eager to find husband number three. While he didn’t know Mary on a personal level, the town was fairly small and he’d heard plenty of talk about the new owner of Best Care.

And even if he hadn’t heard about her, a few moments of being with her was enough for him to figure out she was… God, he hated the term, but he had a feeling she was a cougar.

As he was passing the hall where Carl and Inez’s apartment was, he saw Cori come out of the room, wiping her eyes. He couldn’t keep walking like he hadn’t seen her or heard that her world was crumbling beneath her feet.

When she glanced up and caught his eyes, her shoulders lifted, as did her chin, and she tried pasting a smile on. Apparently she was still trying to keep up appearances. Pretenses…they were going to end up breaking her.

Even though he didn’t know her anymore on a personal level, he was smart enough to realize that anyone who had just been given a life-altering blow didn’t want to be called on it in public and most certainly not by a previous lover.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

Evidence of her crying gripped his heart. He couldn’t afford to care about what was going on in her life. There was no way he could stay detached from this woman if he started caring about the fact that the tip of her nose was red or those long lashes were moist.

“I’m going to be doing some repairs, but I’m usually here to see your parents. I assume Inez is at therapy right now?”

Cori shook her head. “Yeah. I’m waiting on them to come back. I was just looking for a vending machine. I needed some caffeine and there was none in the room.”

Dylan smiled. “Never would’ve thought you were a pop-type girl since turning supermodel. Don’t people in your industry consider that almost like poison?”

She smoothed the hair off her forehead and sighed. “Look, I get that you don’t like me much, and I understand why. Really, I do. But I’m not having the best day, so if you don’t mind, either be friendly or get the hell out of my way.”

The fact that she was gritting her teeth and blinking back tears had him holding his hands up and mentally kicking his own ass.

Why be a jerk? He hadn’t meant to sound rude, but since she’d come home he hadn’t known how to act. Seeing her vulnerable was sure as hell not something he’d expected.

“I apologize,” he told her. “I know you’re probably only in town for a short time so I will do my best to just stay out of your way.”

Cori nodded. “I appreciate that, but I may be in town longer than I first thought.”

And wasn’t that another shocker. “No kidding?”

“But I promise not to bother you anymore,” she told him, shifting her purse higher on her shoulder. “I’ll let you get back to work.”

When she started to go around him, he stepped in front of her and grabbed her slender arms.

“Cori, I know we have a past and I know you’re probably going through a rough time, but don’t feel like you can’t ask me for help if you need it.”

Well, hadn’t he just surprised himself with this whole knight-in-shining-armor routine? He hadn’t planned on waving the white flag and calling a truce, but she was apparently hurting, her mother’d had multiple strokes and her world was crumbling around her. He knew all too well what that was like.

“I just wanted you to know that…since you’re staying by yourself,” he finished, suddenly sounding like a high school boy vying for the attention of the pretty girl in class.

She bit down on her lip as her chin started to quiver and he thought for sure she was going to lose it. But she swallowed, tilted her chin and offered a sad smile that kept ripping away at the heart she’d torn out so long ago.

“I’ve been alone for so long, Dylan. That means a lot to me.”

And with that she maneuvered around him and walked on down the hall.

What the hell had that meant? Been alone? She was a supermodel, for crying out loud, and more than likely had had men sleeping over. How had she ever been alone? Dylan doubted she knew the meaning of the word.

And for the second time within twenty-four hours, he’d found himself apologizing to the woman who up and left with barely a goodbye over ten years ago. God, he was pathetic. But he didn’t want her parting image of him to be one of a heartbroken boy like last time, or one of a jerk, like he was being this time around.

Why did he have to be one or the other? He was a man, damn it, and he needed to act like one. He could treat Cori with the respect she deserved, or he could spend his time feeling guilty for his actions, like he was now.

It was obvious the girl needed a break and whether she had or hadn’t done what she was accused of was absolutely none of his business.

Dylan headed out the side door and toward his truck to get his tools. He needed to concentrate on work and when he was sure Cori was gone, he’d pop in and talk to Carl and Inez. He hadn’t been lying when he’d said he would help Cori if she needed it, but he wasn’t purposely putting himself in the direction of her seductive path either.

And, yes, that woman still had the power to seduce him. Killer body aside, now he was fighting that vulnerable side she had and damn if he didn’t want to slay all those proverbial dragons for her.

 

 

Corinne didn’t care if it was after midnight. Time never meant too much when you hopped planes from time zone to time zone. Besides, she couldn’t sleep, and running was not only a great way to keep her body in shape, it was also a nice stress-reliever.

Hearing from her agent that major companies were not renewing her contracts was enough stress to physically break someone. Corinne truly had no idea where the money would come from to continue to foot the bill for the rehab center. Those places weren’t cheap and this one wasn’t the best to look at. But, it was close to where she was staying now and with Dylan working on it, she had no doubt the place would be in perfect condition in no time.

Her feet slapped against the sand, sending fine granules flying up onto her legs. She’d chosen the sand as opposed to the pavement because she wanted to feel that burn, to concentrate on something other than her immediate issues. And there was no way she’d let herself get out of shape because she was going to show everyone, including her agent who thought they should “take a break”, that she was going to come back better and stronger than before.

Corinne refused to believe that her career was over. She’d come too far and worked too hard to just let this bad press and all these accusations ruin her forever. She was still young, still had fight left in her, and she planned on using every ounce of her power to prove to not only everyone around her, but also to herself that she wasn’t down for the count.

Running late at night was always her best stress-reliever. Most people preferred to get their workouts in, in the morning, but Corinne had never been like everyone else. At the end of the day she would rather pound out the demons and stress and unwind before bed, and she did that best by spending some alone time with herself, her thoughts and her running shoes.

As she moved farther down the private beach area—thankfully this was closed off to all except the few homeowners who lived on her street—she noticed a light on the back patio area of Dylan’s home. And then she saw a shadowy figure sitting on a wide swing. She knew by the shape of the broad shoulders that it was Dylan. A man built that fine permanently embedded his image into your head. He was still sexy as sin and she would be lying to herself if she didn’t admit that their kiss in her bedroom hadn’t left her aching and craving more.

When she’d left at seventeen, she’d left her heart behind. Even at such a young age there had been no doubt in her mind that she would spend the rest of her life with him. She loved him so much then…so much that she had to let him go. She had to leave in order to not only protect herself, but her family and Dylan.

“Late for a run, isn’t it?” he called down to her.

Corinne had barely been running for a few minutes, so she wasn’t even winded. She moved farther up the beach toward his patio. Silly, really, to think just because he called out to her meant this was an invite for her to enter his property.

“I like running at night,” she told him as she approached.

The darkness was on her side. The soft glow of his back door’s light lit up only a small portion of his patio, and Dylan was too far away from the door for her to make out his facial expressions—which meant he couldn’t see her very well either. Thankfully, she wouldn’t have to worry about him seeing her true feelings.

“I remember that about you.” Dylan’s low voice washed over her. “You always did run at night, except in track meets.”

Corinne wrapped her arms around her midsection. She’d only donned a sports bra and a pair of running shorts, thinking she’d be alone. But now she was self-conscience because…well, because Dylan was here and she wanted him. There. She could admit the awkwardness, if just to herself.

“You always were an amazing track star,” he went on. “Ironic how I never knew just how well you could run.”

The last part sounded more like a mutter to himself and she knew he wasn’t referring to running on the track. Yeah, she’d run all right. She’d run from this town, from him, from the life built around her that had turned out to be a total lie.

She’d run from it all, and if faced with the same decision today, she’d do it again.

“I know you always run at night, but do you always do it so late now?”

Corinne shrugged. “It’s not usually this late, but I’ve had a lot on my mind today and was busy. I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep, so I decided to run.”

The soft flow of the ocean behind her filled the silence as she waited for him to say something, but maybe he was just waiting for her to run along…literally.

“What are you doing out here?” she asked, because in all honesty, she just didn’t want to leave his company. She didn’t have many ties to her past and the few she did, she really didn’t want to let go of.

He eased back in the wide canvas-style swing and stretched one muscular arm across the back. “I usually sit out here and do my thinking. You’re not the only one with a lot on their plate.”

She sighed and started to turn. Talking with him was ridiculous. He wasn’t thrilled about her return and trying to make him converse with her was getting old. She knew when to cut her losses.

“Wait,” he told her. “I wasn’t saying that like you don’t have anything going on. I just meant my life is going through a rough patch, yours just happens to be splashed all over the TV for all to see.”

Corinne faced him again and nodded. “Sometimes it sucks to be famous. All I wanted was a way out, and I was making really good money…”

She didn’t want to travel down that path of thoughts because the ending wasn’t a pretty sight.

But speaking of pretty sights, Dylan without his shirt, as a grown man who had muscles, thanks to hard work and heavy lifting, was most definitely a sight she wouldn’t mind looking at for a long, long time. Added to that, the glow from the moon and the soft light behind him only illuminated those chiseled biceps. Mercy, why was she still so attracted to the man? She hadn’t seen him in over a decade, yet there was still some sort of pull there.

“You shouldn’t run out here alone at night.” Dylan came to his feet, causing her to step back a tad. “It’s dark and it makes you too vulnerable.”

Corinne pushed her hair, which the wind kept whipping around, back from her face. “I’m not vulnerable, Dylan, and the crime in this area is near nonexistent. I’m not worried.”

He reached out, slid a fingertip over her bare shoulder. “Maybe things have changed since you’ve been gone.”

“You’re telling me crime shot up?” she asked, praying he didn’t feel the goose bumps his light touch had caused.

“Not crime,” he admitted, stroking the tip of that same finger back down her arm. He reached between her arm and her torso and cupped the side of her waist, right above her shorts. “But other things have changed.”

His warm, strong hand holding firm on her body made her wish he’d pull her hard against him and make her forget everything. And from the flash she could see in his eyes, he was just as hungry for contact as she was.

“You?” she asked. “Have you changed, Dylan?”

His thumb stroked over her as he stepped closer. “I’m not as gentle as I used to be. Not as patient.”

The image of him coming down the hall to see her parents flashed in her mind. She knew the man was more caring and loving than any other man she’d met since leaving Georgia.

“You don’t scare me,” she whispered.

His eyes held hers. “I should. You don’t know what’s going through my mind right now, Cori.”

Her breasts grew heavy as they pressed against her tight sports bra. “I have a good idea. But it’s not you that scares me. It’s this moment.”

Dylan’s thumb stilled, his head tipped. “This moment?”

Corinne swallowed and decided to just lay all her cards on the table. “I’m afraid of these emotions that have resurfaced since seeing you again. But most of all I’m afraid if I turn and keep running I’ll regret not telling you that I…”

Dylan’s other hand came up to cup her cheek. His thumb slid along her lips. “Telling me what, Cori?”

“That I want you.”


Chapter Four

It was pretty damn hard to do what your mind was telling you and what your hormonal body was yelling at you to do when they were polar opposites.

“Why can’t I say no to you?” he murmured. “I couldn’t years ago and I sure as hell can’t now. I won’t even try.”

His inability to refuse her blatant offer could have something to do with her nearly naked body that had literally appeared on the beach as he was thinking of her—and the fact that he couldn’t stop touching her. All that silky skin exposed, begging, needing to be touched. And he was going to give in to this desire, this urge, because, damn it, he was an adult and there was nothing stopping them.

So what if they had a past? If this was any other woman who’d moved to town and there was a mutual attraction, he wouldn’t think twice about acting on his urges.

Cori reached up and glided her delicate hand along his bare chest. He steeled himself against drifting back to the past. He had to focus on the Cori here and now…not the one who’d left him broken and confused. Too many years had passed. True, he may remember her body, how she moved, how she groaned, but she was so different now and he wasn’t naïve anymore when it came to sex. He knew the difference between lust and love. This pull between them was merely physical.

“Tell me we won’t regret this tomorrow,” she told him as she locked her eyes with his.

“I don’t do regrets.” He tugged her against his body, a shiver of arousal coursing through him as her bare skin heated his. “I just live for now. That’s all I have, all I can give.”

His mouth slammed down onto hers because he didn’t want to think, didn’t want to analyze this to death, or they’d both go back to their respective homes. And he sure as hell didn’t want to spend his time out on the beach in the soft moonlight in the middle of the night just talking with a sexy woman.

Right now there wasn’t a soul in sight—the moon was high overhead and the lull of the ocean was making this all feel like a dream. A wonderfully erotic dream, and he didn’t want to wake up.

Her tongue darted into his mouth, tangled with his as her small hands gripped his shoulders. Dylan couldn’t get close enough. He wrapped his hands around her waist and pushed his pelvis against hers until she moaned in his mouth.

He tore away from the kiss and slid his tongue along the saltiness of the column of her throat. Cori’s body arched back, pushing her breasts higher and nearly begging to be touched, kissed.

“This damn thing is too tight,” he complained when he couldn’t even ease a hand inside her sports bra.

“You may not want me to take this off. I didn’t work up a sweat yet, but that’s not to say I’m not sweaty now.”

He leaned and whispered in her ear, “You can take it off, or I’ll tear it off.”

Cori’s body trembled against his as she reached and swept the garment off her body and onto the sand. Glorious breasts waited for him and he instantly palmed them both, flicking his thumbs over her perky nipples.

“Oh, Dylan.”

Her groan had him dipping his head to taste her. He couldn’t deny himself any longer. As his mouth worked on her, he used his hands to shove that pathetic excuse for shorts down her legs. She shifted slightly and kicked them aside.

When he could no longer stand it, he pulled back. The sight of her bare except for moonlight sliding over her skin and moisture from his kisses nearly brought him to his knees. In no time he had his own shorts and boxers in a heap beside hers and he stepped back to take a seat on the sturdy canvas swing.

She hesitated. “Condom?”

Damn. This erotic dream was not going the way he’d imagined.

“In the house,” he told her. “But I can tell you that I’ve never gone without one and my recent physical was perfect.”

Cori smiled. “I’ve been on birth control since I lived here and I can’t recall when my last sexual encounter was, but I know I’ve always used protection too.”

He stared at her, wanting her to climb on and say “to hell with it”, but at the same time he wanted her to run the other way. This woman had him all torn up.

“Your call,” he said.

After about ten seconds of hesitation, Cori stepped forward, easing one knee on either side of his hips. As she straddled him and looked down, Dylan knew a weaker man would take this for something other than sex and maybe even wrap his mind around the fact that a world-renowned supermodel wanted him. But not Dylan. He refused to let this woman, or any other for that matter, touch his heart…ever again. The physical was too easy, too simple…too fun to give up.

Cori framed his face. “Don’t think. Feel.”

As if he had any other choice?

Cori slid her body down onto his and Dylan did everything he could not to roll his head back, close his eyes and revel in the warmth and familiarity of her body. Blocking out old memories, Dylan gripped her hips and held her in place.

Cori’s mouth came down on his and he started moving beneath her. Her bare chest rubbed against his. Dylan slid his hands up her curves and around to her back where he pulled her tighter against him. He tore his mouth from hers to focus on those breasts she kept taunting him with.

Her body arched as if she not only knew where his mind had headed, but she’d been craving his touch as well. His tongue flicked over one peaked nipple. Cori gripped his shoulders as her hips bumped against his faster and faster.

Dylan palmed both breasts as he moved his lips back up her throat to find her mouth readily available. Her knees clenched in at his sides and even if he hadn’t been intimate with her before, he’d know she was close. Her body had quickened, as had her breathing, and soft groans were slipping from between her sultry, full lips.

Allowing his hands to move back to her hips, he held her down on his lap and took control, shoving his hips up and down until her body clenched around him. He couldn’t help it—he watched her face as she climaxed. Biting her lip, throwing her head back and moaning was all it took, and Dylan could no longer hold his own release back. He thrust once more and let go, still gripping her hips to hold her right where he wanted, needed her to be.

Her forehead rested against his and they remained locked together until she shifted and eased carefully off his lap. Neither one said a word as they searched for their clothes. He found her sports bra and handed it to her, then pulled his boxers and shorts on.

“You okay?” she asked.

He glanced up from buttoning his shorts and saw worry on her face. Hell no. He wasn’t having any of that.

“I’m fine,” he told her. “You?”

A sad smile flirted around the corners of her swollen, moist mouth. “I’m not quite sure what to say here.”

“This was bound to happen. Seriously. You’d been in town less than a day and we’d already kissed, so sex was inevitable.”

“You’re pretty sure of yourself,” she told him, propping her hands on her hips. “You think I’m that easy?”

Actually, he thought he was that bad at self-control.

“I never thought of you as easy, Cori. Then or now.”

She stared at him and finally nodded. “I know things are weird between us, I just don’t want them to be worse now.”

Dylan chuckled. “They won’t be worse. Apparently the sex is the one point on which we seem to get along.”

“But we can’t do that anymore.”

“No.” He watched as the ocean breeze lifted her hair from her bare shoulders and sent it dancing. “Do you need me to walk you home?”

“No, I’ll be fine.”

He started to take a step forward, but stopped himself. “You’re not going to go run more, are you? Because I’m exhausted and I can’t go in knowing you’re out here.”

Cori rubbed her arms and grinned. “I promise I’m going home. I think I got all the workout I need. Good night, Dylan.”

“’Night, Cori.”

She started to turn, but stopped. “It’s Corinne.”

He held her gaze without blinking. “Not to me.”

 

 

Corinne hated when reality smacked her in the face. Not that she was some pampered diva or thought she deserved better than others, but because swallowing your pride and bearing all your hurt and failures for others to see was miserable.

She pulled on her nicest Italian-cut suit in a shade of a deep plum. The lines were literally tailor-made for her as the designer had been one of her very good friends. Turning side to side in front of the floor-length mirror in her old bedroom, Corinne smoothed a hand down her suit jacket and hoped she didn’t look like a moron out there hitting the streets looking for a job.

There was no getting around the fact she’d have to work. Her agent had called this morning and broken more bad news that the last company Corinne had modeled for was also dropping her. Too much bad press, whether it was true or false, wasn’t good for business.

After a brief crying jag, Corinne had cursed herself for being weak and immediately decided to take control now, while she was good and mad. Anger fueled motivation…also her parents’ monthly housing and her mother’s therapy bill fueled her as well. If she didn’t get a job, she’d only be able to pay for another two months.

Those damn legal fees had eaten nearly everything Corinne had tied up in savings and she’d even had to dip into her retirement fund and pull some of that out. That was a stiff penalty to pay too, when twenty percent was lost for taking the money out early.

But what’s done was done. No use getting upset about it now. She’d do anything for her parents. Anything, including and especially shoving her pride aside and practically begging someone for a job. Surely there was a doctor’s office or business that could use a receptionist.

She grabbed her handbag and keys, and headed out the door. Of course she spared a glance at Dylan’s house, but his truck was gone. More than likely he was working. And the thought of him working construction instantly had her shivering because she could still feel those rough, calloused hands roaming up her back, gripping her hips, tugging her hair, palming her breasts.

Great. Just what she did not need. Getting horny before going to look for a job was not a smart move.

She tossed her bag onto the passenger seat and set out for the first place she could think of—the rehab center where her parents were. Even though their stay there was temporary, if Corinne could get a desk job there, she could be closer to them during the day.

The ten-minute drive to the facility did nothing to calm her nerves, but she didn’t stress, or sit in the car and pray about it. She shoved aside her fears and headed straight toward the glass double doors, but stopped short when Dylan came around the corner wearing his tool belt low on his hips.

Really? Did she have to run into the man every moment of the day? Could she not do this without an audience?

His eyes raked over her, which was fine because she was admiring the nice, tight fit of his white T-shirt as it hugged those tan muscles.

“A little overdressed for visiting,” he told her as he came closer.

Corinne smiled. “I have some errands to run today. Just felt like looking nice.”

Heat filled his eyes as he reached out and slid her hair back over her shoulder. “You succeeded.”

“I’m on a tight schedule, so I’ll see you.”

Before he could make her nerves any worse and have her convinced to get back in her car and leave, she turned toward the door and went inside. At the front desk was the owner who was staring straight out the door. Obviously she was admiring the scenery of Dylan…not that Corinne could blame the woman.

But Corinne wasn’t here to discuss the hunky construction worker.

“Good afternoon, Mary. I was hoping to talk to you for a moment,” Corinne said with a smile she hoped was hiding her fear.

Mary pulled her eyes from the door and focused on Corinne. “I have a few moments if you’d like to come to my office.”

Corinne followed the woman down a hall and went into her cozy office. After Mary took a seat behind her desk, Corinne eased into a cushy leather chair.

“What can I do for you?” Mary asked.

Shoulders straight, chin high, Corinne said, “I’m looking for a job. I was hoping you had something available, maybe to handle insurance or billing and filing. Anything really.”

Mary quirked a brow. “Are you serious?”

Corinne had expected surprise. “Yes, I am. I’m living back here now and I’d like to find a job.”

Mary eased forward in her seat. “I don’t know that we have any openings for supermodels. What else are you qualified for?”

Okay, so she wasn’t going to make this easy. Pride shoved aside, Corinne pressed on.

“I haven’t done anything else,” Corinne told her. “I started that right out of high school. Do you have anything that I could do? I was hoping to find a position here so I could be close to my parents.”

Mary sighed. “To be honest, I couldn’t hire you. You have a record and with all the pills and prescriptions we deal with here, I wouldn’t be comfortable.”

Corinne hadn’t even thought of that. She did have a record of being arrested, but the charges had been dropped…eventually. But the DA was still not convinced and continued to investigate.

Corinne grabbed her purse and nodded. She wasn’t going to defend herself to this self-righteous woman. She didn’t have the energy or the time. And Corinne planned on leaving with at least a little of her dignity.

“Thank you for talking with me,” Corinne said. “And for the record, I was innocent and I would’ve been an excellent employee.”

Mary smiled like she wanted to laugh. “We don’t really have a runway for you to strut down nor do we need to pay for a pretty face to sit around.”

Corinne glared down at the woman. “Have a nice day,” she said through gritted teeth.

As she turned and left the office, angry tears filled her eyes. She clutched her purse and her keys so hard they bit into her palms. She prayed to God she didn’t run into Dylan again because she just couldn’t handle all the emotions he conjured up in her on top of that harsh rejection.

After settling down for a moment in her car, she started the engine and pulled out of the lot before Dylan could spot her. Once she finished with her other stops looking for a job, she’d come back and visit her parents. If there were another place relatively close, she’d pull them out of this place and take them there, but Corinne knew their time at Best Care was temporary, just until her mother got some strength back.

Corinne hated the thought of running into Mary again. That smug little smirk on her face needed to be smacked off and Corinne feared if she’d stayed in that office too much longer, she would’ve shown Mary the nonsupermodel behavior.


Chapter Five

Dylan stood in his picture window and tried not to be obvious that he was watching for Cori to come home.

He’d heard the uncomfortable conversation between her and Mary. Had heard how heartless and cruel Mary had been to Cori, but he’d hidden around the corner when Cori had gracefully walked out like the lady she was. No matter how high up the society ladder she had climbed, the woman had always shown class.

Dylan had secretly been hoping for Cori to bitch-slap the woman who had so methodically tried to put Cori in her place, but Cori hadn’t even raised her voice.

He hadn’t meant to eavesdrop, but he’d needed to talk to Mary and happened to overhear Cori ask about a job. That right there intrigued him. Why on earth did she need money? Surely she had numerous accounts with all the cash flow she had. The woman was the face of so many ad campaigns there was no way she was strapped for cash.

But this was none of his business. Not her finances, not her lifestyle and certainly not what time she came home. But he was worried about her. It was nearly nine o’clock and she wasn’t home. He hoped she wasn’t out alone and still upset about the encounter with Mary.

Just as he was about to turn away and go out back to enjoy the ocean view, headlights tore through the darkness and Cori’s BMW pulled into her drive. Well, at least she made it home. Now he could go enjoy that beer and the soft waves. There was no better way to unwind after a hard day’s work. But, instead, he found himself pulling on his running shoes by the door and heading over to her house.

With each slap of his soles on the grass and concrete, Dylan cursed himself for being drawn into Cori’s tightly woven web. And getting caught was his own fault because other than being sultry, sexy and vulnerable, she hadn’t done a damn thing to try to capture his attention…save for the night in the silk robe, but that was the bat’s fault.

Dylan didn’t make it to her before she got into the house, so he stood on her porch and rang the bell. He worried she wouldn’t answer, but after a moment she opened the oak door and Dylan pulled the screen door so he could get closer.

“Dylan. What are you doing here?”

He shrugged. “Thought we could go run. You up for it?”

Cori shook her head. “I’m not feeling like exercise right now.”

Because he wasn’t a complete ass, he was not going to mention the encounter he’d heard earlier. But he also wasn’t going to let her sit in her house and throw a pity party.

“Come on,” he encouraged with a grin. “You look stressed and you know running is a great stress-reliever. I’m ready to go and I’ll wait on you to change.”

She opened her mouth as if she wanted to argue, but he tacked on, “Please?”

Cori opened the door wider and gestured him in. “Have a seat. I’ll change real quick.”

Dylan waited all of five minutes before Cori came back wearing a pair of those skimpy running shorts, a sports bra visible beneath her oversized tank and her hair pulled into a knot on top of her head. She set her shoes and socks by the couch.

“Let me wash my makeup off and I’ll be ready.”

Moments later she came out and took a seat next to him on the couch to pull on her shoes. Her face was pink and freshly scrubbed, making her look like the teenager he’d fallen in love with. But he couldn’t let himself venture back into the past. He didn’t have the same feelings as he had then. Years ago he’d been naive, now he was intrigued and well…he wanted her again on a physical level. And that little episode last night had played over and over in his mind—as had the exchange earlier between Cori and Mary. So here he was, trying to play the proverbial knight.

“Ready,” she said, coming to her feet. “So, how far you want to run?”

Dylan shrugged. “Up to you. I’ve had a stressful day and just thought we could unwind.”

Okay, so his day had been a cakewalk compared to hers, but he wasn’t going to call her out on it. Better let her think she was doing him a favor. He wasn’t about to damage her pride even more.

“Let’s run on the beach,” he suggested. She’d always loved it in school, and since he’d seen her there last night, he assumed that was still her favorite place to burn off some steam. “We don’t have to set a limit.”

“Sounds good to me.”

She headed toward her back door and once they were on her wide patio, she stepped her long, toned legs out wide and bent to stretch. Mercy, he should’ve gone out the door first. No way could he stand behind her, watching her bend at the waist like that, and not conjure erotic images, fantasies and a hard-on.

He moved to the other side of the patio and started stretching as well. Once she was done, he followed her down the steps toward the beach. He didn’t want to badger her into talking because he figured she was embarrassed and discouraged. If she wanted to open up, he’d listen, but most of all he just wanted her to know she wasn’t alone.

And wasn’t he just a glutton for punishment. The woman who’d ripped his heart out as a teen had resurfaced and he wanted her more than ever. Only now he was here to console. Yeah, this was not going to end well for him if he didn’t keep his emotions and his hormones in check because once the limelight started calling her again—and he had no doubt it would—she’d be running back to that world that had made her one of the most recognized faces in the world.

They set off at an easy pace and Dylan hung back just a tad to give her some space and the control. He wanted her to be comfortable because for some asinine reason, he wanted to be the one she opened up to. He wanted to be the one she used for that shoulder to lean on.

Apparently the mark she’d made on his life years ago was more prevalent than that made by anyone else. Maybe it was her vulnerability beneath that hard exterior, or maybe it was just the fact he’d never stopped caring for her.

“How’s your sister?” she asked.

Dylan watched the swish of her long ponytail. “Doing really well. She stopped by yesterday morning. She asked about you.”

“I’d like to see her,” Cori said, glancing over to him. “But I’d understand if she doesn’t want to see me…considering.”

Dylan kept his eyes forward, on the sand that stretched out before them. “She would love to see you, Cori.”

They ran their first mile and kept going in silence. But every now and then, from the corner of his eye, he could see her glance over at him as if she wanted to speak, but she never did.

After the second mile, she turned to head back and he kept up with her the easy pace. The moon was high overhead, lighting a nice path for them, and Dylan found himself instantly recalling what she looked like wearing only the moonlight and his touch. And it was those memories, those fantasies, that would get him into trouble.

“Why don’t you believe me?” she asked.

Dylan caught her gaze. “What?”

Cori stopped, rested her hands on her knees to catch her breath, and Dylan did the same. Her eyes lifted to his.

“About my charges,” she whispered into the night. “Why do you automatically believe the worst of me?”

Dylan sucked in a lungful of air and shook his head as he came to his full height. “I don’t believe the worst, Cori. But I don’t know you anymore.”

She dropped her head to her chest and sank onto the beach. Dylan watched as she pulled her knees up to her chest and stared out at the tide’s ebbing and flowing.

“You know me,” she said so softly. “You may know me better than anyone. Time hasn’t changed me, Dylan. I may be famous, but I’m no different. I still have fears, still have dreams. Still have feelings that get hurt too easily. And I still have the same morals I did when I lived here. I don’t lie or cheat.”

Dylan took a seat beside her, careful not to touch her. “You’ve changed, Cori. You may not want to see it, but you have. I have. It’s just human nature to grow into a different person than you were as a teen.”

Her misty eyes locked on to his and Dylan couldn’t prevent the clenching of his heart. Her eyes were like a clear window into her heart. All her emotions were laid bare: hurt, confusion, fear, hope. She had it all and he truly believed she was lost within herself.

“I may have changed physically, but I still have feelings for you. That hasn’t changed.”

Dylan called himself all types of fool for reaching over and stroking her cheek, sliding those few wisps of hair back. “You have feelings for the boy I once was and for what we shared. But you don’t know me, Cori. You don’t know the man I am today, just like I don’t know the woman you’ve become. I know what the media has labeled you, but that’s not the same.”

She laughed, turning back to gaze at the moonlit ocean. “Lately the media has thrown me under the bus as fodder for their latest gossip. I’ve seen that happen so many times to celebrities. The media takes a half truth and runs with it in the most negative direction because that sells more than positive stories or when celebrities do something good.”

He listened to her talk. Listened to the frustration, the defeat in her tone.

“And when you’re thrown under that bus,” she went on, “you are usually left alone. No one wants to stand with you, except for the lawyers, and that’s only because you’re paying them. And God forbid you try to get back on your feet. More mocking, more backs are turned.”

Dylan slid his hand up her back, cupped her neck and squeezed lightly. “Cori—”

“Corinne.”

He shook his head when she looked over at him. “Are we going to always fight about this? To me, you’re Cori. You’ve changed, but you’re still Cori in my heart.”

Her eyes searched his. “I have a place in your heart?”

Dylan removed his hand because this was getting too deep, too fast and he just…he couldn’t. No matter how much he wanted to, he couldn’t slide into this level of emotions, true feelings, love…whatever…with Cori again.

“You used to and I guess a part of me will always carry that adolescent love around. You were my first in everything. Even I can’t dismiss that.”

“But you’d like to,” she told him with a sad smile. “It’s okay. I understand. Trust me, after today I fully realize what this town thinks of me and there’s not a damn thing I can do about it. But that’s okay. I plan on staying for my parents. Once Mom is back home, hopefully my career can start back up and I can move on.”

And that’s precisely why he couldn’t get any more involved, other than physically, with Cori. She would be leaving—again. Only this time he saw it coming, knew to brace himself for it.

“What happened today, Cori?”

He hadn’t meant to ask, but the hurt in her voice and her vulnerability had him opening his mouth before he could think. But she needed someone and if he hadn’t asked, he’d look like a total asshole. If she wanted to explain, she would. If she didn’t, then he wouldn’t push.

She shook her head. “Oh, just a nice dose of reality and humility slapped in my face.”

Cori hopped up to her feet and stretched her arms overhead. “Better finish that run.”

She took off without waiting on him and Dylan knew that woman may be running on fumes, scared out of her mind and more vulnerable than she cared to admit, but she had one thing that no one had taken from her. Her pride. Cori would bounce right back. She may be down now, but she had fight left in her.

Dylan was finding it harder and harder to believe that she was ever mixed up in drugs, but that didn’t mean she was innocent of what had been going on the night her house had been raided. They were her friends, after all. And as loving as Cori was, she may have known what her friends did for extracurricular activities, but she’d turned a blind eye to it. And that love had cost her.

He honestly didn’t know, but as he came to his feet and took off in a jog after her, he figured he’d know a lot more about the intriguing Cori before she left to go back to Miami.

But once he did get deeper into her life, could he let her go again?

 

 

After dumping her issues in his lap, crying and having the man kill a bat, the least Corinne could do was take a peace offering to Dylan.

Okay, so maybe the sex was a peace offering of sorts, but she didn’t really think so, considering it was fast, hard, sweaty, and they hadn’t really discussed it since it happened.

Corinne crossed the spacious yards between their homes and carried the plate of freshly baked brownies—Dylan’s favorite. At least, it used to always be his favorite sweet treat.

Why was she nervous about this? It was Dylan. He was still just as laid-back as ever, but she could tell the hurt she’d caused was still there. Or maybe he’d buried it and seeing her had resurfaced it. Who knows? But they did have a past that needed to be explored and put to rest once and for all.

Too bad she couldn’t delve too deep into that time in her life without revealing exactly why she’d left. If he ever found out he’d surely hate her and she couldn’t bear not only the thought of that, but also the fact that the truth would quite possibly destroy him.

She marched up the steps of his home and balanced the plate on one hand while ringing the doorbell with the other.

It was early, but she figured Saturday mornings didn’t mean much to him. She glanced down to her simple yellow sundress and flip-flops. She was going for casual, but not sloppy. And she’d put so much care into her outfit this morning she actually felt silly because the man had seen her naked, had seen her spread out in a magazine modeling lingerie and had gone on a sweaty run with her. But she just wanted him to see her as a down-to-earth girl. That small-town girl still lived in her and she wanted him to see she truly wasn’t that different.

Finally his oversized oak door eased open and…oops. Apparently Saturday mornings did mean something.

But, mercy’s sake, the man did make a morning brighter. With that rumpled hair, sheet marks on his face, bare chest and boxers hanging low on narrow hips…yeah, mornings just got a whole lot easier to face. She needed a picture of this for those hellish Monday mornings.

“Um…I’m sorry, Dylan. I didn’t realize you’d still be in bed.”

Oh God. Was he alone? She wanted to die. Right now she wanted the ground to swallow her whole, brownie plate and all. And if there was some bimbo in his bed, there was no way in hell she was mooching these brownies.

God, the green monster had reared his ugly head and Corinne wasn’t ashamed to admit she was beyond jealous.

“No, it’s okay. I was up late last night.” He opened the door wider. “Come on in.”

Surely if he had a visitor he wouldn’t have invited her inside. Right? She still stepped inside cautiously and darted her eyes around the living area for a stray bra or stiletto.

“What do you have there?” he asked, eyeing the plate.

“Brownies.” She handed him the plate. “They’ve been cooling for about an hour.”

He eyed the plate in his hands, then stared at her. “How long have you been up?”

She shrugged. “I actually didn’t go to bed. Couldn’t sleep.”

His gaze stayed on her a few moments before he turned and headed toward the kitchen. “Come on back and I’ll put on some coffee.”

Apparently they were alone and Corinne relaxed a bit more, knowing he hadn’t been putting the moves on some busty blonde.

Corinne moved through the house, trying not to let so many memories flood back. But it was impossible not to walk through and imagine the teens they once were, laughing and snuggling on the couch, watching a movie—or rolling around on the floor when they were home alone.

Stepping into the kitchen, she glanced at the new surroundings. “Wow, Dylan. This all looks amazing.”

“Thanks.” He poured the water into the machine and clicked it on. “I was finishing last night and I didn’t want to go to bed until it was done.”

Corinne ran her hand over the flawless granite countertop and eyed the new center island. “This looks so fresh and clean. I’m really impressed.”

He threw her a glance. “Don’t sound so surprised. You’re not the only one who is good at something.”

Corinne stepped back. “That was harsh.”

Dylan cursed and shook his head. “I didn’t mean that, Cori. I just…”

He sighed and turned back to the coffeepot which was starting to sputter and drip. Corinne wasn’t sure if she should just leave or stay. This awkwardness that had settled in the room wasn’t something she’d expected.

“I’ll just leave—”

“No,” he said reaching for her arm. “Don’t go. I’m an ass this morning. Chalk it up to lack of sleep.”

She quirked a brow. “I didn’t sleep either, but I’m not hurling insults.”

Dylan’s lips tilted. “And you made brownies. Apparently you are better at losing sleep than I am.”

“Maybe I’m just more of a people person,” she said, smiling sweetly. “And maybe I enjoy mornings.”

His eyes raked over her and the man might as well have touched her with his bare hands, the effect was the same. Her body shivered, tingled, and she instantly remembered how he felt skin to skin. The hair on his chest as it tickled her breasts, the stubble on his jaw as his kisses had traveled down her neck, the grip of those big, strong hands around her waist.

“I have to say, waking up with a beautiful lady holding a plate of brownies made my day a whole lot brighter.”

Corinne smiled. “I just hope they taste okay. Remember that one time…”

She stopped. She’d purposely not brought up any of their past. She’d actually been hoping neither of them had to discuss their previous time together. But now she’d done it, and she could tell by the look on his face that he was remembering that day too.

“I remember,” he said, his voice husky, his heavy-lidded eyes homing in on hers. “I remember ripping your shorts off in this very room and the pan of brownies we were making burned because we were otherwise…occupied.”

He moved toward her, stalking, smiling. “I remember the smoke alarm going off and we didn’t care.”

Before Corinne knew it, Dylan had caged her in against the countertop with his hands on either side of her body. She placed her hands on his chest, but didn’t push him away. She did, however, resist the urge to curl her fingertips into his bare skin and feel those amazing pecs he’d put on display.

“I remember everything about our time together, Cori,” he whispered as he leaned in to nuzzle her ear. “All your sighs, your sweet little moans. The way your body clenched mine.”

Corinne closed her eyes and dropped her head back as memories, visions assaulted her. Instantly she was taken back to the reckless teen she was when she didn’t care about anything but Dylan and their love.

Dylan’s mouth slid along her jawline as his warm breath tickled her, sending more shivers chasing after the first set he’d caused.

“Dylan…” she panted, gliding her hands up and over his taut shoulders, “…wh-what are you doing?”

“Making the most of being awakened by a beautiful woman.” His lips continued their path down her throat and to her collarbone, and farther south. “Did you wear this dress to drive me nuts?”

“I-I… Dylan, I can’t think when you’re doing this.”

“Thinking wasn’t part of my plan,” he told her as he eased down the top of her strapless cotton dress and slid his palm over her aching breast. “And I can’t think either when you’re in my house, smelling like sunshine and wearing this little excuse for a dress.”

Corinne framed his face and pulled his mouth up to hers, greedily opening for him and taking all he obviously offered. His tongue swept inside her mouth and she sighed into him, her body literally melting against his.

She shifted her body so she could feel that hard, rigid length of him against her core and she nearly moaned with arousal.

“Dylan!”

Corinne jumped as Dylan jerked back. The sound of a female voice startled her as she tried to adjust her dress and make sure neither boob was spilling out.

“Oh, there you are.”

Corinne glanced to the door and saw Evie. Evie’s eyes darted between Corinne and Dylan, and Corinne wanted the floor to swallow her whole. She’d been practically molesting Dylan and here stood his sister with a look that combined amusement with shock.

This certainly wasn’t the reunion Corinne had imagined.


Chapter Six

Dylan couldn’t believe the timing of his sister. Of all the times she’d stopped by to visit…

“Hey, Evie. What are you doing here?”

Her little smirk was starting to piss him off. “Oh, I just wanted to drop by to talk about the wedding, but I can see you’re busy.”

“Oh no,” Cori chimed in, “I just came to drop off brownies.”

Evie rolled her eyes. “Can we not pretend I didn’t just see you two practically having sex with clothes on? We’re all adults here.”

Cori laughed. “Yeah, about that…”

“She really did bring brownies,” Dylan defended, and why did he suddenly feel like he was fifteen again?

“And you were showing her your gratitude?” Evie asked, still smiling like she’d found out some huge hidden secret.

“I can leave you two to talk.”

Cori started to move toward the wide doorway. “No, wait,” Evie said, holding up her hand. “I was going to tell Dylan about more wedding details, and since you’re here, you can hear them as well. Besides, I’d love to have you attend the wedding, if you’re available.”

Cori’s eyes widened. “Oh, you don’t want me there.”

Evie smiled. “Why not? We were good friends before you moved. I’ve invited many friends from high school and I really would love to have you there.”

Dylan watched as Cori tried to rein in her emotions and finally just nodded her head.

“I’d love to,” she told Evie. “But, really, I should go. I need to check on my parents.”

Before anyone could say anything else, Cori moved through house and it wasn’t until the front screen door slammed shut that his sister whirled on him, hands on her hips.

“Care to tell me why you were nearly getting it on with Corinne when you’ve always claimed how she tore you apart—and then recently when you dubbed her a druggie?”

Dylan’s harsh words were coming back to bite him in the ass. Apparently he shouldn’t open his mouth when he was angry.

“I may have overshot my mouth,” he conceded. “I don’t believe she’s a druggie, but I also think she knew exactly what was going on in her house that night.”

Evie crossed the room and stood directly in front of him. “So, what? You just decide to let your hormones guide you anyway? Even though you don’t care for the woman anymore, you want to have sex with her for old times’ sake?”

Dylan didn’t like Evie’s line of questioning…mostly because she was dead-on. And he couldn’t act as if was taking this lightly, especially after all she’d gone through.

“Listen,” he began, “I have no clue what’s going on with me and Cori. She’s home for now and for some reason we still have this chemistry. Neither of us has mentioned the past and we can’t help that our hormones are leading us here. You said it yourself that we’re adults, so why am I defending myself to you?”

Evie shrugged. “I don’t know. Why are you?”

Dylan gritted his teeth. “Can we drop this? What did you want to tell me about the wedding?”

Evie’s smile widened, her eyes softened. “Vin is going to go with suits instead of tuxes and wanted to know if the two of you could head to the shop later today to get fitted. He’s on his way back from Hawaii now.”

The dead-last thing Dylan wanted to do was go get fitted for a suit, but for his sister he’d gladly go. She was so excited about this wedding and he wasn’t going to bitch about wearing a jacket and tie for a few hours.

“Won’t Vin be too tired to go anywhere?” he asked.

“It won’t take that long and then he’s all mine for the night. I’ll make sure he rests.”

Dylan closed his eyes. “Little sister, that’s not an image I want.”

Evie snorted. “Seriously? Don’t talk to me about images. I just saw firsthand how you and Corinne are getting reacquainted.”

Dylan didn’t think telling Evie he and Cori had already had sex would be a wise move, so he kept his mouth shut.

“Yeah, well, I didn’t mean for you to see that,” he defended, turning to grab the coffeepot and a mug hanging on the backsplash. “Coffee?”

“No thanks.”

He poured himself a heaping cup of black coffee and took his first, scalding sip. Even with the burning liquid, he could still taste Cori on his lips. More than likely, all this heavy petting and sex was messing with his mind and making him even more warped for even letting her get close, but he was careful. Physical he could handle.

“So are you going to stand there all day and give me the evil eye?” he asked.

Evie crossed the room and grabbed a brownie. “No, but I am going to steal one of these.”

She took a bite and promptly spit it back into her hand. “Have you tried these?”

“No, I, uh, hadn’t had a chance.”

Evie rolled her eyes. “Oh yeah. You were busy.”

“What’s wrong with them?” He turned and grabbed one and took a bite. “Oh God.”

“Amazing,” she said around a bite. “It’s like an orgasm.”

Dylan nearly choked. “All right. Just eat the damn thing.”

Evie smiled. “Seriously, if she cooks this good with everything, it’s a wonder she’s not my size.”

Dylan eyed his sister. “There’s nothing wrong with your size.”

“I know,” Evie said, taking another bite. “I’m proud of my plus-size frame. I’m just shocked at someone who can cook this good and she’s still built like the devil created her to punish men.”

A flash of Cori straddling his lap beneath the moonlight flooded his mind. Her body rocking against his, her head thrown back as she surrendered herself to the moment.

“You’re lying to yourself if you think Corinne being back is just about this physical chemistry you have,” Evie said, eyeing him. “You care about her.”

“Not in that way.”

His sister closed the space between them and placed a loving hand on his cheek. “Dyl, you’re lying to me and to yourself. You may not even see it, but I do. I just don’t want you to end up hurt again, because she’ll probably leave as soon as her parents are back home.”

Dylan knew that was Cori’s plan, but they were both adults and there was nothing stopping them from exploring this revived sexuality if that’s what they chose to do. Why did he have to analyze it or even worry about the outcome?

“I’m not lying to anyone,” he told her, trying not to look into those eyes so full of concern. “Really, Evie, I’m just fine, and what Cori and I do is really our business. Besides, I can’t even put a label on it because we’re just messing around.”

Evie sighed and dropped her hand. “Fine. I know you’re a big boy, but I still worry about you, just like you worry about me. I can’t help it.”

He planted a kiss on her forehead and eased back. “Then you won’t bite my head off the next time I try to look out for you. Right?”

With a laugh, Evie shook her head. “Between you and Vin, I feel as if I have my own set of bodyguards.”

A flash flew through Dylan’s mind of him and Vin with another man who used to be their best friend. But that man had done the unimaginable to Evie and neither Vin nor Dylan had had any inclination as to the horrid crime their former friend Alan had committed.

“Stop blaming yourself,” she told him. “Put it aside, Dylan, or it will eat at you for the rest of your life and he’ll win.”

Dylan nodded. “I know. I know.”

Evie slid her arms around him and sighed. “I’ll tell Vin to pick you up around five. Does that work?”

“Sounds good.”

Evie eased back and smiled. “Then I’d best be on my way because I’m getting married in two weeks and I have my final dress fitting today.”

Dylan returned her warm smile. “You’re going to make the most beautiful bride.”

Evie’s sweet laughter followed her out the door and left him standing alone in his kitchen. Another woman filled his mind. Another wedding.

But that teenage fantasy he’d had wasn’t meant to be. And being single was just fine with him. He realized now if he and Cori had indeed married straight out of high school like they’d wanted to, they would’ve made a colossal mistake. Even back then she was too anxious for big-city life and he was more than content to stay right here. Money could be made anywhere if you had the right skills and he was definitely turning a hefty profit these days.

So nice, in fact, he figured he should step up to the plate and make a donation to the rehab fund to keep Cori’s parents comfortable and in their current place until they were able to come home.

And Cori never had to know who the anonymous donor was.

Money meant nothing to him. Having it didn’t make him a better person, but using it to make others happy and comfortable was what it was all about.

 

 

“That was so fun,” Corinne said as Evie pulled up in front of her house. “I can’t believe what a bargain you got on that beautiful wedding gown. You’re going to be absolutely stunning.”

Corinne had been utterly shocked when Evie had popped over to her house not long after the embarrassing episode in Dylan’s kitchen. Evie had invited her to the final fitting of her wedding gown, saying she really needed a woman’s opinion and who better than a supermodel?

Corinne was thrilled Evie had extended that proverbial olive branch and wanted to spend some girl time with her. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d done something for fun with another female that didn’t revolve around work or court hearings regarding bogus charges.

Evie sighed and turned toward Corinne. “Listen, I know it’s none of my business what you and my brother do, and I promise I’m not going to discuss the whole incident from earlier. But you have to know…when you left last time, Dylan was hurt. We’d just lost our parents and then to have you leave… I’m sure you had your reasons, but just be careful. He may be all big and bad on the outside, but his feelings are tender.”

Corinne didn’t want to hear how hurt he was or about their parents’ death. Every horrid incident during that time frame was her fault and she knew secrets about that night that would drive a wedge so far between them that even if she moved back to Florida it wouldn’t be far enough away.

“I don’t know what’s going on with us,” Corinne said honestly. “My feelings for Dylan never went away just because I did. We’re two different people now, but sometimes when he looks at me, I feel seventeen again and all those emotions come back.”

Evie smiled. “I just want him to find happiness.”

Corinne couldn’t help her next question—she wanted to know. “He never married?”

Evie shook her head. “I honestly don’t think he ever seriously looked for someone. I know he was only seventeen when you all were together, but he was so mature for his age and I don’t think he ever considered anyone seriously after you.”

That revealing truth almost made her feel relieved, like she was irreplaceable. But on the other hand she was hurt by the painful revelation. Dylan was such a loving, giving man. Any woman would’ve been lucky and blessed to have him in her life.

“Thanks again for inviting me,” Corinne said, reaching for the door handle. “It’s not often I get to do frivolous things lately, especially with a friend. At least, I hope we’re still friends.”

Evie reached over and placed a hand on Corinne’s arm. “I don’t know the truth about what happened surrounding your arrest, but I firmly believe that you’re a good person who probably got caught in the wrong place, at the wrong time. I also know we were good friends once and I hope we still can be, even if you’re back for just a short time.”

Corinne’s eyes pricked with unshed tears as she offered a smile. “I’ve always considered you a friend, Evie.”

Evie glanced out the window at the rolling black clouds. “Better get inside before the rain comes. Looks like a nasty storm.”

Corinne grabbed her purse and dug out her keys. “Thanks again. Maybe when you need more girl time we can go to lunch or something.”

“I’d like that,” Evie told her.

Just as Corinne started for the house, big, fat raindrops drenched her and soaked her sundress to her skin, causing chill bumps to spread all over.

As soon as she got inside, Corinne stripped down, kicking her sandals off at the door and peeling her dress, underwear and all, down her body as she padded her way down the hall toward her bedroom.

A hot bath would really hit the spot. She needed to relax and she hadn’t taken advantage of the big Jacuzzi-style tub her parents had added since she’d been gone. A nice glass of wine, a heated bath, and the sound of the rain beating against the window would be the perfect ending to a pleasant day…despite the fact Evie had seen her groping Dylan. But they were all adults and what was done was done. Time to move on.

Shivering from that instant downpour, Corinne turned on the faucet in the oversized tub and couldn’t wait to slip into the hot water. She knew scalding baths were not good for her skin, but hey, getting arrested wasn’t good for her career, so…whatever. God, if she didn’t make jokes about the insane charges she’d go mad and end up crying all the time.

Rolling thunder shook the house and Corinne sighed. Please, don’t be accompanied by lightning. She just wanted to get into the bathtub and relax for a few moments. So far she hadn’t seen any lightning, so she was going to soak for just a few moments. Forget the wine, she could pour a glass when she got out. Right now she just wanted to be warmed up.

Corinne eased down into the tub and shut off the water valves. She didn’t care that the hot water felt like prickles to her freezing skin, she was just grateful not to be shivering anymore.

As the water enveloped her, she wondered why she hadn’t thought of bubbles. A bubble bath with wine was a must the next time she did this. Oh, and a book. Something steamy and sexy. As if she needed any help getting all hot and bothered…not with Mr. Sexy First Love living only a grassy knoll away.

She settled her head against the curved edge of the porcelain and sighed. She could totally get spoiled staying here. Granted, she’d stayed in some of the top hotels in the world and had even owned two amazing homes with all the amenities, but there was just something about coming home that really made you feel at peace.

Unfortunately that peace was interrupted by another rumble of thunder, this time accompanied by a bright flash of lightning. As much as she wanted to relax and stay in her tub, she also didn’t want to get fried in a bathtub.

She pulled the plug to let the water out and climbed out of the tub. That water had felt so good, but she supposed some cozy PJs would keep her happy. Maybe something oversized and warm. Now she needed that wine and maybe a movie to go along with her lazy-bum night.

Corinne grabbed the robe off the back of the door and wrapped up in it before heading across the hall to her bedroom. She shuffled through the suitcase she’d yet to unpack in search of her “comfort” clothes. Every woman had them and these may be the only things she owned that she’d purchased on her own and that hadn’t been made by some fancy designer who only wanted to give her clothes so she would pimp out their brand.

Hey, that was fine with her. Free clothes, and all she had to do was drop the name of the designer? Not a problem at all, but on occasion she just wanted some sloppy lounge pants and a T-shirt.

She moved aside the bras because, well, if she was going to be comfy they sure as hell wouldn’t fit the criteria. Finally she found an old, long-sleeved tee and a pair of grey, baggy sweats.

If her friends could see her now.

Corinne nearly laughed at herself as she got dressed and pulled her hair up into a topknot. She moved through the house, but when the lights flickered once, then came right back on, she decided she’d better find some flashlights, just in case.

Seeing as how she had no idea where they would be, she opted to look in the garage first. Thankfully it was attached to the house and she didn’t have to go back out into the rain and wind, and now lightning.

Because her father was a neat freak, everything was in its place so there was no clutter to rummage through. In no time she’d found a flashlight and headed back inside. There was no doubt in her mind that her father had a generator somewhere out there, but she’d have no earthly idea how to use it. Hopefully, if they lost power, it wouldn’t be for too long.

She recalled as a kid how many freak storms would pop up, taking the power out for a few hours at a time. She’d always loved sitting on the porch with her parents. They would watch the storms and embrace the fact that in this great big crazy world, there really wasn’t much they could control. Not the weather, not other people, and sometimes not even themselves.

Boy, hadn’t she proven that fact a few times since she’d been back? Her emotions where Dylan was concerned were certainly out of her control.

When she got back into the living room, she looked through the movies, but decided to forgo that plan and go sit on the porch for old times’ sake. Granted, in the past she’d always had her parents with her, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t do it alone. Storms still fascinated her.

She laid the flashlight on the small accent table just beside the front door and stepped out barefoot onto the concrete porch. Wind blew the rain and a slight mist sprinkled her face. She smiled as she tipped her head up, welcoming the refreshing rain and the sweet smell only it could provide.

Glancing over to Dylan’s house, she saw he only had one small light on in the living room, but as she squinted and looked closer, she saw him sitting on his porch swing. Apparently he hadn’t grown out of his love of the storms either.

And now she was faced with the same question she’d been asking herself since she’d come back to town and discovered him right next door. Did she stay, or did she go?


Chapter Seven

Dylan couldn’t believe the wind that had kicked up. Trees were really blowing and those small ones on the edge of his property were practically lying down from the gusts blowing through.

And all the rain pelting in onto his porch didn’t bother him in the least. Dylan absolutely loved the rain, love thunderstorms.

He glanced across the yard, and through the sheets of rain he could see someone else who had loved storms once upon a time.

A bolt of lightning streaked across the sky and a rumble of thunder soon followed. The storm was definitely moving closer and as much as he loved to be outside watching it, he also didn’t want to be struck in some freak accident.

Dylan started to go inside, but stopped when Cori darted across the yard toward his house.

“What the hell are you doing?” he yelled as she bounded up his porch steps and shook off water from her body.

“I can’t find any batteries for the flashlights. I searched the garage and the junk drawer in the kitchen.” She rubbed her hands up her arms and actually shivered. “Sorry to bother you, but could I bum a few?”

Dylan grabbed her arm and jerked open his storm door. “Get inside and dry off before you freeze.”

“I don’t need to go inside,” she yelled, yanking away from his grasp. “I just need a few batteries. I only found one candle and I’ll need more light than that.”

Dylan physically picked her up in a fireman’s hold and marched into his bathroom and grabbed a towel from the shelf beside the antique clawfoot tub.

“Here.” He thrust the towel in her face. “Dry off and I’ll go find some batteries.”

“Why would I dry off if I’m just going back home?”

He turned, meeting her gaze. “You’re not going anywhere. I’m getting the batteries for my own flashlights and you’re going to light some candles once you’re dry.”

Cori stood with her mouth wide open, water dripping from the ends of her hair and her lashes. Her T-shirt had plastered itself to her body, molded against her breasts and caused her perky nipples to stand at attention. Apparently she’d forgone the bra for this little visit…not that he was complaining.

“I’m not staying, Dylan,” she said, patting her face. “I need to get back home.”

“Why? The storm is moving closer and it’s insane to be running back and forth when there’s lightning flying through the sky.”

“I could’ve been back home by now if you’d just given me the batteries.”

Dylan laughed. “Yeah, you could’ve, but you’re not. So dry off, I’ll go grab some clothes and then you can light the candles. I’ll set out the matches on the kitchen counter.”

Before she could argue further, he stalked out. That damn body of hers was mocking him. He’d sworn to himself to keep his distance. The woman was leaving eventually so why get caught up in her again?

Okay, so he’d been caught up in every sense of the word when they’d had sex on the beach and he’d been pretty near getting caught up again this morning before his sister came in.

But he’d come to his senses and he refused to allow her to touch his heart again…or touch any other part of his body.

He grabbed a pair of sweats and a dark tee. Since she wasn’t wearing a bra he’d seriously considered handing her a white shirt, but he was going to be a gentleman about this and shut up his inner voyeur.

By the time he came back, she’d closed the bathroom door.

“I have some clothes for you,” he yelled through the door.

“Just leave them out there and I’ll get them.”

He laid the clothes on the small table next to the bathroom door and walked back into the kitchen. He grabbed his kettle and filled it with water then set it on the stove to heat. After pulling out a couple of mugs and placing them next on the counter, he waited for Cori to come out.

But when she stepped into the kitchen, he wasn’t prepared for how innocent she’d look, how adorable she’d be in his clothes, and how much it turned him on even more to know that she had nothing between her skin and his T-shirt.

“They’re a little big,” she laughed, glancing down to the pants that were rolled up enough to expose her tiny bare feet and the shirt that nearly fell to her knees. “But thanks. Much better than wet clothes.”

He swallowed and nodded. “If you want to light the candles, I put one in the living room, hallway, and a couple upstairs in the bathroom and my room. I’m making hot chocolate.”

Cori smiled, tilting her head and causing all her damp hair to move together across her shoulder. “Hot chocolate? You used to drink that all the time when we were younger.”

Dylan shrugged. “You were cold and I wanted something sweet, so I figured this was a good cure-all.”

“Thanks, Dylan.”

She stood in the doorway staring at him as if he was her hero or her great protector. Truth was, he was a man and he was having erotic male thoughts. If she had any clue as to the path his mind had traveled, she’d run back home and not worry about the storm.

A bolt of lightning flashed through the window, accompanied simultaneously by the thunder.

“Better go light those candles,” he told her.

She nodded, grabbed the box of matches from the counter and walked away.

The kettle started to whistle, and he poured chocolate into each of the mugs and topped it off with the boiling water, all the while cursing himself for inviting her to stay. Okay, so he hadn’t invited her. He’d manhandled her inside and taken charge, but damn it, he didn’t like the idea of her being alone over there during a storm.

By the time he’d added marshmallows and stirred everything together, Cori came back in.

“Ooh, with marshmallows.” She grinned as she picked up the mug and took a sip. “That’s so good. I’m pretty impressed you didn’t nuke this in the microwave.”

“Just because I’m a man doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate real hot chocolate.”

She studied him over the rim of her mug as she took another sip. As she set her drink back on the counter, she turned to look out the window.

“Looks really nasty out there. Thanks for letting me hide here.”

“I wouldn’t have let you stay over there alone. The electricity goes out around here so often when small storms come through, I’d say it’s a given tonight.”

She glanced back at him over her shoulder. “I would’ve been fine with working flashlights.”

“I know, but I still would’ve felt guilty.”

She looked back out the window to the rain beating against it. “I know the tension between us isn’t easy, but I do appreciate this.”

Dylan leaned back against the counter and had a flash of them earlier this morning—Cori’s head thrown back, her bare breast out of her dress, ready for him to take.

“Tension doesn’t bother me,” he told her.

“As uncomfortable as this tension is at times, it’s not the worst thing I’ve been through.”

“I imagine being arrested would rank higher.”

Her gaze darted back to his and he cursed himself.

“Damn it. I didn’t mean it like that, Cori. I keep speaking before thinking around you. I just meant that you really have been through worse than facing whatever this is between us.”

Something akin to pain flashed through her eyes. “Being arrested isn’t the worst thing I’ve ever been through either.”

Dylan stood straight up and crossed to her, resting his hand beside hers on the counter. “What?”

Cori’s eyes held his for a moment and he thought for sure she’d open up. But before she said a word, she smiled and shook her head. “It’s nothing, Dylan. Really. Let’s not dredge up the past. Okay?”

He couldn’t imagine what was worse than being falsely arrested and facing jail time, all while your career was tanking.

Though she had no clue he was aware of that last part.

“What do you say we watch a movie while we still have electricity?” he asked.

“What do you have? And please don’t say any of those stupid foreign movies where the lips can’t keep up with the words.”

Dylan laughed. “I have all of those stored away for safe-keeping. Actually I was thinking suspense.”

Cori smiled. “My favorite. Sounds good.”

She followed him into the living room and he was almost relieved she’d said not to bring up the past. That was the last thing he wanted, but at the same time he really wanted to know what was going on in her world. Not that he had any right, but, well…he just wanted to know. Damn his feelings. He’d told himself not to get wrapped up in her and his damn conscience wouldn’t let him keep a distance.

His lights flickered and Dylan set his mug down on a coaster on the coffee table and grabbed the flashlight beside the couch.

“Better just keep this close by,” he told her as he crossed the room to get the remote. “Have a seat.”

Cori settled into the corner of the couch, curled her feet beneath her and sipped on her hot chocolate. What he wouldn’t give to be the one to lick that frothy mustache from her upper lip.

Before Dylan could even turn on the movie, a crack of thunder and lightning hit so close it shook his house and Cori jumped, knocking her hot chocolate all over her hand and lap.

“Damn it.” He moved over to her and took the mug from her hand. “Are you all right?”

Chocolate dripped from her shaky hand. “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s all over your couch. I’m sorry. That scared me to death.”

“Yeah, it hit something close.” He helped her up and pulled his T-shirt over his head to wipe the hot liquid from her hand. “Does it burn?”

“Not really. It had cooled down quite a bit where I’d been blowing on it.”

He glanced down to her clothes…well, technically his clothes. “Looks like I need to get you new things.”

Cori laughed. “This shirt is so long, it’s like a dress. Don’t worry about dirtying up more clothes. I’ll be heading home soon anyway.”

“With that racket that we just heard and felt? There’s no way in hell I’d let you walk out in that, even if it is just to go across the yard.”

She handed his shirt back to him and started tugging down the wet pants. Before he could stand there and stare like some moron or overly horny teen, he stepped back. “I’ll go grab a towel for the couch.”

God, how pathetic was he? Fleeing a room because Cori’s legs were getting ready to join the party? Smooth, Dylan. Real smooth.

He got a towel and by the time he came back in, Cori’s legs were sure enough out in full glorious force and she was using his pants to clean the sofa.

“Sorry,” she told him, “but they were dirty anyway and I was trying to save the cushions.”

“It’s fine,” he reassured her, taking the dirty pants and the T-shirt he’d left on the table. “Here’s a towel. I’ll go put these in the laundry room.”

Halfway down the hall, the lights flickered twice and finally went out.

Oh, Fate. You just leave us half-dressed and in the dark. Now what would they do? God, this was not going to end with them naked and sweaty. He had to have willpower where Cori was concerned. He may be a man—a very turned-on man—but he also had feelings and the more time he spent around her, the more time he wanted to spend with her. He just couldn’t let himself get tangled up in someone who would hurt him again…especially the one who’d caused so much damage to begin with.

He tossed the dirties onto his washing machine and felt along the wall back down the hall. His eyes had adjusted to the darkness and the candles Cori had lit earlier were offering a nice glow throughout the front of the house.

In the living room she had turned on the flashlight and set it on the table.

“Looks like no movie,” she told him. “I think I managed to get the chocolate off your couch. Good thing it was leather.”

Even with the pale flicker from the candles cutting through the darkness, Dylan could still see those damn legs of hers. But it wasn’t just the sight of them that bothered him so much. It was the fact he could still feel them against his body, feel them clenching him.

“I’m going to check out the windows to see if I can see where that lightning hit.”

Cori nodded and eased back down onto the couch. “I’ll be right here.”

Dylan walked the perimeter of the interior and glanced out the windows, but with the darkness closing in and the sheets of rain, it was so hard to see what was happening out there.

He pulled his cell from his pocket to check the status of the storm. The last thing he wanted was to be caught off guard if a tornado or some such thing was coming through. Highly doubtful, but he was a Boy Scout, so he’d learned the golden rule of scouting: Always be prepared.

“Why don’t you relax?”

Dylan turned from the window in the downstairs guest bedroom and saw Cori with a flashlight standing in the doorway. The light pointed down to the floor, so he couldn’t make out her face too well.

“I’m relaxed,” he lied. “I just wanted to see if there was any damage yet and—”

“You’re nervous.” She leaned against the small dresser and crossed her arms over her chest. “We can talk about the big white elephant, Dylan. The fact that we had sex and we would’ve had sex this morning and now we’re both half-dressed doesn’t have to make us uncomfortable.”

“All of that isn’t making me uncomfortable,” he told her and he wasn’t lying.

“Dylan. You’re jumpy and you can’t stay in the same room with me. Don’t tell me you’re not comfortable.”

He held on to the post at the end of the bed and looked at her through the darkness now that his eyes had adjusted to just the small, narrow light from the flashlight.

“Having sex with you on the beach and nearly getting you naked in my kitchen this morning doesn’t make me uncomfortable, Cori. Seeing you walk around in my house, bringing up old memories and wondering what might have been makes me uncomfortable. Knowing that I want you more than my next breath, but realizing that’s probably a mistake, is making me uncomfortable.”

He moved across the room until he was standing directly in front of her. “And knowing you have nothing separating those breasts from my shirt is making me damn uncomfortable.”

“Dylan.” She chewed her lower lip and brushed her hair off her shoulders. “We can admit this attraction, but is that all this is? I know we’re both adults here and you probably don’t want to analyze what’s between us, but I just need to know. Is this sex or is it more?”

“You’re right. I don’t want to overthink what’s happening. Is it too shallow of me to just admit I want you and that’s all I can give?”

Because he couldn’t stand to not touch her, he reached out, stroked her cheek. “Tell me you want to move back here for good, hold on to those roots your parents set for you and remain in the small-town life.”

She turned her face into his palm. “You know I can’t tell you that.”

He did, but that didn’t mean he didn’t want to hear her say different. Fool that he was, or maybe he had a streak of that hopeless romantic his sister had, but he’d wanted her to say she was staying for good. He wanted to hear her say she would stick around and see if this attraction was more than just physical.

But she didn’t, and if all she could offer was sex, then he’d take it. Yes, he had emotions and feelings he hadn’t wanted, hadn’t expected, but he was still a man and he had needs. Needs this woman could satisfy.

Lightning flashed through the window, lighting up the room like a strobe light. With each flash he saw deeper into her eyes where she so held her heart. He saw pain, fear and determination.

Dylan cupped the other side of her face and held her between his two palms. “The other night was too fast, too unexpected. Right now I want you and there’s nothing stopping us from enjoying each and every moment we have of this night. We have nowhere to be, nothing to do and no worries. There’s only right now.”

Cori closed her eyes and sighed. “Dylan, if you knew my past, you wouldn’t be so eager to be with me…even temporarily.”

“Your past has no place here,” he told her.

Her eyes opened and met his just as another flash lit up the room. “Here is the only place my past does have a place. And one of these days I may have to face it head on.”

“Not today.”

She gripped his wrists and smiled. “Not today.”


Chapter Eight

She didn’t care that her past or the secret she’d carried since leaving more than ten years ago could ruin any bond or relationship they’d ever had. Corinne wanted Dylan. She’d wanted him as a teen and she wanted him even more as an adult. Her willpower where he was concerned had always been nonexistent.

And the fact he was strong, independent and dependable only made him that much more attractive. He wasn’t the teen she’d fallen in love with. He was all man and he made it no secret that he wanted her.

“I need you in my bed, Cori.”

Corinne smiled against his lips. “Then lead the way.”

He hoisted her up and over his shoulder and headed out of the spare bedroom.

“Why do you keep carrying me like this?” she asked, then smacked his rather fine backside.

“I figure you’ve been pampered enough with those Rhett Butler types who whisk you off in that romantic way. I want to be memorable.”

Oh, he was memorable. There was no doubt about that. She’d never forgotten him and when she left here again, she knew he’d remain in her mind, in her heart.

He carried her up the steps and he wasn’t even breathing hard once they reached the landing. Yeah, add that to the ever-growing list of why she was attracted to him…stamina. The man had it in spades.

Dylan moved down the hall and into another bedroom. When he set her down on her feet, she got a glimpse at her surroundings, thanks to the small candle she’d lit earlier. Of course when she’d been up in his room earlier she’d know it was his, but she hadn’t taken the time to really look because she didn’t want him to wonder what was taking her so long.

But the instant she’d come in, she’d known this was his room. Other than the masculine cologne that had settled into the air, there was a pair of running shoes by the closet door and a towel hanging in the adjoining bath. The dark-wood, king-sized bed dominated the space and the navy comforter seemed inviting and cozy.

Cori wanted to crawl beneath those blankets and snuggle next to him like she belonged. But she didn’t. And thanks to that one ugly sin, that fateful night, she never would. The world she belonged in was shallow and riddled with lies and deceit. Perfectly fitting for her.

“Wherever your mind went, come back to me.” Dylan slid his arms around her waist and tugged her close. “Nothing outside this room exists. Got it?”

Corinne smiled and nodded as she allowed her hands to roam up his bare shoulders and the nape of his neck.

“You’re the boss,” she told him.

“You mean that?”

“Why not? I like everything you do to me, Dylan.”

He captured her lips quickly, seductively. “In that case, strip. Slowly.”

Corinne backed up, reached for the hem of her T-shirt and pulled it up over her head, tossing it to the side. With her eyes locked on his, she hooked her thumbs in the waistband of her thong and slid it down. She kicked it aside and put her hands on her hips.

“Sorry,” she told him with a smile. “Hard to go slow when you’re wearing so few clothes.”

Dylan shoved his shorts and boxers down and tossed them aside to land off somewhere near her pile. “I see what you mean.”

She took in the sight of his hard male body and her own body instantly responded.

“I could look at you all day,” she whispered.

“I hope while you’re looking you feel the need to touch,” he told her. “Because I plan on touching you a lot.”

Corinne stepped toward him, the ache inside her spreading throughout and the anticipation of what was to come nearly buckling her knees.

“I’ve never wanted someone more,” she told him as she came to stand before him. “Don’t make me wait.”

In a flash, he snaked his arms around her waist, molded his hands to her rear and pulled her against him. Thunder shook the house, a streak of lightning lit up the sky through the narrow window.

Dylan’s mouth covered hers, his tongue darted in to tangle with her own and Corinne pressed herself fully against him. She wanted to feel that strong body against hers, she wanted all the contact she could get because she knew, no matter what, there would never be enough. Not when it came to Dylan.

His hands roamed up her back, then down again to her rear. He lifted her off the floor, never breaking contact with her mouth. Corinne wrapped her legs around his waist, the tip of him coming to rest where she ached most.

“Condom?” she asked against his mouth.

“We didn’t use one last time. Are you okay without?”

“More than okay.”

He backed her against the wall and slammed into her. Corinne squeezed his shoulders as he pumped in and out of her. His mouth slid down her throat and back up to claim her mouth. He kept one hand on her backside and brought the other one to her breast.

Between those talented hands all over her, his mouth devouring her and the pace he set with his hips, Corinne wasn’t going to last long.

She tore her mouth from his. “Oh, Dylan…”

Her back arched against the wall, forcing him deeper into her. With her breasts tilted up now, he wasted no time in claiming one with his tongue. Moistening her nipples then teasing her even more by blowing on the dampness.

Her body started to tighten and he knew it. Dylan reached between them, raking his thumb over her most sensitive spot, and sent her straight over the edge.

She gripped those firm shoulders as the orgasm slammed into her. Before she could come back to reality, Dylan’s body was pumping faster, sweat had broken out on his forehead.

He gripped her hips with both hands and slammed into her one last time before his body shook. His eyes were shut, his head tipped back, mouth open as if he wanted to scream but held himself back.

She wanted all of him, wanted to see him utterly and completely powerless. But when his body stopped trembling, Corinne knew she had her work cut out for her.

The next time, he was hers. In every form of the word.


Chapter Nine

Sunshine beamed in through the slats of the blinds on Dylan’s wide window, which overlooked the ocean. Morning brought not only much more pleasant weather, but a bit of uncertainty, considering she’d woken up in Dylan’s bed after they’d made love. Twice.

She clutched her clothes—well, his, technically—as she stared down at the sleeping man who’d fulfilled every single one of her fantasies last night…and some she didn’t even know she had.

He lay on his stomach, arms wide as if he still had her pinned to the navy sheets. His face scrunched against his pillow and the sheet dipped low to reveal the majority of one very fine backside.

So why wasn’t she hopping right back into that bed and begging for a repeat performance? Because she was one hundred percent pure chicken. She knew getting intimate with Dylan would only make her old feelings jumble with the new ones and have her wanting, wishing for things she couldn’t have.

But, God, if she could have a future with anyone, she was almost certain it would be this man. Even time hadn’t diminished the bond they’d shared. Yes, they were two different people now, but all that proved was how strong their ties were.

Her heart clenched, her throat clogged. Nothing good would come from them spending so much time together, from being intimate over and over.

She pulled his oversized tee over her head, slid into a new pair of baggy sweats he’d lent her and tiptoed from the room. She’d retrieve her clothes from the laundry room, leave his and head for home. She wondered who in the neighborhood would see her doing the walk of shame from Dylan’s house to hers, but the way this town thought of her, she really didn’t care. Could her reputation get any worse?

The media had made her out to practically be some drug lord and once the media says it, the majority of the public takes all that gossip as gospel.

Corinne changed quickly and headed out the back door. The fresh smell of the ocean was always a wonderful way to wake up, but all the debris all over Dylan’s yard and the small private beach down the way was going to take some work.

She hated to see the damage to her own yard. No matter what it was, though, she intended to see her parents first. Then she’d come home and do damage control and cleanup.

As she rounded her fence, she stopped short at the sight of the old oak tree, which was now missing one of its larger limbs. That limb was on top of the front porch and had collapsed the roof over the porch.

She ran closer to get a better look. From all the leaves and small limbs shooting out, she couldn’t tell if the damage went into the house too. Either way, she had a mess on her hands.

Raking her fingers through her still-matted bedhead, Corinne sighed. Looks like she’d have to do the walk of shame back over to Dylan’s, because if anyone could fix this, it would be Dylan. Though she prayed to God her parents had good insurance because her funds were completely depleted and there was no way she could afford to have that fixed.

Not to mention she had hit a brick wall when it came to job hunting in this town.

But she’d only been at it one day. She refused to back down. Her parents depended on her, not to mention she refused to fail ever again, at anything. She owed it to her parents to keep her mother in therapy in a facility that could provide better care than at home. She also owed it to herself to quit pouting about what had happened and try to make something of this mess she called her life.

Because the truth of the matter was, she may be done with modeling. A hard fact to face, but it may just be the case. And probably a lot of people would consider her a pampered diva, but those people had no clue the hell she’d lived as a teen and how she’d molded herself into being something totally opposite of what she’d been.

Corinne turned toward the back door of Dylan’s that she’d just slipped out of. As she crept toward the steps, she jumped when she saw him standing at the top, looking down and wearing only his boxer-briefs. Mercy, that body never failed to amaze her, but right now she had bigger problems.

“Were you in the middle of running away or did you already do it and felt guilty?”

Okay, she deserved that and from the hurt in his eyes, her leaving had bothered him. Apparently he was more invested than she’d thought. This whole…whatever this was between them…was getting more and more complicated.

“I already left,” she admitted. “But I need your help.”

He crossed his arms over his chest and laughed. “You sneak out of my bed and then return, not to pick up where we left off, but because you need something?”

“That storm caused some major damage last night,” she went on, trying not to let the hurt and bitterness in his voice get to her. “That big oak in my front yard lost a limb and it collapsed the roof of my porch. I couldn’t tell if any part is in the house or not.”

“God, Cori, why didn’t you say that to begin with?” He turned and headed down the hall, then yelled back, “Give me one second to throw clothes on.”

She paced the living room and wondered exactly what they were facing with this mess. Fate sure had terrible timing. But when was a good time to have a tree land on your house?

Dylan barreled back down the curved steps and she followed him out the front door.

“I’m sorry I left,” she told him as they started down his porch steps. She laid a hand on his arm to stop him. “I didn’t know what to do, honestly, and I guess I made the wrong decision.”

His eyes traveled over her face. “Yeah, I guess you did.”

Without another word, he headed for her house and she didn’t try to defend herself or her cowardly actions. What was done was done. All she could do now was try to make it up to him. Make him feel like she wasn’t just using him.

But wasn’t he the one who’d said last night that he couldn’t give any more than sex? She’d given that and suddenly he was hurt?

And men thought women were confusing.

He turned the corner by the fence and cursed. Corinne knew better than to get in his way. For one thing, he was already pissed because of her leaving, and then he’d woken up to this mess, thanks to her dragging him into it.

While he assessed the outside, Corinne went around the side of the house where there was no damage and headed inside through her back door.

Thankfully there was no other damage to the back of the house, but when she made it to the living room, she could see the tree had indeed done a number on a portion of the entryway and front window.

Assessing the damage only made her heart hurt, and before she knew it, she was trying to retrieve the pictures off the wall behind the debris—but she couldn’t get to them and the glass had been shattered anyway.

An old school picture stared back at her. An innocent girl with a sweet smile. Corinne felt sorry for the teenager in that picture. If only she’d known what a nightmare waited for her up ahead.

“It’s okay, Cori.”

She turned, saw Dylan standing in the doorway with his brows drawn.

“Okay?” she asked. “How is a tree in my parents’ living room okay?”

They both knew he wasn’t just talking about the tree. She had no doubt he’d seen her trying to get the picture off the wall, and as perceptive as he was, she knew he was aware of her thoughts.

“You know I’ve always believed everything happens for a reason,” he told her, moving on into what was once the neatly organized living room. “This will be fixed. Just thank God you weren’t home and sitting on that sofa last night.”

Corinne nodded, knowing he was right. “I’m just so tired of every single thing happening to me, to my family. When will the good come, Dylan? Because I’ve been crapped on since I was sixteen and forced to leave. Yes, I have a great career, but what has that gotten me? And all those years weren’t so hot at times either.”

Like when her nightmare tracked her down when she’d been doing a shoot in New York. That was dodged easily enough by security on set and she’d hightailed it out of that city so fast her associates had thought the devil himself was chasing her.

And they weren’t too far off the mark.

“You’re a fighter,” he told her, shrugging his shoulders. “You’ll bounce back and you’ll be stronger.”

She rested her hands on her hips and glared at him. “So now I’m a fighter? You still believe I knew about the drugs in my home and you’re calling me a fighter?”

He glanced up at the ceiling and sighed before looking back to her. “I don’t believe you did drugs, Cori.”

“That’s not what I said. I said you believe I knew about them.”

His eyes darted to the mess behind her and he shook his head. “Now isn’t the time to discuss what I do or don’t think. I need to call some friends to come and help get this cleaned up so we can assess the damage better.”

“And you thought I was a coward this morning when I snuck out?” she asked, knowing her blood pressure was rising by the second. “I think spending the night was a mistake. One I certainly won’t make again. I can’t believe I even slept with you twice, knowing what you think of me.”

He crossed the room, grabbed hold of both of her arms and forced her to look at him. “You have no idea what I think of you. If you had any clue, you’d quit poking at me to get inside my head. Do you want my help here or not?”

Honestly, no. She didn’t want his help, but this was her parents’ house and he was the only person she knew who could fix it.

“I’m going to grab some clothes from my room and take a shower,” she told him, stepping back so he’d release her arms. “Then I’m going to see my parents. Whatever you have to do, do it. I’ll also call the insurance and see what the deductible is.”

She moved around him, careful not to brush against any part of him. The man was positively infuriating and she was extremely pathetic to have slept with him, not once, but twice—all the while knowing that he believed at least a portion of the lies the media had spread over and over.

Had her self-esteem really sunk that low, or was she just so desperate to cling to that one bright spot from her old life that she was vying for any attention Dylan was willing to give?

She knew one thing for certain. Once she left this town, she could never look back. Because if she looked back and saw Dylan again, she’d have to just keep ripping off that Band-Aid over and over, and her wound would never heal.


Chapter Ten

Corinne pulled into the lot of the only doctor in town and sighed. This was literally the last office she could apply at. She’d tried the local college in the Office of Admissions, she’d spoken with the CEO of the hospital, whom she’d actually gone to school with, and she’d even gone to the adorable little boutique that offered one-of-a-kind merchandise in the hopes of finding a job.

Either no one had anything or they were all still skeptical. Good grief, if she were in LA, Miami or New York she would’ve already been welcomed in somewhere. For one thing, big cities loved to gloat over the fact they had the “it” gossip celebrity in their midst, and another, so much happened in bigger cities her ordeal would’ve already been brushed aside for some other celebrity’s woes.

Not that Corinne wished any of the hell she’d endured on anyone else, but she certainly wished her hometown would at least be a little more open minded. It wasn’t like she was getting ready to whip out her mirror and do a line of coke, for pity’s sake.

What ever happened to innocent until proven guilty? Apparently that rule was overshadowed by people’s nosy tendencies and the media’s love of stretching the truth into their warped version of a good story.

Corinne grabbed a copy of her resume, which she’d done by herself because if she’d asked Dylan for help he probably would’ve laughed in her face.

Was a part-time job too much to ask for? Just because she had made a good amount of money over the years didn’t mean that it lasted forever or that it had made its way through all her legal woes.

But her parents needed her, they needed to know she could provide the care her mother needed to get through this difficult time and she refused to let them down. They didn’t need to know what was going on with her finances, but they did need to know they were protected and secure in the facility they were in. Surely it wouldn’t be too much longer before her mother could come home. But even when she came home, she’d have to have some type of healthcare nurse for her therapy. The expenses wouldn’t end just because she came home.

Corinne hit the remote lock on her car and went into the small brick office building with her shoulders back, her chin up and smile on her face.

“Good morning, how can I—”

The receptionist froze in midsentence once she got a look at Corinne’s face.

Corinne refused to let that shock make her turn and leave. She had an obligation to her parents, no matter the hits her pride took.

“My name is Corinne St. Claire and I was wanting to drop off my resume.” She handed the twenty-something brunette her file. “I’m looking for office work—part time would be fine if you all have any openings.”

The girl, who Corinne believed had been a few years behind her in school, merely looked from the folder to Corinne. “Are you serious? Weren’t you a supermodel?”

Same conversation, different place.

“Yes, I was a model and now I’m back home to care for my parents. I’m looking for something part time.”

The girl put the resume down on the pristine desk and clasped her hands in front of her. “We aren’t hiring right now, but even if we were, we have other qualified applicants we would look at first.”

Even though she had expected no less, the rejection still hurt.

“I understand,” Corinne said, refusing to let her smile falter. “I’ll just leave that with you in case something opens up. Thank you for your time.”

“If you’d like to take this, you can.” The lady held the file back out to Corinne. “We don’t hire anyone with an arrest on their record either.”

Corinne swallowed, thankful the waiting room wasn’t busy yet this morning. She reached for the resume, knowing if she left it she’d just be fighting a losing battle. “I understand. Have a good day.”

As much as she wanted to cry, she was just too angry as she settled back into her car. She drove home cursing the circumstances, cursing herself, cursing fate for landing her here…she even cursed the car that pulled out in front of her at a red light. Sometimes letting it all out, even if there was no one to hear, made a huge difference.

And another thing that helped was baking. Corinne headed for home where she’d take her frustrations out in the kitchen like she used to before life got too crazy. She had a recipe she’d been wanting to try out and there was no time like the present. It wasn’t as if she had a job to get to.

 

 

Dylan packed up his tools and loaded them into his truck. Now it was time to go face Attila. No matter how he tried to avoid Mary, he never could quite get off the grounds without being summoned to her office where she inevitably had to brush against him, bend over to show extra cleavage or flat-out tell him he could come do some work on her house.

He was quite positive she meant somewhere in the vicinity of her bedroom and he need not bring any tools, save for the one God had blessed him with.

But Dylan was a big boy. He’d been flirted with and hit on before. And the fact she was probably ten years older didn’t bother him a bit. What bothered him was there was only one woman who’d ever managed to get under his skin and stay there. And since sleeping with Cori twice now, he truly feared when she left he’d either be even more shattered than before, or he’d beg her to stay.

Neither choice was really masculine or portrayed the strong man he’d prided himself on being.

He drove from the small rehab center, where he’d just completed the final ramp replacement, to the main office area. Might as well get this over with. He’d purposely worked late tonight in the hopes she’d go home and leave him be. Unfortunately she’d called his cell just as he was drilling the last hole for the railing on the ramp.

The overwhelming scent of floral perfume hit him in the face as soon as he turned the corner to her office. Mercy’s sake, that woman bathed in the stuff. Subtle, she was not.

He stopped in her doorway and gave a light tap to her open door. She spun from the computer and smiled, those blood-red lips stretching wide, those sinful, dark eyes nearly gobbling him up.

“I hate to keep you any longer,” she told him as she came to her feet and all but slithered toward him. “But I have another project for you.”

Dylan remained in the doorway. Even though he had a good hundred pounds and several inches in height on her, that woman made him nervous, and there wasn’t a doubt in his mind that every time he was in her presence, she was picturing him naked.

“I’d like a sunroom built on to my house,” she told him, quirking a brow. “I figure since you’re nearly finished here, I’d go ahead and reserve you.”

Reserve him? Like he was her next meal? Dylan resisted the urge to shudder.

“I appreciate that, Mary, but I’m pretty booked at the moment. I’m not only working here, but Carl and Inez’s house had some damage to it from the storm the other night. I’m pretty busy with that right now.”

Her smile faltered for a brief moment before she tilted her head. “Doesn’t Corrine live there?”

Dylan nodded. “Yes.”

“Surely she can find someone else to finish the job.”

“More than likely, but since I live next door and we’re old friends, I’m doing the work for her. I don’t mind getting you an estimate once I’m finished with that job, if you’d like.”

“You can come out anytime and start. An estimate won’t be necessary.” Her eyes held his and her smile became near sinister. “You’re the only man I want for the job.”

Lucky him.

“I’ll let you know when I’m done working on Cori’s house.”

“Cori?”

“I’ve always known her as Cori,” he defended.

Mary shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t blame her for changing her name, then. Cori sounds so…trite and boring. Not fitting at all to the glamorous lifestyle she’s used to. I’m sure she’ll hightail it out of this town soon, once she becomes bored.”

“Actually, she’s staying for a while, until her mother is fully back to good health.”

Dylan didn’t miss the hatred that rolled off of Mary whenever Cori was mentioned. He also had never forgotten the encounter he’d heard between Mary and Cori.

“She’s been looking for a part-time position,” he told her. “I don’t suppose you have anything here for her, do you? It would be nice for her to have something near her parents.”

“I have nothing.”

The statement left no room for question or argument. Apparently Mary was a wee bit jealous of the town celebrity.

“Just how close are the two of you?” she asked. “You’re not only working on her house, you see her parents every day and you live next door. Oh, and you still call her by her given name.”

Dylan smiled. “At one time she was my best friend.”

“And now?”

Pushing away from the door jamb, Dylan had had enough of this conversation. “Now she’s a friend in need of some help and I intend to be there for her. I’ll make sure you get an estimate before I begin work at your place. I’d hate for you to not know what you’re getting into.”

Dylan walked away before he had to listen to Mary say one more snarky remark toward Cori. No, Cori may not be a saint, but she was human and she was trying. Added to that, the woman had had a rough time lately and coming back home couldn’t have been easy.

And since when was he her biggest cheerleader and defender?

Obviously he’d been listening to Evie…or it could be the amazing sex. He hated to think he was that shallow, but he was a man, after all.

He drove home, wondering how the man he’d hired to work on Cori’s house had done. Occasionally Dylan pulled in a trustworthy helper, and seeing as how he couldn’t be at the therapy center and Cori’s home at the same time, he’d needed reinforcements.

As he pulled into his drive, he was glad to see all the damage—not just the tree, but house debris—was cleaned up and the holes were at least boarded up, and the framing of a new porch and roof were in place.

Dylan parked in his drive, but walked across the yard toward the back door, seeing as how Cori’s front door was out of commission.

Just as he raised a hand to tap, Cori squealed and he didn’t hesitate to yank open the storm door and walk right into her kitchen.

“What happened?” he asked, looking around the kitchen, which looked as if an amateur chef had gone berserk.

Cori jumped around and held one hand within her other one. “Dylan. What are you doing here?”

He took a step forward. “I was coming by to check on the house and I heard you scream.”

She moved toward the faucet and held her hand beneath the water. “I burned my hand on that cast iron skillet. I was careless.”

He reached beneath the water to hold on to her wrist. The jump in her pulse beneath his fingertips shouldn’t have made his speed up too. For crying out loud, he’d had this woman in his bed and he still found himself turned on by the slightest things.

“It’s pretty red, Cori.” He shut off the water and pulled a paper towel off the roll. “Have a seat and I’ll get you some ice.”

“I need to turn that cornbread,” she insisted. “Can you hold the handle with a potholder?”

He smiled. “New recipe?”

“I can’t let it go to waste. This day will not be ruined. I can at least control what happens in my own kitchen.”

She flopped down in the wooden seat at her breakfast table and looked down at her wet, red hand. “Damn, this hurts.”

Dylan searched drawers and cabinets until he found a plastic bag to put some ice in. He grabbed the dishtowel on the counter and wrapped the bag.

“Here, hold this on there.”

She carefully took the ice pack and placed it on her hand, wincing only a little when it came in contact.

Dylan crouched down in front of her and helped her balance the towel. “What happened? You’re not klutzy or careless in the kitchen.”

Her eyes found his and she shrugged. “Guess my mind was preoccupied.”

“Anything I can help with?”

She stared down at him for a moment like she wanted to take him up on the offer, but true to stubborn, independent Cori, she shook her head.

“Really, all I need you to do is flip that cornbread so the bottom doesn’t burn.”

Dylan wanted to argue, but what would be the point? She’d open up when she wanted to, and not a second before. That was lesson number one he should’ve learned about her. Even as a teen, Cori never opened up about things that bothered her. She was always so determined to handle everything herself and not burden those she cared for…at least, that had always been her excuse.

Dylan went to the pan of sizzling cornbread and grabbed a potholder to grip the hot handle. “Do I just use this spatula?” he asked.

“Yeah. Lift it around the edges first to make sure it’s not sticking and then try to flip it really fast so it doesn’t break.”

Dylan laughed as he followed her instructions. “You know the odds of me messing this up are pretty high?”

“I have faith in you,” she whispered.

His hand froze on the spatula a second before he continued. Faith. How long had it been since he’d had faith in someone other than his sister? How long had it been since he’d had faith in Cori herself?

She was obviously holding out that proverbial olive branch and he wanted to grab it, he truly did. But holding his heart close had to be his top priority.

“I never got to ask you how your day with Evie went,” he said, obviously dodging an uncomfortable topic. “Did she look beautiful in her gown?”

He glanced over his shoulder in time to see Cori’s face soften, a wide smile spreading across her face. “She was absolutely stunning. Vin is one very lucky man.”

Dylan gripped the handle through the potholder and tried to flip the cornbread with a move he’d seen done in countless movies and TV shows. Unfortunately when he did the toss in the air and tried to get the heavy pan back under the bread, he miscalculated and it went to the floor where it landed with a thud and broke into several large, chunky pieces.

He almost hated to look over at her, but when he did, it wasn’t anger or even fear he saw looking back at him, but amusement. And before he knew it, Cori was laughing. Head thrown back, mouth wide, hysterically laughing.

Dylan set the pan back down on the stove. “I truly thought that would work.”

With eyes moist from tears caused by laughing, Cori shook her head. “When I saw what you were going to attempt, I sort of figured this would happen. You’re lucky I have more ingredients to make another batch. This time you’re going to help and follow my instructions to the letter.”

Dylan groaned. “Oh, come on. You know how terrible I am in the kitchen.”

Cori came to her feet, still holding the ice pack on her palm. “Too bad, slick. You ruined my dinner. Now, if you help out without all the grumbling, I may let you stick around to eat with me.”

A home-cooked meal by someone who actually knew what she was doing? And not only that, but staying in the company of the one woman he couldn’t get enough of? He’d be a moron to turn down this win-win proposition.

“Deal,” he told her. “But next time, I’ll hold the handle and you can flip it.”

Her smiled widened, nearly punching him straight in the gut. “Of course.”

As they started to prepare another batch of cornbread, not from the box as he would’ve done, Dylan’s mind started working and the epiphany he had scared the hell out of him. The risk was great, but he knew no successful person ever got anywhere in life without taking great, gut-wrenching risks.

Not only would he be putting a good chunk of money on the line, he’d be risking his reputation and his heart…again.

But the look in Cori’s eyes, that happy smile he’d missed seeing, made this life-altering decision worth every gamble he was about to take.


Chapter Eleven

Corinne had to admit she was impressed with how well Dylan had followed directions in the kitchen. He never once complained, but of course he’d been promised a free meal and men were all the same in that category.

Once they’d eaten and he’d loaded the dishwasher—at his insistence, because of her hand—they settled into her living room.

“That really was amazing, Cori,” he said, taking a seat beside her on the couch.

“You did most of the work.”

“Yeah, but I wouldn’t have had a clue what to do had you not been there.”

She smiled at him. “Let’s just agree that we make a great team.”

His eyes held hers. “I used to always believe that. Even hung on to it for a few years.”

Well, hell. She certainly didn’t want to turn this evening into some trip down memory lane which would no doubt turn into either her lying or her crying. Either option was off-limits.

“I didn’t mean to make you think of the past,” she told him, folding her legs beneath her on the couch.

“Your words didn’t make me think of the past, Cori. Being with you, seeing you, hearing your name, it all makes me think of the past. I never had closure. I don’t know where to put all those emotions or feelings.”

He cursed, looked away and ran a hand down his face. “I sound like a damn woman.”

Corinne smiled. “It’s me, Dylan. You can still say anything to me. I won’t judge. God knows, I know what it’s like to be on the wrong end of judgment.”

He focused his eyes back on hers as he eased back into the sofa. “If I ask you something, will you tell me the truth?”

Her throat nearly closed, her chest felt like someone was squeezing it. Most of the questions he had in his mind, she knew she could not answer. Well, she could, but it would kill him.

“If I can,” she told him.

“Why did you have to leave? All those years ago? Why did you run? I know you were running from something, but I never could figure out what. The timing…right after my parents’ death. It was just too much to lose everything I knew, everything I loved.”

Corinne glanced away, unable to look him in the eye and lie to his face. “I had no choice. There was a family issue and my parents thought it would be safer if I went to live with my father’s cousin in New York.”

“But what was so bad, so detrimental that you had to leave without a proper goodbye, or any explanation?”

Flashes of that night played over and over in her head as they’d done so many times in the past. Images of a drunken man showing up on her parents’ doorstep. A man her parents didn’t think she’d seen, but she had, from the upstairs when she’d peeked around the corner to look down. A man who’d turned her entire world into a waking nightmare.

“The reason I left is between me and my parents,” she told him, swallowing back tears and shaking her mind of the mental picture she had of the devil himself. “All I can say is the secret is best kept in the past. Too many people could be hurt if it came out.”

Dylan moved closer to her, reaching out to place a big, strong hand on her thigh. “Who could be hurt? You? Because I swear on my life, Cori, no matter what’s happened between us in the past, you have to know I’d never let anyone hurt you.”

Her eyes met his and she knew from the sincerity in his tone, the worry in his gaze that he would truly never let harm come to her. Which made this all the more hard to discuss. He could never know the lengths she’d gone to protect him from the truth. He would not only hate her forever, he would be utterly and completely broken if he knew the truth behind his parents’ death.

“It’s not just me who would be hurt,” she told him, placing her hand on top of his. “So many people I care about. I’m begging you, Dylan. Don’t ask about that night again.”

His eyes searched her face and she knew he wanted answers, she knew he’d never have closure on their breakup because of her silence, but she knew no other way.

“I have another question since I’m just banging my head against a brick wall with the other.”

Here it came. Another question about the drugs in her house, about the lifestyle she’d chosen to live in Miami, and about the wild party that had gotten her arrested and nearly convicted, if not for the brilliant work of her pricey attorneys.

She sighed. “What is it?”

“Why are you so determined to get a job while you’re here?”

Corinne froze. “Excuse me?”

“Don’t try to lie. The town isn’t exactly huge and there’s talk. Besides, I overheard you and Mary one day last week.”

And there went the last of her pride. She moved his hand off her lap and came to her feet.

“If you must know, my mother’s bills are pretty hefty and insurance will only cover so much.” She moved over to a side window and glanced out into the night, wrapping her arms around herself as if she could keep the humiliation at bay. “I figured I’ll be here for a while, I might as well get a part-time job to help cover the expenses. And once she comes home, she’ll still need some type of care—and that will be pricey as well.”

Corinne heard Dylan shift on the couch behind her and she saw his reflection in the window as he came up behind her. She closed her eyes, waiting for his touch, and nearly sank back against him when both of those strong, powerful hands came up to her shoulders.

“Are you planning on staying here, Cori?”

She met his hopeful gaze in the window. “No. I need to get back to Miami. I need to work on finding another agent and I need to try to pick up the shattered pieces of my career and see what I have left.”

He turned her around. “What you have left?” he asked, gripping her biceps. “You have nothing there, Cori. Your friends deserted you, your contracts have not been renewed and your agent dropped you. Why would you want to go back to that?”

She’d been wrong. Humiliation had more than one level and she’d just found the basement.

Shrugging out of his grasp, she narrowed her eyes. “Well, it looks like someone has been doing more than a little eavesdropping.”

“Both times were strictly accidental.”

“But you didn’t walk away,” she countered. “What? Were you basking in my failures and rejections? Were you ready to ride in and try to protect me, or did you just want more ammunition to break me down and seduce me into your bed?”

Dylan took a step back as if she’d hit him. And, verbally, she had. She’d taken a cheap shot and he’d stood there and taken it.

Corinne turned back toward the window and held her hand up to the cool glass. “Just go, Dylan. We’re only saying things that are hurtful and I can’t take any more in my life right now. But more than that, I don’t want to hurt you. I want to take out my anger on someone, something, and you just happen to be in the path.”

He sighed, but didn’t reach out to touch her. “I can handle anything you throw at me, Cori. And if you need me for target practice, then use me. I’m just happy you’re finally talking, opening up.”

“I don’t like it,” she whispered as she rested her forehead on the glass next to her hand. “I don’t like this vulnerable feeling.”

“I know, baby. I know.”

This time when he turned her, she went into his open arms and clung to his shirt as he stroked her back. She didn’t cry, didn’t think she even had any more tears left in her. But she did, for the briefest of moments, enjoy the strength he offered, and she wondered, not for the first time, how their lives would’ve been different had she never left.

“For the record, I know you didn’t use me to get me into bed,” she said against his hard chest. “I wanted you as much as you wanted me, and I would’ve made sure I ended up in your bed somehow.”

His soft chuckle vibrated against her. “I fought the urge for about three seconds.”

“I don’t think I lasted that long.”

He eased her back, framed her face and kissed her slowly, deeply, purposefully. Corinne didn’t care that she was vulnerable, didn’t care that her home was still torn apart from the wreckage caused by a giant tree limb, and she didn’t care that her future was so unbalanced she didn’t know what even tomorrow held.

But she had a good feeling about tonight.

“Why is it when we’re together we always end up naked?” she asked against his mouth.

He nipped at her lips. “Because that’s how I like you best. Oh, and when you’re cooking. I like that a lot too.”

Playfully, she smacked at his chest, but the heat in his eyes turned the fun moment straight into passion and desire.

“I won’t ask what we’re doing here,” she murmured. “But I will say that I’m getting in deeper with you than I’d thought I would.”

Dylan nodded. “I know.”

He knew? What did that mean? Did he know how deep her feelings were running or was he feeling the same?

She didn’t have too much time to think about his answer before he grabbed her and lifted her against him. Instinct had her wrapping her legs around his waist as he held on to her. Never in her life had she ever felt so safe, so cherished, as when she was in Dylan’s arms. No other man had ever given her that sense of stability.

He moved through the house and got as far as the dining room before he sat her on the edge of the mahogany antique table, settling between her thighs. She slid her arms around his neck, tickling his neck, running her fingertips along the spots behind his ears where she knew he was sensitive.

“Is your hand okay for this?” he asked.

“My hand is fine.” Throbbing a little still, but no way would it ruin this moment.

“I wish I could get you out of my system,” he whispered against her lips. “I wish I didn’t want you so badly. But damn if I can’t think of anything but being inside you.”

Some women would be hurt by his words, but she understood all too well. She wished she could get him out of her system before she left town again. Of course, maybe by the time she left they would be done. At the rate they were going, they certainly should have exhausted each other by then.

“Would you like to take this little party into the shower?” she asked as she kissed along his jawline.

“Actually, this portion of the night is just for you. I fully intend on utilizing more rooms. The shower is a good place to start.”

Oh, the possibilities the night held. Corinne gripped his broad shoulders as he slid his strong hands beneath her fitted, ribbed tank. That skin-on-skin contact never failed to cause a plethora of goose bumps to break out across her skin from her head to her toes. Those rough, calloused hands were so talented and he knew exactly the amount of pressure exactly the amount of pressure for maximum sensation.

He unclasped her bra and threw it and the tank across the long, narrow dining table. Bending his head, Dylan took one nipple into his mouth. Corinne braced herself on her hands and arched back, silently begging him for more.

“Get these shorts off,” he told her.

She slid her thumbs into the waistband and wiggled from side to side until her pants were near her knees, then Dylan’s impatience took over and he yanked them down and flung them over his shoulder.

She laughed. “In a hurry?”

“Always with you.”

His rough, tanned hands settled high on her thighs, his thumbs dangerously close to where she craved his touch most. She scooted farther to the edge of the table, and cried out when his mouth came back down and took the other breast. She grabbed back on to his shoulders, sliding her knees up his sides and holding him as close to her as possible. The man could turn her inside out with barely a smile, much less when he had his hands and mouth on her.

And when he dropped to his knees before her, she merely stared down as he gave her a visual lick.

“You’re the one thing I could never deny myself.”

“Right this moment, I’m so glad to hear that.”

He chuckled as his thumbs parted her, sliding over her and causing her to lie completely flat on the table because there was no way her arms could hold her up—and the man hadn’t even gotten started yet. Corinne knew from past experience Dylan had so many talents left to reveal. That she remembered from when they were teens. She could only imagine what he could do now.

Because she’d lain back, that first contact from his lips, his tongue totally took her by surprise and had her hips jerking up off the table. His hands pushed firmly against her thighs as if he wanted to hold her in place. Good luck with that. No way could she be still when he was assaulting her with his mouth.

Corinne’s fingertips pressed against the table and she wished she had something to hold on to, something to grip.

The longer he made love to her with his lips, his tongue, the crazier she was going. Her hands went to her hair, her stomach, and finally settled on top of his strong hands, which were still holding on to her thighs. He laced their fingers together while never missing a moment of satisfying her.

As his momentum increased, so did her heartbeat, her anticipation. She tried to scoot farther down—she just couldn’t get close enough to him. She needed more, so much more.

“Dylan, please,” she panted. “I need…”

He slid one of his hands from hers and inserted one finger, then two, all the while laving her up.

Corinne exploded. Her free leg wrapped around his back, her heel dug into him and she gripped the hand that he still held. Wave after wave of utter bliss swept over her.

When her tremors finally ceased and that beautiful state of euphoria settled over her, Corinne tried to sit up. Tried and failed.

Dylan all but crawled up her body, kissing his way up and over her abdomen, pausing at each breast and moving on up her neck to her jaw.

“How about that shower,” he whispered as he got to her ear.

“I don’t have the energy to move.”

Dylan eased her up and, with one hand behind her back and the other beneath her bent knees, he carried her from the room.

“Since your lack of energy is my fault, I’ll gladly help you to that shower.”

She nestled her head against his chest, allowing herself, for the moment, to pretend that this meant more than what it was. Sex.

“I have a feeling your motives are a tad selfish.”

He laughed as he moved up the staircase. “Your feeling would be absolutely correct.”

When Dylan moved down the hallway to Corinne’s bedroom with its attached bath, he placed her on her feet in front of the vanity, its mirror stretching across the wall.

Good Lord, she looked like a wild woman. Her hair was a hot mess, her mouth was swollen, her breasts were moist and her breathing was still fast and sharp.

And the night had just begun.

Dylan reached into the shower and turned on the water before coming to stand behind her. Their gazes locked in the mirror, much like they had downstairs in front of the window. But now there was no raw emotion from past secrets. She wouldn’t allow that nightmare to break this bond they were forming.

And she could no longer deny the fact they were indeed forming a bond that was deeper than she wanted, needed.

His hands slid around her waist, over her stomach. One hand remained there, holding her body back against his, while the other came up to lift one breast.

“I love your body, Cori. Love the way it looks, the way it tastes, the way it responds to my touch.”

Her head fell back against his shoulder.

“No, don’t look away,” he murmured. “Watch in the mirror. Look how sexy you are. Look at how your body is compared to mine.”

“It’s hard to tell when you’re still dressed.”

He nuzzled the side of her neck and she tipped her head to the side, still watching their reflection in the mirror.

“I’ll get undressed in a minute. Right now I’m enjoying you.”

“Didn’t you thoroughly enjoy me downstairs?” she asked.

Dylan nipped at her ear. “That was just the beginning.”

Sweet mercy, she didn’t know if she was going to die from want or die from weak knees around this man.

“I want you naked, Dylan.”

His eyes found hers again in the mirror and a corner of his mouth kicked up in a naughty grin. “Your wish is my command.”

She turned away from the mirror to admire the quick stripping routine he put on. Okay, so hopping on one foot to get a work boot off wasn’t exactly the erotic image she’d been hoping for, but still, it was getting him closer to his birthday suit, so she just smiled and waited for him to finish.

Within no time, he was standing before her, fully aroused and utterly beautiful.

He stepped forward, gliding his fingertips up her bare arms and across her shoulders.

“I wish we could hold on to this moment.”

She hadn’t meant to speak her thoughts out loud, but now that the words hovered in the steamy air around them, she wasn’t sorry.

“All we can do is live for now, Cori. I intend to do a lot of living tonight.”

He captured her lips beneath his as he crushed their bodies together. Enveloping each other with their arms, Dylan walked her back toward the steaming shower. Sweat dampened their bodies before they even stepped in and Dylan barely broke his mouth from hers as he helped her over the lip of the shower and slid the glass door closed.

Her back was plastered against the cool tile, but the hot water and Dylan’s passion overrode any chill she might have had.

“I can’t wait, Cori. I need you now.”

His hands slid down her waist and to her backside, then he lifted her up against him, and with very little warning, he slammed into her.

She needed him too, in so many ways. But she’d have to learn to take his advice, enjoy this moment and not worry about what would happen to her career or her future. Because right now, with Dylan’s body on hers, in hers, she only wanted to concentrate on the glorious passion they never seemed to have lost.

Dylan’s hips pumped against hers as Corinne wrapped her arms and legs tightly around his hard body. They came together in a rush and Dylan captured her mouth when she cried out. As their crest died down, he rested his forehead against hers and their eyes locked.

And what Corinne saw terrified her. Love. She saw it plain as day. She knew Dylan probably wasn’t even aware of how he felt, but his heart was looking back at her. If she didn’t get back to her old life soon, she’d be falling headfirst in love with the one man her past secrets could destroy.


Chapter Twelve

Dylan jerked at the pounding on the back door, but he didn’t move too far. With Cori wrapped gloriously all around him, he almost didn’t want to move at all, but the persistent, uninvited guest was about as welcoming as the bright sunshine beaming directly through the slat in the curtains and right into his eyes.

Apparently Cori was dead to the world because the constant knocking downstairs wasn’t bothering her in the least. She also didn’t stir when he pulled himself out from beneath her warm, curvy body.

He threw on his jeans, buttoned them and padded down the steps to the back door. As he passed the wall clock he saw that they had indeed slept in, seeing as it was now ten o’clock—but, hey, they’d had a pretty active night.

He couldn’t make out the silhouette of the person knocking because of the curtain hanging on the back door, so Dylan unlocked the deadbolt and pulled the door open.

Eyes wide, mouth open, Mary from the therapy center stood with her fist up at the ready.

“Mary,” Dylan said, leaning against the doorframe, “what would bring you by here?”

To her credit, Mary composed herself rather quickly. “I assume Corinne is home and probably…in bed?”

Dylan crossed his arms over his bare chest, refusing to rise to the baited question. “Is something wrong?”

“It’s her mother,” Mary said. “I tried calling, but didn’t get an answer from the cell or the landline. Inez was taken to the hospital. We believe she’s had another stroke.”

Dylan jerked upright and spun around to head toward the steps. “We’ll get right down there.”

Leaving Mary at the door, Dylan took the steps two at a time, but by the time he went back into Cori’s bedroom, the bed was empty and the toilet had just flushed in the bathroom.

When she came out she was all sleepy-eyed and messy in that sexy way, but her world would soon be tilted on its axis.

“You need to get dressed,” he told her as he looked around for his shoes. “Mary just came by when she couldn’t reach you on your cell. They believe your mother had another stroke.”

Cori’s eyes rounded as her hand flew up to her mouth. “No,” she whispered. “Oh God…”

He crossed the room and grabbed her shoulders, forcing her to look at him. “They think, Cori. They aren’t positive. You know you shouldn’t react until you hear for certain. So let’s get dressed and get down there. This may not be as bad as it sounds.”

She nodded and he released her, though with as pale as she’d gone, he really wished he could’ve pulled her into his arms and held her, blocking out all the hurt the world seemed to keep throwing her way.

But true to Cori fashion, she tilted that defiant chin and went to her closet where she pulled out jeans, a tank, a cardigan and simple flats. In no time she was dressed, with her hair pulled low in a ponytail.

“I’ll call you when I know what’s going on,” she told him as she started down the steps.

“I’m going with you.”

She turned on the landing and stared up at him. “That’s not necessary. The construction guys are coming back today and I need someone here.”

“I hired them, Cori. I trust them and they have my cell.” He moved down a couple more steps until he was right in front of her. “I’m going and I’m driving.”

Her eyes searched his and she sighed. “This was just supposed to be sex, Dylan.”

When he stroked her cheek and she turned that delicate face into his palm, he nearly crumbled at her vulnerability. She truly thought herself to be all alone. He wasn’t having any of that.

“This is a friend helping a friend,” he told her. “Don’t turn me away.”

Her eyes held his. “As if I could.”

Cori bounded down the last few stairs before he could question that statement further.

Yes, the sex was great and, yes, they had a past, but truly, what did they know about each other now? He knew that she’d been arrested for a crime she swore she was innocent of and that she was still loyal as ever to her parents. But she was hiding something so huge she was adamant it could destroy him. And if that was the case, how could he get in deeper with the woman if she was holding back something so damning?

Dylan didn’t want to think about what mystery secret Corinne had or what this newly formed union they had should be called. What he wanted was to get her to the hospital so they could see the doctor and her mother, and find out exactly what was going on.

And he didn’t even want to think about Mary seeing him half-dressed. That woman was starting to give him the creeps, and the way she’d nearly devoured him this morning was a very telling sign that she didn’t just admire his carpentry.

 

 

When they reached the hospital, Dylan escorted Cori in and waited in the lobby of that wing while she went into her mother’s room. Apparently in the time it took them to get here, she was taken from the ER straight to a hospital bed.

That couldn’t be good news.

While Dylan waited, he called his friend who was helping with Cori’s house and informed him he would be by later. And because his nerves were already shot after the intimacy of last night, combined with sitting in the hospital waiting room, he called the real estate agent who had the small, empty brick building on Sunray Avenue. He might as well take the plunge…it wasn’t like he hadn’t made mistakes before.

When he hung up the phone, he was surprisingly okay with the fact he’d spent a good chunk of his savings. That is, if the deal went through—and he highly doubted the seller wouldn’t take his generous offer.

Dylan had just slid his phone back in his jeans when Cori came back down the hall, swiping at her tears. He met her halfway and enveloped her in his arms.

Damn, her vulnerability nearly knocked him to his knees. A woman could only take so much before finally breaking. Which made his plan all the more perfect if she’d just agree to it.

“She’s going to be just fine,” she sniffed into his chest. “The doctors said it was a ministroke and they’re keeping her for observation. Dad is staying with her.”

She eased back and looked up at him. “I need to stay for a while. Would you mind if I called you to come get me if Dad doesn’t want to leave later? I hate to bother you, but—”

He placed a finger over her warm lips and smiled. “You are no bother. Call me anytime and I’ll come get you.”

He kissed her on the cheek and walked away, all the while feeling like this was definitely more than sex, more than friends helping friends—and the call he’d just made to purchase an empty building proved his point. He was living in a pipe dream right now and he feared any second it would burst. But he was taking the chance and nothing would prevent him from trying once again to have the future he wanted, needed and dreamed of.

 

 

“Looks like you and Dylan are getting reacquainted.”

Corinne glanced up from her magazine to her father who was across the hospital room, next to his wife’s bedside. She set the magazine on her lap and shrugged.

“We’re just friends,” she told him. “That’s all.”

Wow, so an actress she was not. She didn’t even sound convincing to herself, and apparently, from the look her father was giving her, she hadn’t convinced him either.

“Honey, first of all, I know that look in your eye. I know when you’re happy, I know when you’re confused, and I know when you’re in love.”

Corinne’s eyes held his. She swallowed, refusing to respond when he’d so hit the nail on the head—because she was all three emotions where Dylan was concerned.

“Are you planning on staying here?” he asked.

“I’m staying until Mom is better and back home.”

He picked up Inez’s hand and began to stroke it while she slept on. “I know you’re not comfortable with going back to Miami just yet, but please, don’t let me or your mother get in the way of you getting your career back on track.”

“You two are much more important than any career…not that it’s really able to be labeled as such right now.” She came to her feet, tossing the magazine in the seat behind her. “I couldn’t leave until I know you two are fine. Besides, I can’t leave with a hole in your house.”

As she’d hoped, her father smiled. “You’re right.”

Corinne sighed as she watched the pulse ox fluctuate slightly and the stream of her mother’s heartbeat cross the black screen.

“But I do love him,” Corinne whispered. “God help me. I don’t know what to do.”

“You can either tell him the truth or you can leave him be,” her father said in a soft, yet stern tone. “But you can’t have a relationship with the man with a lie this big settling between you.”

Even though she knew she couldn’t have it both ways, hearing the harsh truth from her father only made reality sink in a bit more.

“He can never know the truth,” she insisted, taking her gaze from the screen to her father. “How could we ever have a relationship if he knew? He’d hate me forever.”

Carl leaned back in his chair, crossed his arms over his broad chest and sighed. “Well, that’s a chance you’ll have to take. But, by not telling him, you’re automatically assuming his response, and you’re killing any chance the two of you would have.”

Tears filled her eyes. “I just can’t tell him. I’d rather live without him than have him hate me. And the fact that I know who killed his parents would certainly be reason enough.”

Corinne jerked toward the door, thinking she saw someone, but there was no one there. Mercy, she’d have to choose her words better next time, especially in public. There was no way anyone could know that her biological father, the spawn of Satan himself, had killed Dylan and Evie’s parents while in a drunken rage after he’d gotten behind the wheel of his truck.

Corinne looked once again at her peacefully sleeping mother, the woman who’d risked so much to protect her. Yeah, there was no way the secret could ever come out. Not even for love.


Chapter Thirteen

“Heard you bought a little piece of property.”

Dylan paused, beer halfway to his mouth, and stared at his sister across the patio where she lay all spread out on the chaise.

“Don’t try to deny it,” she said, smiling beneath her wide-brimmed hat and sunglasses. “I was talking with Marsha at Potter’s Real Estate office and saw the paperwork lying on a desk. I’m going to remodel their offices.”

Dylan inwardly groaned. Was nothing sacred or a secret anymore?

Oh wait. Scratch that. Yeah, some things were obviously still a secret. Like whatever the hell Cori was keeping bottled up.

“Care to tell me what you’re going to do with that empty building?” his sister prodded.

Taking a long, hard pull of his beer, Dylan opened his mouth, but Vin, who had been sitting in another chaise, piped up.

“Evie, don’t badger him. If he wanted you to know, you would know already.”

Evie tipped her dark glasses down and eyed her fiancé. “If I don’t badger him, he’ll think I don’t care.”

Dylan laughed. God, he loved his sister so much. And, yes, he wanted to tell her his plans, but at the same time he truly wanted this to be kept under wraps until he knew if his ultimate plan would come into play and pan out.

“I did buy it,” he told Evie as he turned the steaks on the grill and glanced at his watch for the third time in as many minutes. “No, I don’t know what I’m going to do with it, so don’t ask.”

“You have something in mind or you wouldn’t have bought it to begin with,” Evie argued. “So, what, you’re opening a gym? A shoe store? A brothel?”

Dylan put his grilling tongs down and turned toward his sister. “You got me. It’s a brothel. After we eat I’m going to get some gold chains to complete my pimp look.”

Vin laughed while Evie narrowed her eyes. “You’re such a smartass.”

“What do you expect when you ask stupid questions?”

“I just wanted a straight answer without begging for it,” she muttered.

“It was a good price,” he defended. “Who knows? I may flip it after I fix it up, or I may turn it into my office. I really don’t know, but it had sat for sale for a while and the location was good. I offered them a cash price and they accepted. End of story.”

Evie pursed her lips as if she didn’t quite agree with him, but that was fine. She may want to continue the battle, but he could wait her out.

He glanced to his watch again. Damn it. He was like a horny high school boy. Cori said she “might” stop by. He knew she’d been staying at the hospital some to give her father a break, but Dylan kept urging her to come to the cookout so she could meet Evie’s fiancé, Vin.

Of course, he knew her meeting the “family” was not a logical step in their…whatever the label was on this newfound relationship…but still. She was going to be here for a while and she’d gone to a dress fitting with Evie. She should at least meet the guy.

“Hey, guys!”

Cori walked up from the beach side, looking like an angel with her long raven hair, simple strapless sundress and carrying some type of casserole dish.

“I told you not to bring anything,” he told her, stepping forward to take the dish from her. “How is your mom?”

With a smile, she handed over the warm pan and nodded. “Better today. That’s why I’m late. I threw this in the oven to bake for a few hours and went to see her. The doctors are optimistic that this ministroke didn’t cause any more damage. She’s going back to the therapy center tomorrow.”

“That’s great news,” Evie chimed. “Corinne, this is my fiancé, Vincent.”

Vin came to his feet and extended his hand. “Call me Vin. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

She shook his hand, her smile widening, and for a split second Dylan found himself jealous of that smile directed toward another man. Of course, the woman made her career by smiling and being a little flirty, but the selfish side of him wanted all that sexy attention directed toward him.

“The big wedding is next weekend.” Cori turned to Evie. “Are you all excited, nervous, or just ready to get it over?”

Dylan turned the steaks again as his sister and Cori discussed more wedding details. He couldn’t believe his baby sister was actually getting married. He was so thrilled for her, especially after the nightmare she’d faced in her life all alone, thinking there was no one she could turn to. Dylan was just thankful Vin had figured everything out and brought the secret to light.

“Looks like your lady friend has settled back in nicely here,” Vin whispered as he came up to stand beside the grill. “Evie has been speculating about you two and after seeing the way you looked, like you wanted to rip my head off when she smiled at me. I’d say Evie wasn’t too far off the mark.”

Dylan closed the lid of the grill and turned off the burners. “I didn’t want to rip your head off.”

“You at least wanted to punch my face.”

Dylan grinned. “Maybe just to mess it up a tad.”

“So is this serious?”

“What are you, a woman? I don’t know what the hell this is. All I know is that having her back is more than I’d expected…and that was after the shock wore off.”

“How long is she staying?” Vin asked.

Dylan sighed. Wasn’t that the question of the hour? He had no clue how long she’d stay. It depended on her mother, depended on what was going on in her career. And it depended heavily on the timing of his surprise bombshell. But he would have to ease her into thinking his idea was her idea.

“She says until her mother is home and doing better,” he answered.

Vin nodded. “You don’t seem convinced.”

“I think she’s settling in here more than she wanted to, and I think she’ll find it hard to leave.”

“Wishful thinking?”

Dylan flipped Vin the one-finger salute and called the ladies to come to the table to eat.

No surprise—Evie and Cori huddled together and laughed and chatted like they had as teens. He remembered coming home several times from baseball practice to see the two of them giggling over some movie or teen magazine. Dylan knew when Cori left, Evie had been hurt and confused as well.

But their parents’ death had trumped the void created by Cori’s abrupt departure.

“Oh my God, Corinne, this is amazing.” Vin chewed his food and pointed to his plate with his fork. “This recipe has to be shared. Evie and I love to try new things in the kitchen.”

Dylan laughed, earning a smack from his sister.

“He means recipes, jerk,” Evie said with a grin. “Seriously, Corinne, what is in this?”

“It has a lot of cream cheese, powdered sugar, caramel and some other equally healthy ingredients.”

“Cooking like this, I don’t know how you don’t weigh three hundred pounds,” Evie said as she scooped up another bite. “I gained five just listening to that. But it’s so good I don’t care.”

Cori smiled. “You’re gorgeous and have a killer curvy body, Evie. Weight is no problem for you.”

“Thank you, Corinne,” Vin chimed in around a mouthful of dessert. “I try to tell her that all the time, but she doesn’t take my word for it.”

Dylan eased back in his chair, utterly full from an amazing dinner. He wondered how in the hell he could sit here, absorb all of this fellowship and happiness, and not get wrapped up in it.

When Vin started taking the dishes inside, Cori offered to help, leaving Dylan and Evie to clean up outside.

“You’ve fallen for her, big brother.”

Dylan held up a hand. “Not now, Evie.”

“I think it’s great. I’m not criticizing. But I worry about you and I hope you’ll fight for what you want.”

He gathered the trash of napkins, beer bottles. “I already have a plan in motion to fight for what I want.”

Evie quirked her brow. “This plan have anything to do with that building you purchased and are so secretive about?”

He dumped the trash into his large can beside the back door. “My plan, my building, my business. I’ll let you know as soon as there’s something more to tell.”

Evie came up, wrapped her arms around him, and he was such a sucker, he hugged her right back.

“Don’t pout,” she told him. “I only pry because I care about you.”

He kissed the top of her head. “I know. I was going to ask her to come to the wedding. I hope that’s okay.”

Evie eased back, her smile wide. “I already invited her, so she’ll need a date.”

Vin came back out and started picking up another set of dishes.

“Put those down,” Dylan said. “I’ll get them.”

“Is that code for ‘Get the hell out so I can be alone with the supermodel’?” Vin asked with a knowing grin.

Dylan laughed. “It’s more like ‘Get your ass out, you’ve overstayed your welcome’.”

“Let’s go, Vin.” Evie moved across the patio to her fiancé and looped her arm through his. “I’m ready to get you all to myself anyway.”

Dylan put up both hands. “Things the big brother does not want to hear.”

Evie and Vin’s laughter followed them into the night and Dylan glanced into the kitchen through the glass patio doors. The sight inside was something straight out of a movie—where one character has an epiphany, a life-altering moment.

Barefoot, wearing only her little red sundress was world-renowned supermodel Corinne. She was stunning on the pages of the most popular magazines all over the world, but right now she stood at his sink, with sudsy hands from washing dishes, very little makeup, her hair long, loose and straight, and she looked…perfectly at home.

His heart clenched at the thought of just how wonderfully brilliant his plan was. If Cori could see this is where she belonged, then she wouldn’t have a reason to run back to Miami, to a loveless career where people didn’t truly appreciate her the way he did.

And, God Almighty, he loved this woman. Loved her more than he had at seventeen. Loved her more than he thought he had in his dreams since she’d left. He loved her in bed, in his kitchen, spread out in glossy magazines. He truly, honestly loved every aspect of Cori. Now he just had to prove to her that his love was enough for her to stay.

But he wouldn’t force her. He wouldn’t even reveal his emotions. He wanted her to stay because that was her decision, not because his love or his plan guilted her into it.

Dylan stacked high the remaining dishes and slid the door open with his shoulder.

“Oh, I thought you were Vin,” she said, looking up from her scrubbing. “Just set those down and I’ll get them. I already loaded and started your dishwasher, but wanted to get the rest of these washed up so your kitchen was clean.”

Without a word, he set the dishes beside the sink, reached out to grab her shoulders and turned her toward him, not caring her soapy hands were dripping all over the tile, all over his feet and hers.

Her eyes widened as he drew her in, close enough that his lips barely caressed hers. He slid his tongue along the seam until she opened for him. God, he wanted in more than she could ever know. And not just in her physically, but he wanted deeper into her mind, her heart.

“The dishes,” she murmured against his lips.

“Can wait.”

With his arms wrapped around her waist, he lifted her, flush against his body, and carried her into the living room. There was nothing more important right now than making love to Cori. That smack of reality he’d had when he’d finally realized he was in love with her needed to be marked. He needed to feel her against him, needed to feel that love even stronger. And even though his thoughts and emotions were his own, he wanted that bond to go deeper because even without the words, she would still be able to tell his actions were different.

This was so much more than sex. So. Much. More.

He set her on her feet, making sure to slide her down his body, inch by agonizing inch.

Her wet hands came up to frame his face as she searched his eyes. “Everything okay?”

“Everything is exactly as it should be,” he told her. “Stay with me. Tonight. In my bed.”

Her eyes closed as she sighed and leaned her forehead against his. “You’re making me want things I shouldn’t,” she whispered.

“That makes two of us. Stay.”

She nipped at his lips. “I hadn’t planned on leaving.”

Now, if only he could get her to say those words about the town, and not just about his bed.


Chapter Fourteen

Corinne turned a circle in her bedroom. She realized this chaotic mess was worse than when the tree had torn up her living room.

Clothes were strewn around the room, across the bed, in the window seat, half hanging in her meager closet, and she still stood before her floor mirror in her strapless bra and panties.

And the wedding was starting in just over an hour.

Thankfully, she’d fixed her hair and done her makeup, so she literally just had to choose something in this mess.

When Dylan had asked her to attend as his date, she’d been in a blissful state of euphoria after making love—and there was no other term for it. That night after the cookout, he’d taken her into the living room and made love to her as if she was the most precious thing in his life. Something had changed that night—she didn’t know what, may never know—but she could tell a difference in his touch, his kiss and the way he looked at her.

He’d asked her to be his date to his sister’s wedding and she’d accepted without fully thinking this through.

How could she be comfortable in anything, with most of the town and politicians who were friends of Evie and Dylan’s godfather, a US senator, in attendance?

Corinne settled a hand on her stomach as nerves settled in. And what would Senator Carter think of Dylan’s choice in dates?

This whole thing was a bad idea, but the man had asked when she’d been in a state of euphoria and bliss…no hadn’t been in her vocabulary at the time.

She glanced at the pale, shimmery silver dress on the bed. She’d ordered the thing online from one of her favorite designers and had it overnighted. But something about it just didn’t scream wedding guest.

Corinne made one last glimpse through her closet and stared at the icy-blue, strapless floor-length gown. It was one of those dresses that could be very formal with the proper accessories, or it could be simple.

She pulled it on and admired the way her shoulders and neck were exposed since she’d pulled her hair up. She had the perfect necklace and earrings she could pair with this. To be honest, it was her best choice so far and she was really running out of time to be picky at this point.

After donning the jewelry and her strappy, silver heels, she applied a coat of sheer gloss to her lips and glanced in the mirror one last time.

Before she could shed it all and start the process over again, as she’d done at least ten times, her doorbell rang. A new ring, actually, since it had had to be replaced. She hoped her father didn’t mind that she’d changed his humorous Addams Family bell to something more traditional and not so mortuary sounding.

Grabbing her small silver clutch, she tossed in her gloss, keys and credit card, and headed to the door.

With all the prep time she had taken getting herself physically ready, Corinne hadn’t thought one time about getting herself mentally prepared to see Dylan in a suit so custom fit to his body. Her designer friends would die to have a male model like this.

When they’d dated years ago as teens he’d pretty much rocked the jeans and tees. Now, as adults, she’d seen him in more casual attire and in his even more impressive birthday suit, but seeing him in a charcoal-gray suit with matching shirt and tie was about enough to render her speechless and leave her begging for him to come inside and say “to hell with the wedding”.

“Looks like we’re both at a loss for words,” he murmured. “You’re stunning.”

Her eyes finally moved off the impressive set of shoulders filling out the jacket and met his eyes. “You have to wear this suit all the time now.”

“Only if you wear that dress,” he countered. “As much as I’d like to come in, I’m afraid if we don’t go I’ll have that thing peeled off of you in about two seconds, and my sister would never forgive me.”

Corinne smiled. “No, she wouldn’t. But maybe later I’ll hold you to that promise of peeling this off of me.”

His jaw clenched and his eyes heated as he raked them over her body. “Are you ready, temptress?”

Even at his joke, she sighed and shook her head. “Honestly, I’m a nervous wreck.”

“What on earth for? It’s not your wedding.”

Yeah, as if she’d ever get married. The one man she’d considered marrying was standing right before her and she didn’t have a chance with him because she couldn’t reveal what she knew, because it would kill him.

God help her. Someone was going to get hurt at the end of this.

“I’m afraid of what Senator Carter will say when he sees who you brought for a date.”

Dylan stepped forward, taking her by the shoulders and tipping his head down just a tad to look into her eyes. “He’ll say I’m one lucky guy to have the world’s most beautiful woman on my arm, and he’ll probably try to snag you for a dance or two.”

Corinne smiled. “What about my…arrest?”

“We haven’t discussed this, but surely you saw his son was arrested several months ago. Right?”

Corinne nodded. “I did see that. Something about raping a woman years ago and then assaulting a cop. The articles were all so vague, but I assumed Senator Carter paid a hefty sum to keep that as broad as possible.”

Dylan nodded. “He did. But that woman he raped was Evie.”

Corinne stepped back, her hand to her mouth. “What?”

“Long story, but he had assaulted my sister, thinking she’d never tell because of how it would look to his father. He was right, but when she came back here the truth came out, and he was sent to jail for three years. Not nearly long enough in my book.”

Corinne couldn’t even imagine such a violent crime committed against you by someone you trusted, loved. What Evie must’ve been through…

“But she seems so happy.”

Dylan smiled. “I’ve never seen her happier. Vin is the best thing that’s ever happened to her and I honestly believe that once the truth came out she felt a huge weight had been lifted off her shoulders.”

Corinne knew all about the heavy weight of a secret. But there was no way hers would ever come out. She’d given up so much already, and if it came out now, all her sacrificing would be in vain.

“So, today is a celebration,” Dylan went on, oblivious to the turmoil in her life. “And believe me when I say Rick will not worry about your record because he is not one to pass judgment. Besides, he knows I have impeccable taste, and I know you are completely innocent.”

Corinne searched his eyes, warmed at his words. “You do?”

“I’ve pretty much known all along. I was just pissed you were back, wreaking havoc in my life. I wanted you to have a black mark against you so it would make it easier to avoid you.”

Corinne locked her door and stepped out onto the new porch, sliding her arm through his. “How’s that coming with keeping your distance? Because I’m pretty sure we’ve been keeping each other’s beds warm.”

Dylan laughed as he led her to his sporty, black car. “Yeah, I’m a total failure.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll console you later,” she promised.

 

 

The ceremony was perfect and Evie was the most gorgeous bride Corinne had ever seen. She had eyes only for her man and he couldn’t take his misty eyes off of his bride as she glided down the aisle.

Corinne sat in the second row back and admired Dylan as he stood next to Vin. She liked that she could admire him from a bit of a distance and he didn’t even know. Occasionally he threw her a smile and a wink, and her heart did a little flip thing that it had been doing lately whenever he did something cute.

 

 

Corinne groaned as she and Dylan took their seats at the reception held in the senator’s coastal home. Her thoughts shouldn’t turn all teenage mushy, lovey-dovey. She’d already resigned herself to the fact that she was going to be hurt when she left, but when she started having thoughts about Dylan’s little flirty ways and the simple things he did that made her smile, she knew she was in trouble.

“Can I get you a drink?” he asked, standing over her.

She glanced up and laughed. “Are you trying to peek down my dress?”

Dylan shrugged. “So? I can’t help it if the opportunity presented itself.”

“You’ve seen everything I’ve got,” she whispered.

He bent down, slid a finger along her collarbone and said right next to hear ear, “I want to see more.”

Goose bumps popped up all over her at his declaration. Yeah, she needed a drink all right…and a bucket of cold water to cool her off.

“I’ll take some wine, please.”

“Your wish is my command,” he told her with a grin. “Remember that for later.”

As if she could think of little else but what would happen when they left. She’d never walked around so aroused in all her life. Since their first encounter on the beach, she’d pretty much been ready to jump him at every chance she could.

“It’s refreshing to see Dylan so happy.”

Corinne turned in her seat to see Senator Carter pulling out the chair across from her and taking a seat.

“I hope you don’t mind,” he said, smiling.

Corinne shook her head. “Not at all. We haven’t been formally introduced. I’m Corinne St. Claire. And you’re Senator Carter.”

“Rick Carter,” he told her. “Leave the senator stuff at the door. You’re a guest in my home, and obviously a very good friend of Dylan’s, so call me Rick.”

Corinne nodded, still nervous as to what the man truly thought of her. “Your home is lovely,” she told him.

“Thank you. I don’t get here as often as I like, but I knew Evie wanted to use this room for her reception. I would give that girl the world if she asked.” His eyes searched the dance floor and found the happy couple embracing one another. “She’s the daughter I never had.”

“And a beautiful bride.”

Rick smiled. “That she is,” he agreed before turning his attention back to Corinne. “So, tell me. Why are you still single? Forgive my blunt question, but I’m always surprised when a beautiful young lady hasn’t been whisked away. Of course, I’m from another generation, perhaps you aren’t looking for marriage.”

Corinne laughed. Dylan was right. The man truly wasn’t very judgmental…unless all this was an act. But Corinne really didn’t think so.

“I wouldn’t mind finding love,” she told him, totally avoiding the image of Dylan and her exchanging vows. “I’m not actively seeking it, but if it comes along, I’ll fully embrace it.”

“A wise girl. I was married to the love of my life. There’s nothing quite like being with someone who shares your thoughts and dreams, and you don’t even have to say a word. They just know.”

Corinne turned when a glass of wine appeared in front of her. Dylan slid into the chair next to hers.

“He’s charming you, isn’t he?” Dylan joked. “I already warned her, Rick.”

The senator laughed. “And here I thought I could sneak in a dance.”

“I warned her about that too.”

Corinne smiled at the easy banter between the two men who obviously shared a bond as deep as most fathers and sons.

“It would be my pleasure to dance with you,” she told Rick as she came to her feet. “The song just switched, so I say ‘no time like the present’.”

Rick grabbed hold of her extended hand and kissed her knuckles. “You’ve got a charmer here, Dylan. I wouldn’t let this one go.”

Corinne refused to watch for Dylan’s reaction as she allowed Rick to lead her to the dance floor where couples were gathered in various forms of embrace.

“I admit, I was nervous about meeting you,” Corinne told Rick as he spun her in a very suave, very calculated circle. “I worried you’d believe the media’s view of me.”

He grinned down at her, his bright eyes twinkling and creasing in the corners. “My dear, you may have forgotten I’ve been in politics for years. I pretty much ignore what the media throws out there and refers to as the truth.”

Corinne loved following his talented lead on the dance floor, loved the way he made her feel so comforted and welcome, but she mostly loved the way this man was the role model for Dylan. Was it any wonder she’d fallen so hard for her first love?

“I’m really glad I came today,” she told the senator. “And I’m really glad I let you have the first dance.”

Rick chuckled. “I have a boy over there who can’t tear his eyes away from you.”

Corinne didn’t say anything. What could she say? The thought that Dylan didn’t care about putting his emotions on display in public warmed her throughout and she found herself wishing for things that could never be.

Like today. A beautiful wedding wasn’t in her future, but rather than dwell on what she’d lost, she’d take this brief time she had with Dylan and enjoy every single moment. She’d rather have a few months of utter happiness than never know love like she’d found with him.

And even though they hadn’t discussed her leaving in depth, he knew and she knew it. But the topic was always the proverbial big white elephant in the room that they both ignored.

“You know, I’ve seen that look two other times from women in my life.”

Corinne focused her attention back on her dance partner. “What look?”

“That wistful, dreamy look. I saw it when I proposed to my wife and I saw it again when my Evie told me she was marrying Vin. Does Dylan know how you feel?”

Her mouth dropped, but nothing came out.

“I’m sorry,” he laughed. “That was terribly rude, but chalk that up to my generation as well. I tend to be blunt and I also tend to protect what is mine. Of course, I doubt Dylan needs to be warned because I see that same look in his eyes.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” she joked, trying to play it off. “You’re just caught up in all this wedded bliss.”

“That may be true,” he said, spinning her in a circle again. “But I also know how to read people. Occupational hazard. And I can tell that you and Dylan have crossed a threshold that I’m not sure either of you are aware of yet.”

Oh, she was aware.

The song came to an end. Rick stepped back and did a slight bow.

“It was truly my pleasure to dance with such a beautiful woman. Now, go put my godson out of his misery.”

Corinne turned and ran into a hard, broad chest. She knew that body…intimately.

“Is it my turn,” Dylan leaned and whispered in her ear.

She wrapped her arms around those wide, strong shoulders and reveled in the perfection of their bodies molding to one another.

“I was thinking of asking that gentleman over in the corner,” she said, earning a frown. “But since you’re here…”

“Damn right I’m here. And I’ll be your only dance partner for the rest of the night.”

“Sounds good to me.”

His hands spread across her back, pulling her tighter against his body. “You look so happy.”

She met, held his soft gaze. “For the first time in a long time, I am happy.”

“Happy enough to stay?”

Corinne froze in his arms. “What?”

“Stay. Start fresh here where people actually care about you and your future.”

If only putting down new roots was that easy. God, how she wished she could start over, build a life here with Dylan. She not only loved the man, she loved his family, and that was nothing but a recipe for heartache and disaster. But, she’d take that love she’d found again and carry it with her through life because it was the only chance she’d ever have at it. No one would ever compare to Dylan.

“I have a career to try to salvage,” she told him. “I have a condo, I have friends.”

“Yet this is the first I’ve heard you mention any of those friends. Have they called you while you’ve been here?”

Corinne bit her lip and glanced away.

“That’s what I thought.” He eased them over to the edge of the dance floor and out onto the balcony where the music and the people were shut out. “Don’t tell me about this life you have to get back to, because it sounds empty and lonely.”

Empty and lonely? She’d known no other way for years. And this time spent back in Pebble Cove was only spoiling her.

“I actually have an appointment next week to talk with another agent.”

Dylan stepped back, shoving his hands in the pockets of his dress pants. “Wow…um, that’s great. I had no idea.”

“It’s sudden, but I’m excited. I leave Friday and if all goes well, I’ll sign with this new agency. If not, then I’ll be back here.”

“So we have six days together?” he asked. “What about your mother?”

Corinne glanced out into the darkened night as the clouds slid across the moon, removing its pale glow.

“She will understand. Besides,” she said, bringing her gaze back to his, “I’ll visit more often. Of course, the interview may not go well and I may not want to sign with them or they may not want to sign with me. It’s not a done deal.”

Was she already backtracking and trying to talk herself out of this?

The pained look on Dylan’s face was something she’d half expected, but she hadn’t prepared herself for the impact it would have on her heart.


Chapter Fifteen

Six days. Well, make that five now.

Dylan walked around the building he’d just acquired in a whirlwind buy. The place was dark, damp, and needed a major overhaul. He was glad he hadn’t paid a penny more.

Though if it kept Cori here, he would’ve doubled the offer.

Five days.

This damn countdown was going to kill him. She may come back, she may go to Miami, she may find that she’d fallen in love with him, or she may find that she had that urge to model again and travel all over the globe.

Five damn days to make her see that this is where she belongs. With him.

He was nearly finished with the therapy center’s renovations and he’d be damned if he was going to start on Mary’s house. He wasn’t going anywhere near her home for a while…if ever. Right now he had two priorities: this new building and Cori.

His cell rang and he pulled it from his pocket, answering it without glancing at the ID.

“Yeah.”

“Hey,” Cori’s soft voice slid through the phone and punched him straight in the gut. “I woke up and you were gone.”

“Had some things to do.”

God, that sounded harsh and cold.

“Oh. Um…well. Is everything okay?”

Sure. He’d fallen in love…again, made love to a woman all night long, only to wake up to the cold realization she was going to be leaving in five days and she may or may not be returning. Everything was perfectly fine.

“Just looking at a new project I have,” he answered, then suddenly had a wonderful idea. God, he was brilliant at times. “Would you like to meet me? We can do an early lunch and I can show you what I’m working on.”

“Sounds great. Where should I meet you?”

He opted to eat first because he wanted to be the one to drive her here, to show her inside and lay out only a portion of his plan. Just enough to entice her…he hoped.

He had five days. Dylan knew he was a hard worker when it came to anything he wanted. But this next five days would prove to be trying and the most demanding of anything he’d ever experienced. He only prayed that come Friday Cori would have a new outlook on life. A life he wanted to share with her.

 

 

Corinne graciously accepted a ride with Dylan to the next location after a wonderful lunch at a little beachside café. Thankfully it wasn’t busy and she only had a couple people point and whisper. But her attention was focused on the man who was turning her simple world into something chaotic and unbalanced. And all in a fabulously great way.

She had an issue she needed to discuss with him, but she would wait until she saw his project. She didn’t want her questions and potential fight to get in the way of whatever great job he was starting because he’d seemed truly enthusiastic on the phone.

He pulled his work truck against the curb of a quaint little brick building. Wooden benches sat on either side of the glass door and old lettering was peeling off the door and windows.

“Here we are,” he announced, killing the engine. “Come on inside.”

She hopped out of the truck and waited until he unlocked the front door and ushered her inside. The place was dark, save for the light streaming in the front two windows and door. The linoleum had lifted and some of the fake tiles were all askew. The space was wide and deep and she had no clue what he had in mind, but she knew Dylan and he was a master at fixing things.

“It needs work, but I’m pretty excited about my next adventure.”

She turned in a circle and saw him behind her, grinning from ear to ear. “And what is your next venture?”

“I’m thinking of turning this into a bakery. I just have to find the right person to take it over.”

Cori glanced around the worn building and could easily see how Dylan’s talents could turn this place into something magical for customers.

A twinge of guilt ate at her because more than likely she wouldn’t be here to see this finished, unless she came home to visit often.

“Do you have a buyer in mind?” she asked.

He nodded. “I think so. But first I want to get this place fixed up before I approach anyone with a business offer. It’ll be my first and I’m going to be investing a lot of money so I want to take this slow.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “Speaking of a lot of money, I spoke with Mary at the therapy center today.”

When he continued to stare at her without a word, Corinne wanted to scream. “You know what I’m about to say. Anything you want to fess up to?”

The infuriating man shrugged and shook his head. “Nothing I can think of.”

“When were you going to tell me you’d paid my mother’s bill for the next month?”

“Who says I paid it?”

She tilted her head and rolled her eyes. “Do you think anyone else I know would concern themself with my finances and my parents?”

Again he shrugged and started walking around the building as if inspecting it and making mental notes.

“I don’t want you paying my way,” she all but yelled. “I can take care of my parents.”

“You were looking for a temporary job and I knew you hadn’t found one.” He ran a hand along the seam of the window sill. “I paid for one month, Cori. Chill.”

“Chill?” she repeated. “I can’t chill, Dylan. You aren’t in charge of my parents and I don’t know when I can repay you.”

Dylan turned from the window, crossed the bare space and took her trembling shoulders in his hands. “I don’t want to be paid back, Cori. If I didn’t want to help, I wouldn’t have done it. And I didn’t do it out of guilt or because I pity you or whatever other crazy idea you have in that head of yours. I care about you, I care about your parents. End of story. Don’t make this into something it’s not.”

When he explained it like that she felt like a child throwing a tantrum. He’d been totally awesome, stepping up to the plate without being asked, without expecting anything in return. And how could she ever repay him?

Cori tipped her head and held his gaze. “Just how prosperous is this business of yours, Dylan? You drop a chunk for my mother’s care, you buy this building.”

He grinned. “I could retire today and be comfortable. But I love my job. I’ve made a name for myself and had some good investments.”

Corinne reached up, stroked his face. “You’re such a good man, Dylan. What am I ever going to do when I leave here?”

He grasped her hands, kissed both palms and held on to her. “Let’s hope we don’t have to find out.”

 

 

Corinne juggled the heavy tote filled with food and a casserole in a traveling case as she entered the therapy center. She’d promised her mother a home-cooked meal once she returned from Miami and she’d yet to follow through on her promise.

Unfortunately, before she could head down the hall toward her parents’ room, Mary called her name.

Corinne turned, pasted a smile on her face even though she wasn’t quite a big fan of the new owner and the food she carried was killing her arms.

“So glad I caught you,” Mary said as she crossed the open lobby area. “I spoke with your mother’s doctor just a few moments ago on the phone. He’ll be calling you soon too. We both believe that your mother is ready to leave with at-home care, if you are comfortable with that.”

Oh wow. It would be great to get her mother home where she belonged. But how could she afford that immediate care?

“That’s wonderful,” Corinne replied. “Thank you so much.”

Mary nodded. “Oh, have you seen Dylan?”

“Earlier today. Why?”

“He mentioned coming to my house to give me an estimate, just curious when he’d be by.”

Corinne shrugged. “Not sure. He hasn’t mentioned it to me.”

“And you two are…close still?”

Corinne had had enough of this woman. She’d tried to be civil for the sake of her mother’s care, but really?

“That was pretty rude, Mary.” Corinne shifted her load and glared the owner in the eyes. “Dylan and I have been friends for years. Yes, we’re close. I’ll tell him you asked about the project. The rest is up to him.”

Corinne marched down the hallway toward her mother’s room and tapped on the door with her foot. She couldn’t wait to get her mother home and out of this facility. Granted, the place was nice for therapy and they allowed her father to stay, but the old hag who’d bought the place only a few months ago was seriously getting on Corinne’s last nerve.

Her father opened the door and smiled wide. “Well, if this isn’t service. Come on in, sweetheart. Here, let me take something.”

She handed over the casserole and finally reached up to take the heavy tote from her shoulder. Now blood could flow back into her arm.

“Wh-what do you…”

Corinne smiled at her mother who couldn’t complete the question.

“I brought a few new recipes for you all to try,” she said, pulling one dish out at a time. “I have a meatloaf for Dad because it’s his favorite, but I made some special noodles in a creamy sauce because I know you love your pasta, Mom. I baked homemade bread. Yes, I let the dough rise yesterday and it’s all from scratch.”

Her father lifted the lid from the casserole. “I’ve died. This smells amazing, Cori. But you didn’t have to go to any trouble.”

“No trouble.” She pulled out the heavy paper plates she’d brought with her and started making her mother a plate. “I tried a new cupcake recipe. S’mores cupcakes. They don’t look as pretty as I wanted them to, but hopefully they’ll taste okay.”

“My stomach doesn’t care what things look like,” her father laughed. “And they sound amazing.”

Corinne got her mother settled with a tray and her food and water bottle, before turning to draw her dad to the side of the open room.

“I ran into Mary outside. She claims Doctor Spurlock says Mom is well enough to go home with the proper care.”

Her father nodded. “I had a feeling. She’s been back here a few days and she was making such great strides before that ministroke. I actually want to talk to the doctor. I believe with you and me, we could help her without hiring the aide to come in.”

Corinne swallowed. Now was not the time to tell them she’d more than likely be leaving sooner than she’d thought. But as she looked over at her mother who was trying to eat with her left hand because her right was still so weak, Corinne knew she wasn’t going anywhere.

At least not yet.

“Have you talked with Dylan any more about—”

“No,” Corinne cut him off. “I haven’t and I don’t plan to.”

“I think you’re making a mistake.”

Corinne shrugged. “Obviously not the first one in my life.”

“I’ll never understand why young people are so stubborn,” he muttered.

“I’m not stubborn,” she countered between gritted teeth. “But, I will sacrifice my happiness over someone I care about any day, without question.”

His eyes searched hers and he finally nodded. “I may not agree with your decision, but I will support you, no matter what, Cori. I love you so much.”

Her father embraced her in a warm, familiar hug and all those memories of her childhood came rushing back. Her parents’ arms were always so welcoming, so comforting. No matter what was going on in her life, those arms were always there, waiting, ready to open wide and let her seek shelter, without questions and without judgment.

How could she let the people down who loved her the most? But how could she start a life here if she couldn’t have one with Dylan?

Sometimes being an adult honestly and truly sucked. There was no right answer to any situation. There were only answers that would move you on to the next dilemma.

So now she had to decide to stay, take care of her mom and face her past, or leave, take charge of her career and leave her mother’s health solely in the care of her father. No matter her decision, Dylan was a major factor. Could she bear to leave and lose him again?

Yeah. There was no right answer. But there was a better choice, even if it was the hardest.


Chapter Sixteen

Corinne knew the time had come. She was going to have to tell Dylan the truth. Or at least a portion of it.

And bribery was the absolute best tool she could think of.

Dylan had told her he had to go give an estimate for another project, not Mary’s house, and he’d be gone for several hours since the potential client lived a couple counties over.

A few hours were all she needed to put her plan into motion—and allow even more nerves to sink in.

She took a deep breath and pulled the jalapeño pepper appetizers from the oven. So far, the meal was looking beautiful. She’d made all of Dylan’s favorites and even a new dessert she’d never tried before, but it was chocolate and that was all that mattered to the man.

Smoothing a hand down her short designer dress, she laughed. She really was going all out, considering she’d even worn Dylan’s favorite color of green. Why was she so nervous? She wasn’t telling him the most damning of secrets, she was only telling him the reason she’d left so long ago.

Corinne rested her palms on the edge of the smooth granite counter. She knew he wouldn’t understand the full extent of her parents’ worry for sending her away, but hopefully he would let the rest go because she’d opened up about…something.

Keys jangled in the door, jerking her attention toward the front of the house. She moved to the kitchen doorway so she could see him as soon as he stepped foot inside.

Showtime.

“Hey,” he said, smiling as he came in and shut the door behind him. “Are you the cause of that amazing smell? I could smell something from the porch.”

“That would be dinner,” she told him. “Hope you don’t mind. I used the hidden key for the back door and just let myself in.”

He moved across the room, his eyes raking over her before landing on her face. “I absolutely don’t mind if it means you’re in here cooking. Or naked. Or both at the same time.”

Corinne smacked at his chest when he hauled her against him. “You’re incorrigible.”

Dylan nuzzled her neck, making goose bumps pop up all over her body. “I’m hungry, and now that I’ve seen you wearing this hot little dress, I’m horny.”

Corinne wrapped her arms around him and for the briefest of moments closed her eyes, reveling in the fact this man loved her. Oh, he’d never said the words, but his actions spoke volumes. Not to mention he’d asked her to stay, not return to Miami or her previous life and career. The choice was so tempting and maybe after today, after she came clean with why she’d left so long ago, he’d still feel the same. Because if he could move forward with what she was about to reveal, then maybe, just maybe, she could stick around and see where this led.

A piece of her wanted to believe a relationship could be built on a half truth, but the realistic side of her knew that was more than likely a recipe for disaster.

Dylan eased back. “Not that I’m not extremely thankful, but why the dinner and the gorgeous woman waiting for me? I could get used to this.”

Yeah, so could she.

Corinne’s heart clenched at the unknowns that surrounded her and Dylan. Why couldn’t love be easy? Why couldn’t it just settle between two people and cure all their problems, past and present?

“I have some things to talk to you about,” she told him. “But let’s eat first. I made all your favorites.”

Dylan grabbed hold of her arms before she could turn back toward the kitchen. “You got a job offer already?”

“No.”

His eyes searched hers. “Your mother is worse?”

“No, Dylan. Let’s just eat. Okay? I promise to answer all your questions after.”

Okay, so maybe not all, but a good portion of them. There was no way he would know to ask her about one aspect so she technically, probably, could answer all his questions.

Corinne had no doubt Dylan would never think to tie her leaving that night with the untimely death of his parents.

 

 

Corinne picked up her plate and reached for Dylan’s after they’d finished eating.

“No,” he told her, placing a hand on her wrist. “They’ll keep. Let’s go into the living room and you can tell me what was so important that you went to all this trouble.”

She searched his face and nodded, setting her plate back down on the table. “Fair enough.”

Now the nerves were in full swing and dancing all around in her stomach. She’d never spoken of that night, except just recently to her father. Even when she’d gone to live with his cousin in New York, she was never asked about it and she knew her parents had made it that way. Even at that great of a distance, they were keeping her safe and secure.

Dylan took a seat on the leather sectional sofa he’d recently purchased. Unable to sit, Corinne went to the window and glanced out to the sky as the setting sun sent a fiery orange glow spreading across the horizon.

“You’re pregnant.”

Corinne glanced over her shoulder with a smile. “No.”

His face dropped, almost as if he was disappointed with her answer. Babies were certainly nothing she’d thought of at this point in her life. And now that he’d made that simple statement, she couldn’t help but add another layer to the what-if game she’d been playing with herself for the past month.

“Cori. Whatever it is, you can trust me with it. There’s nothing you could tell me that would change how I feel about you. I love you.”

Instant tears clogged her throat as she turned, sagged back against the cool glass and closed her eyes. “I knew it. I knew you did, but hearing you say the words, knowing you mean them… God, Dylan, it means everything to me.”

“I’m more than a little nervous here.” He rubbed his palms across his thighs and laughed. “I want to stay over here, give you the space you so obviously need to get this out in the open, but I’m having a hard time when I just want to come over there and hold you, protect you, and say forget about whatever this secret is.”

Corinne rested her hands at her sides against the edge of the windowsill and met his gaze from across the room.

“That’s what this is all about. Isn’t it?” he asked. “The secret you’ve been keeping?”

She nodded, took a deep breath and jumped headfirst into her past.

“My life was in danger the night I left. My parents were certain that if they didn’t send me somewhere safe, my father would taken me.”

Dylan’s brows drew together as he shook his head. “Your father?”

“Carl and Inez are my aunt and uncle, Dylan.” She paused, waiting for the firing of questions, waiting for the confusion to settle between them. “My biological mother was killed when I was two…at the hands of my abusive father. June was Inez’s sister and they were awarded custody of me.”

“My God, Cori,” Dylan whispered, eyes fixed on her. “When did you find this out?”

“That night I left town. My father had been released from prison that day and showed up here wanting to see his little girl. Only I wasn’t little anymore.”

Unable to lean against the window any longer, Corinne stood and crossed her arms over her chest as she paced across the new plush carpeting.

“I heard him at the door,” Corinne went on as she moved to the end of the sectional and eased down onto the arm. “I heard my father yelling and I came out of my bedroom. I squatted down upstairs by the landing and listened. I peeked around the corner once and saw this man—I didn’t know who he was. When I heard him say something about me being his daughter, I was really confused.”

“You saw your biological father?” Dylan asked, keeping his eyes locked on hers.

Corinne nodded. “I did. He didn’t see me. He was too busy telling Carl to get out of his damn way and the choice should be up to me if I wanted to see him.”

“Did you?”

She shrugged, coming back to her feet. “At the time, no. I could tell he’d been drinking. Even though I was only a teenager, I could tell his words were slurred and he was angry. Just his demeanor scared me.”

Dylan stood, coming to stand in front of her. “Did Carl call the cops or anything? He was your legal guardian, right?”

Corinne nodded. “He threatened to call the cops. Several times, actually. My biological father laughed each time, saying he could get to me anytime, anywhere, and they weren’t going to keep him away.”

Corinne shivered, wrapping her arms around herself. Dylan reached out, wrapping his warm, secure arms around her and pulling her against his chest.

“He can’t hurt you, Cori. That was a long time ago.”

“He showed up a few times when I was on location for a photo shoot.”

Dylan jerked back, looking down at her. “What?”

“I think he wanted money. I never saw him. I simply told my agent and security that I had a stalker and under no circumstances should he be allowed near me, no matter who he claimed to be.”

Dylan’s whole body tensed against hers. “You mean you’ve been fighting this all by yourself?”

“I had security, Dylan. He never got to me.”

Dylan stepped back, raking a hand through his cropped hair and cursing. “Damn it, Cori, he could’ve. He killed your mother, for crying out loud. You think he’d be kind and gentle if he got to you?”

Corinne knew his anger stemmed from fear—she knew this because she’d felt the same rage and terror all at once at the hand of this monster whose blood ran through her.

“I wasn’t scared,” she lied. “I knew I had more ammunition to fight him with than he could throw back at me. He was a desperate man, and according to my security detail, he was never sober.”

And that hurt more than she liked to admit. He was never a father type seeking out his long-lost daughter. He was a waste and only wanted money.

Corinne swallowed the hurt, the years of pain. “I mean, the man killed his wife, my mother, and didn’t learn anything while he sat in prison for fifteen years? He gets out and falls back into the bottle? If he had shown a sign of being a better man, I would’ve met with him. I couldn’t forgive a man who kills a mother I never got the chance to know and I certainly wasn’t going to let him get near me.”

Dylan glanced down to the floor, then back up at her. “What about now? You’re back in town. Has he tried to contact you and you’ve kept it from me?”

“No,” she assured him. “He’s not a worry anymore.”

“Why is that?”

Corinne leveled her gaze. “He died a year ago.”

Dylan’s brows grew together. “How do you know?”

“I had someone keeping tabs on him. That was for my peace of mind. He had a heart attack. After all of that—the drinking, the fighting—he died all alone in his house of a heart attack.”

“The bastard deserved something more heinous.”

Corinne smiled. “On that we can definitely agree.”

A moment of silence settled between them. Dylan’s jaw clenched, and he propped his hands on his denim-clad hips. Corinne really didn’t know what to say now or how to handle his confusion, his inevitable questions or the love he so freely had given. Her heart swelled, held out hope.

She ran a shaky hand down her hair and slid it over her shoulder. “I never wanted you to know about that ugly side of me,” she told him. “I wanted to pretend Carl and Inez were my real parents. I mean, they are in every way that counts, but I just wanted you to think I came from good, honest people. In truth, I came from a woman who never got the chance to be a real mother and a father who was a monster.”

Tears pricked her eyes. She’d purposely tried not to think of her biological mother too much over the years. She didn’t want to know what she was missing and Inez had been very careful about not pushing the topic, even though she had been her sister.

“What else aren’t you telling me?” Dylan asked.

Corinne blinked the moisture away. “What?”

“You’re hiding something else. You wouldn’t be so afraid to tell me about your father unless there was something else.”

No. Absolutely not. She wasn’t going into that other layer of hell and she wasn’t going to pull him into it either.

“Let it go, Dylan.”

“Let it go?” he repeated, stepping closer, so close she had to tilt her head to look up at him. “Let go of the fact that you’re still afraid to trust me with the truth. Care to tell me why?”

She tried to turn, but his hand gripped her bicep and held her still.

“No. You’re not running. That’s all you do. You ran when there was trouble years ago, you ran out of my bed the first morning, you run to relieve stress. It’s been you’re life, Cori, and I’m damn tired of it.”

She jerked from his grasp. “You’re tired of it? Try living it, Dylan. Try being afraid to stay, to fight for what you want, because if you take that risk, more people you love could be hurt. It’s easier to run, to stay ahead of the trouble.”

The last word came out with a hiccup as tears were streaming down her cheeks. God, he had no clue as to the fear she lived in. The fear of her father actually getting to her, the fear of her father getting to Carl and Inez. The fear that Dylan and Evie would find out the truth.

How could she do anything but run?

“Maybe you forgot what I said earlier, Cori. I love you. That means unconditionally. There’s nothing you can tell me to make that disappear. I’ve loved you in one form or another nearly my entire life. And now that you’re back I want to make this work, but the trust can’t be one-sided.”

“I do trust you, Dylan.” This evening was not going how she wanted—how she’d expected, yes—but not how she wanted. “I trust you and I love you. God help me, I’ve tried to fight it, but I can’t.”

“But you don’t trust me enough.” His gaze leveled on hers. “Which means you don’t love me enough.”

And the last bit of hope died.

“Actually, it’s because I love you so much that I can’t reveal anything more.”

In an instant, Dylan’s eyes misted up. He drew in a ragged breath and nodded. “Then I think that pretty much brings us to a close. I can’t move forward with someone I love more than my next breath, all the while knowing she holds this heavy burden in her heart. And it’s not the fact you won’t tell me what is so damning, it’s the fact that you insist on keeping everything to yourself, always trying to be the hero. Let someone else be your hero, Cori.”

He turned, marched out the back door and headed toward the beach. The screen door slammed, causing her to jump.

If only he could see that he was her hero, her everything.

But now he was gone.

 

 

Dylan walked as far as his shaky legs could take him and plopped down right in the middle of the warm sand. The night was just starting to settle in and this was always the time of night he found most comforting, most soothing.

Unfortunately this night was anything but comforting or soothing.

After Cori’s bombshell about her biological father and mother, and because of the secret she still kept hidden, he was beginning to wonder if he knew this woman at all. Oh, he knew superficial stuff like her favorite food, how amazing she was in the kitchen, the way she felt beneath his body.

But after all this time, he’d never been able to uncover those many layers that made up his Cori.

He swiped at the moisture in his eyes and cursed those damn emotions that came along with loving someone. Why did such a supposed-happy feeling suddenly make him feel powerless and vulnerable?

The waves slid onto the shore, easing along the sand, bubbling and flowing back out. The cycle normally set his mind at ease, almost as if to hypnotize him. But right now, his thoughts were consumed with the woman he’d left back in his house, the woman he loved, the woman who didn’t trust him or herself enough to reveal the rest of her damning secret.

What the hell could it be? And why did she insist on driving him out of his ever-lovin’ mind by keeping it to herself?

He may love her more than his next breath, but he couldn’t live with someone who felt keeping secrets, no matter how damaging they were, to herself. What on earth did she think she was protecting him from? What could she possibly know that could keep him safe by keeping it to herself?

Dylan raked his hands through his hair and lay back on the cool sand as he stared up at the sky as if to find some type of divine intervention to handle this mess he’d walked right into.

He should’ve totally ignored that sultry, black BMW and its intriguing owner when they rolled into town. He shouldn’t have allowed himself to sleep with her that first time on his patio, let alone the countless times after. He may be a man, but when it came to Cori, he was smart enough to know that he’d never truly gotten over her, and that having sex was a sure-fire way to make sure that he never would. But he’d not been able to turn her away, nor was he able to shut off those feelings that had bubbled to the surface an instant after seeing her on his porch that first day.

He didn’t know her upcoming plans—whether she was staying or going—but he knew he was staying. He knew he had several jobs to do and he knew the main job was that recently purchased building.

Whether Cori wanted it or not in the end was up to her, but he’d have it ready.

Dylan called himself a damn fool as a cloud slid over the full moon. He knew he was holding out hope for something that more than likely would never happen. But if he knew Cori, this secret she kept locked inside would eat at her, chipping away at the little bit of happiness she held on to, until she would be left with nothing but the sad fact that she was alone.

He only prayed she came back to him before it was too late.


Chapter Seventeen

Two days. Two damn days and he hadn’t seen the first sign of Cori. Even when he’d stopped in to see Carl and Inez he hadn’t seen her and they hadn’t mentioned her.

Had she left town already? Surely he would know…wouldn’t he? Not that he was keeping tabs on her, but he was just curious. That’s all.

Carl did act as if Cori had mentioned staying and helping to care for Inez since a private therapist coming in would be too expensive. If she planned on staying, that was news to him. And a whole other level of torture he’d have to endure.

To be honest, Dylan didn’t know what was worse—Cori staying or Cori leaving.

On the upside, in these two days, he’d managed to clean up the entire inside of the new building and hang new overhead lighting. His go-to stress-reliever was diving into work, which meant he should have this place ready to go by lunchtime tomorrow.

He grabbed the bandana from his back pocket and swiped the cloth across his damp forehead. Even with the doors propped open to let some fresh air in, this place was turning into a furnace. Speaking of furnace, he’d have to have that replaced as well.

His cell vibrated in his pocket and Dylan shoved the bandana back into his pocket and pulled his cell out. Idiot that he was, he glanced at the screen hoping for Cori—a pathetic fact he would only admit to himself.

Unfortunately, the name on the ID only made him groan and curse the fact he’d even thought of answering it, but he wasn’t going to be rude.

“Hello.”

“Dylan,” Mary’s voice purred through the phone. “I need to speak to you right away. Is there a good time for you today?”

He glanced around the clean, yet rough interior of his new project. “I’m actually working today, Mary. Can we discuss this over the phone?”

“Where are you? I can come there. It’s very important, Dylan.”

He sighed, figuring he might as well get this over with. “I just bought the vacant old building on Sunray Avenue. I’ll be here all day if you want to swing by when you have a chance.”

“I’ll be there shortly.”

As she hung up, Dylan didn’t know if that was a threat or a promise. He slid his phone back into his pocket and took his boot and shoved the empty light fixture box out of his way. With the clean windows and new lighting, the place was already shaping up. He needed to patch a few places in the walls before he could paint, but he’d do the ceiling first.

Painting wasn’t his favorite thing to do, it was too easy, too monotonous. He’d much rather tear into something, rearrange it and make it fresh. A five-year-old could paint. He preferred much more challenging tasks.

And speaking of challenging, Cori was proving to be the biggest challenge of his life. He wanted to fight for her, and he would if he saw any sign that she was willing to fight for herself or for them. She’d given up too easily before and now here she was again, doing the same thing.

Dylan shook his head, rambling thoughts bumping into each other in his mind. And after about twenty minutes of scolding himself and spackling the small nail holes in the walls, Mary came through the front door and soured his mood even more.

“Wow,” she said, glancing around the open floor space. “What are you turning this into?”

He shrugged. “Not sure yet. Right now I’m doing some updating and simple painting. What can I do for you?”

She smiled and Dylan realized his mistake in asking that loaded question. He crossed his arms over his chest and waited for her to get to the point of this little impromptu visit.

“I came across some news a week or so ago and I’ve been sitting on it.” She shifted her purse up higher on her shoulder and moved toward him. “It’s about Corinne and her parents.”

Dylan waited, steeled himself actually, because who knew what the hell this woman was going to say. It was no secret she was jealous of Cori, but what level was she stooping to?

“I’m not sure what all you know about the night she left, but Carl and Inez are her aunt and uncle.”

Dylan nodded. “Yes, I know.”

Of course, he didn’t say he’d only found out two days ago. That was really none of her concern. But he was curious as to how she’d found out.

“I overheard Carl and Corinne talking in the hospital when Inez was there and I heard them again as they were moving Inez out.” Mary met his gaze. “Corinne’s biological father was the one driving the car the night your parents were killed.”

Dylan laughed. “What the hell are you talking about?”

Mary’s eyes softened. “You didn’t know. I didn’t think you did.”

“Again, what the hell are you talking about?”

“Corinne’s biological father was the man driving the car that hit your parents. They never found out who caused the hit-and-run, did they?”

Dylan shook his head, suddenly overcome with anger, confusion, fear.

“I heard them discussing this and I could tell from the way they were talking that you didn’t know. I thought this would help you put some closure to the past.”

Dylan’s whole body shook. The anger that roiled through him was indescribable. Cori’s real father had killed his parents? And Cori had known all this time?

“You didn’t want to put my past to rest,” he said through gritted teeth. “You wanted to drive a wedge between me and Cori. You did what you set out to do, now get the hell out of here.”

Mary opened her mouth to speak and Dylan held up a hand. “Get out. Now.”

For a second, he didn’t think she’d listen, but finally she turned and walked out, leaving him with the harsh truth, the cold reality.

And it wasn’t the fact that Cori’s biological father was the cause of the hit-and-run…if what Mary said was indeed true. No, the knife that stabbed through his chest and had him bleeding out was the fact that Cori knew. This was the damning secret she’d been keeping. She’d known all along who’d killed his parents and she hadn’t told him.

How could he ever forgive her for keeping such a life-altering secret?

 

 

Corinne returned home more confused than ever. Even the long drive hadn’t helped. The new agent was confident that she could get Corinne’s career to take off again and was eager to sign her. But Corinne hadn’t been able to go through with it. She’d said she’d think on it and call her by midweek.

Weeks ago this was all she’d wanted—to get her career back on track and start making money again. But as she pulled into her drive, she glanced across the way to Dylan’s house.

Something, or someone, was pulling her even harder than her proposed new career. Her heart was literally being tugged in two different directions. Dylan loved this town and had zero desire to leave. Corinne needed to be in Miami to work with this new agent, if she so chose, and be ready to travel at all times.

Leaving her purse and her bags in the car, she got out and walked across the lawn. It was getting late, but there was a light on in his window. She needed to talk to him. They hadn’t left things on a high note and the ache she felt without him had only grown.

She tapped on his screen door and waited. No answer. She tapped again and still no answer. The knob was locked so she walked around back.

There he was on the beach, staring out at the waves, hands on his hips. The man she wanted more than her next breath was right before her, but in reality he might as well have been millions of miles away.

Her heart filled at just the sight of him. How could she love him so much and still be so torn?

Because that damn truth was still haunting her. The truth he deserved to know. There was no way they could build a relationship on a crumbling foundation and Corinne knew she was the only one capable of making their lives stronger…that is, if he would have her after he knew what she’d been hiding for years.

She slid off her sandals and let the warm sand slide between her toes as she crossed the space to Dylan. Courage would be nice right now, but she had so little. All that was getting her through this was hope. She had to hang on to the fact that they’d found their way back to each other. Fate surely didn’t lead them this far simply to leave them heartbroken and shattered again.

And Corinne knew if she had to choose right now, she’d choose Dylan over her career. She wanted him, wanted a life she was positive they could have once the truth came out.

The fact she was ready to throw her work away for this man said a lot about how far and fast she’d fallen for him again.

“Hey,” she said when she was only a few feet away.

He turned, cold eyes met hers before he focused his attention back on the subtle waves.

Okay, not the warmest welcome, but he was pretty upset when she’d left a few days ago. Obviously he was still upset.

“We need to talk,” she told him.

He let out a laugh, almost in a mocking tone. “Do we?” Spinning around, he crossed his arms over his chest. “And what do we need to talk about, Cori?”

“Us.” She lifted her chin. She would not back down because of his anger, although this was not the best circumstance in which to be telling him tragic news. “I know you’re upset with how we left things, but…”

“Oh, I’m over that,” he told her. “I’m actually well past the point of being pissed too. You see, some very interesting information was delivered to me yesterday.”

Corinne tucked her hair behind her ears to keep the wind from whipping it in front of her face. “What’s that?”

“It’s about your father and my parents.”

Her ears started buzzing, the sickening pit in her stomach deepened. He knew the truth about her father, and he knew she’d been aware of it. How in the world had he discovered it before she could tell him?

“Dylan—”

“Unless you have proof that you had no clue your father murdered my parents, then I don’t want to hear your lies and I sure as hell don’t think we need to discuss ‘us’ because there is no us anymore, Cori.”

Tears filled her eyes, ran down her cheeks. “You don’t mean that,” she whispered.

He stepped closer until he stood within inches. His eyes never wavered from hers as he gritted his teeth and said, “I mean every word. You lied to me and that’s something I can never forgive.”

The low tone, the dead stare—all made Corinne shiver. She nodded and backed up. She wouldn’t beg, wouldn’t throw herself at his feet, even though that’s what she wanted to do. Her pride was still intact and she intended to keep it that way.

And her decision to stay or go suddenly flip-flopped.

“I was just coming to tell you I’ll be moving back to Miami in the next day or so.”

Dylan said nothing, just continued to stare, and Corinne knew any hope of seeing if their relationship could work had died. When she’d walked down here she’d truly had no idea what she was going to say about Miami. But after being gone, she’d thought about it long and hard and had missed Dylan so much in only a few days. How would she have gotten along without him for months if she was away working?

So, yeah, she’d decided to stay…until his hurt and anger slapped her in the face and woke her up from this dreamworld she’d been living in.

“I’m sorry I hurt you, Dylan.”

He ran a hand over his messy hair, then down his face as if to clear his thoughts. “Just answer me one thing.”

“What?”

He took a step closer. “Would you ever have told me?”

Corinne knew she had nothing else to lose and the truth was really the only way now. “I’d decided to, but I can’t say for sure if I would’ve gone through with it.”

He stared at her for another moment, the muscle in his jaw ticced before he turned back around and stared back out at the ocean.

And that was her cue that he wanted to be alone. They were done. Period.

Broken and hurt beyond measure, Corinne walked back up the beach, each step taking her even farther away from the dream she’d had. The dream she’d murdered when she’d chosen to keep the truth from Dylan.


Chapter Eighteen

Dylan would love nothing more than to get drunk off his ass and let liquor take all this pain away. But he didn’t like that loss of control and he sure as hell wouldn’t let Cori run—or ruin—his life anymore.

For years she’d been there in his mind. She’d consumed so much of him. When she’d returned he’d taken it as some sign—because he was that pathetic and wanted so desperately to have her in his life again.

But she’d lied. She’d purposely been deceitful, keeping the one thing from him that she knew he would want to know. There had been no closure on the death of his parents because the drunk driver had never been caught. For so long that unknown had eaten at Dylan, but eventually he knew he needed to let it go because holding on to that tragic moment was not healthy.

And all this time Cori had carried that damning truth around. Years—she’d known for so many damn years. At any point in time she could’ve come clean, but she’d been too busy building her high society life and shoving her past behind her—she hadn’t once thought of him, Evie or anyone but herself.

Oh God. Dylan dropped his head between his shoulders. Evie didn’t know. She was on her honeymoon and there was no way in hell he’d call her. But when she returned, he’d have to inform her of the truth. She was a strong woman, but he worried this might break her after all she’d already been through.

Which meant he needed to get his shit straight and be strong for her. And he knew Vin needed to be present. Evie needed all the support she could handle with this.

Dylan turned from the soft ocean waves and headed back to his house. He didn’t even spare a glance over at Cori’s because she was dead to him. In his heart, where she’d resided for so long, there was now a black hole and he, honest to God, didn’t think it would ever be filled again.

 

 

Evie had been home for two days before Dylan called and asked her to come to his house. There was no way he could hold off any longer. She deserved to know the truth.

By the time she let herself into his front door, Dylan had rehearsed the speech in his head a dozen different ways and, to be honest, he wasn’t happy with any of them.

“Thanks for coming straight over,” he told her as she closed the door behind herself. “Where’s Vin? I though he was coming too.”

Evie set her purse down on the small table inside the foyer. “He had an emergency with work and said he’d come over later. He’s on the phone, but if you need to see him too we can wait.”

Dylan shook his head. “Um…no. This can’t wait.”

“You’re upset.” She crossed the room to meet him, her eyes searching his. “Everything okay?”

“Not really and you will probably want to sit down.”

Evie placed a delicate hand on his arm. “Dylan, you’re scaring me. Are you sick? Did someone die?”

Because he didn’t want to scare her any more than necessary, he blurted out the truth.

“I know the truth about the drunk driver who hit Mom and Dad.”

Evie’s eyes widened, her mouth dropped. “But how? After all this time?”

Dylan took her hand and led her to the sofa. He sat right beside her, never letting go of her because even if she didn’t need the support, he sure as hell did. This would be the hardest thing he’d ever done. Rehashing that night was like living it all over again with fresh evidence that just turned that knife in his heart even further.

“I need to start from the beginning,” he told her, trying to get his bearings and remain calm. “Carl and Inez aren’t Cori’s parents. They are her aunt and uncle who were given guardianship of her when she was only two, after the death of her mother.”

“You’re kidding?” Evie searched the room as if she was processing the information, then landed her gaze back on him. “Was her father not in the picture?”

“Her biological father had been abusive and killed her mother, who was Inez’s sister.”

Evie gasped. “Dear Lord, Dylan. Poor Cori.”

Yeah, he wanted to feel sorry for Cori, but the end of this story sort of hardened his heart. Was he a total jerk for having selfish feelings? Since this was all new to him and Cori had had years to let all this digest, he didn’t think so.

“When Cori was seventeen, her biological father got out of prison and came looking for her. Seems he was drunk when he stopped by and Inez and Carl wouldn’t let him in. He was angry, made some threats, but ultimately left.”

Dylan squeezed Evie’s hand and sighed. “It was Cori’s father who hit Mom and Dad in that accident.”

For a moment Evie was silent, but soon tears filled her eyes. “How did you find out?” she whispered.

“That’s another story, but basically Cori confirmed it and she’s known since that night.” And that was what nearly killed him. “She left town because Carl and Inez were worried about her safety and she went to live in New York with Carl’s family. When she found out her real father had been in a hit-and-run she was afraid to say anything, and he’d long since disappeared. She did say he showed up on location a couple times trying to get money from her, but she had bodyguards who didn’t let him get too close.”

Dylan eased back, still holding tightly on to her hand, but he wanted to let everything process.

“I can’t believe Cori has been living this nightmare for so long,” Evie said. “Is she okay? I mean, when you guys talked about this, how was she?”

Dylan stared at his sister. Was she for real? How was Cori? The woman had known for years, she’d had plenty of time to process it.

“You’re worried about how Cori feels?” he asked.

“Of course I am. Aren’t you?”

Dylan shrugged and Evie jerked her hand away.

“Don’t you dare tell me you were an ass to her,” Evie said through gritted teeth. “Don’t even tell me that you blamed her for this tragedy.”

“I wasn’t an ass, but I won’t tolerate lying. I sure as hell can’t believe she kept this secret all this time when she could’ve come clean at any point.”

Evie came to her feet. “Do you hear yourself? A young girl’s world was turned upside down one night and she fled to stay safe. The people she always knew as her parents weren’t and she finds out her real mother was murdered at the hands of her father. I’m sure she was traumatized and the last thing on her mind was telling you the truth. When did you expect her to tell you, Dylan? When she got settled into a new place where she was probably still scared to death? Or a year later when she’d not had contact with you at all and would just be dropping a bombshell out of the blue?”

Dylan knew his sister was a soft-hearted woman, but there was no way he could be ashamed of his emotions.

“There wasn’t a perfect time,” he told her. “But she should’ve found the time.”

“I agree,” Evie said, crossing her arms over her chest. “But she didn’t. She was building a new life and trying to leave the nightmare behind her. Did you even once stop to think about how she felt at seventeen knowing her whole life had been a lie? Knowing she had to leave behind so many people she loved?”

Dylan rested his elbows on his knees and cradled his head in his hands. No, he hadn’t. He hadn’t once thought of how that whole ordeal had affected Cori’s life. How she must’ve felt alone and scared then…and now. And how he’d been so cold, so heartless, ignoring her needs.

“Dylan.”

He glanced up at his sister who stood above him.

“Where’s Cori now?” she asked softly.

“I guess back in Miami.”

“Are you saying she left because of you or she left because that’s what she wanted?”

He laughed, more at himself than anything. “I honestly have no idea. I wouldn’t listen to her. I assume she left because that’s been her goal from day one of stepping foot back home.”

“What are you going to do about this? I know you love her, don’t act like you don’t. And don’t let this get in your way. If you lose her again, you’ve let her father win at taking everything you love away. Yes, I’m hurt that she knew and kept it a secret, but if I put myself in her position, I’m not sure I could’ve handled it much better. Could you?”

Dylan raked his hands through his hair and stood. Evie wrapped her arms around him and he welcomed the warm embrace.

“I was such a jerk,” he murmured, returning her hug. “What can I do?”

“You’ll need to do a lot of groveling, buddy. There’s no other way around it.”

Yeah, he figured as much. But first he had to have a game plan. He needed to be secure in what he was about to propose to Cori and he wanted a foolproof plan because there was no way he could lose her for a third time.


Chapter Nineteen

Two weeks later Dylan stood inside the freshly renovated building he’d purchased. For the past fourteen days he’d done nothing but work his ass off in preparation for this moment. In that time he’d worked, plotted, rehearsed speeches, and even broken down and cried.

But right now, as he waited for Cori to arrive, he was as nervous as a virgin on her wedding night.

Since she’d been gone, he’d been checking on her parents who were getting along wonderfully at home. He’d even told them of his plan because he needed someone in his corner.

After texts and emails, no calls, Dylan finally got Cori to agree to come home for a few days. He knew she’d told her parents she’d planned on coming soon to check on them anyway, hence the time constraint in finishing this little project.

But as he glanced around at the simple lights suspended from the ceiling with pale blue globes and the soft yellow walls, he smiled. This looked just like what Cori would choose. Simple, small-town feel, yet homey. And he wanted her to choose the rest of the décor…provided she took his offer.

And that was a big if.

Her car pulled up out front and Dylan couldn’t help but stare out the wide window facing the street. If this didn’t get her back, nothing would, and he would have to accept the fact she was moving on.

Cori stepped into the building and Dylan’s heart raced even faster. She was even more radiant than when he’d seen her last. She’d pulled her silky hair back into a sleek ponytail and she had on basic denim capris with a plain pink T-shirt.

How could this woman go from supermodel to hometown girl with so little effort? God, she so belonged here, with him, and he prayed to God she saw that.

Dylan met her questioning gaze from the other side of the empty building and crossed the freshly laid hardwood floor to meet her.

“Come on in,” he told her. “I can’t offer a seat, but it was important we meet here.”

She hoisted her bag higher on her shoulder. “Is that so you could be angry and no one would have to hear?”

The hurt in her voice, even though she sounded joking, sliced through him. She was trying to mask the pain, but he wanted it front and center. He wanted her to put it out there so he had to own up to the ass he’d been to her. He wanted for her to put it out there so he could take it away and be the man she needed him to be.

“I promise, no anger,” he told her. “At least on my end.”

She stepped farther into the building, looking at the lighting, walking toward the back where a kitchen with industrial equipment had been installed in the hopes she’d take him up on his offer.

And some of that stuff had been hell on his finances, but so worth it if she agreed to his plan.

Cori spun back around to face him. “Okay, why am I here?”

He couldn’t fault her for sounding skeptical and harsh. Anything she threw at him, he’d have to take.

“When I bought this building a while back,” he started, shoving his hands in his pockets, “I wasn’t one hundred percent sure what I wanted to do with it.”

Cori walked through to the front window and rested a hip on the wide sill. “I know—you had said that. What does all of this have to do with me?”

Dylan shrugged. “I’m thinking about opening a bakery.”

Cori tilted her head. “I thought you did construction, not cookies. And again, what does this have to do with me?”

Looking at her, talking to her, made him physically hurt. He wanted to reach out to her, touch her, love her. But he had to pave the way first.

“I do good to make a bowl of cereal,” he told her. “I’m just going to own the building. I have someone else in mind to run the bakery.”

Cori eased her purse off her shoulder and let it drop to the floor as she came to a standstill. “I assume you called me here because you want that person to be me.”

Dylan nodded. “After I bought the building, we started growing closer and you kept baking. I know you’ve said it’s a form of relaxation.”

“It is,” she agreed.

“I know you have your life in Miami, but you have a life here too. You could have a job easily and I would help you get this started. I ordered the best equipment I could get, but I wanted to leave the rest of the décor and other things up to you.”

He knew he was rambling, begging, but whatever. He’d never argued a more important case. This was his life standing before him, and there was no way in hell he was going to let her walk out that door without a fight.

“You’re awfully sure of yourself, Dylan. I’ve just started booking shoots and, hopefully, I’m getting a big contract this week. I can’t come back here.”

“Why?” he asked, taking his hands from his pockets and resting them on his hips. “Why can’t you come back? Because you don’t like it here? Because you don’t fit in, or because you think you have a better life in Florida? I want a valid reason.”

Cori tilted her chin, stiffened her shoulders. “To be honest, I can’t do this anymore. I can’t volley back and forth between what I want and what I need to do.”

Her raw honesty gave Dylan a spurt of hope he hadn’t had seconds ago.

“And what do you want?” he asked softly, inching closer because he could hardly stand back any longer. “If all that factored in was your happiness, not your job, not your housing or financial situation, what makes Cori happy?”

She opened her mouth, but quickly closed it. She shifted her gaze to the floor and shook her head. “It doesn’t matter,” she whispered. “I’ve chosen my life and it’s done.”

Anger spurred him forward, made him grip her by the shoulders and shake her until she looked at him.

“Damn it, it’s not done, Cori,” he yelled, looking her in the eyes. “You may have a life in Miami, but you have a life here too. You have friends who love you, parents who love you. And me. I love you.”

Her eyes widened. “You don’t love me, Dylan. After what I did, you don’t. I saw your face when you knew that I’d kept that secret. I heard the words you said. You voiced honest, real emotions, and I destroyed anything we ever had. Believe me, I know you don’t love me.”

“Then why would I go through all of this,” he asked softly. “Why would I nearly kill myself getting this done before you came home again? There were nights I brought a sleeping bag and slept on the floor because I didn’t want to take the time to go home.”

He slid his hands up over her shoulders, her neck, and finally palmed her face between his hands. “I wanted this to be ready for you because I’m not good at groveling, Cori. I’ve never had to do it and I’ve sure as hell never needed it to matter this much.”

Cori’s breath hitched, her lids lowered and she bit her lip. Silence enveloped them as the soft glow from the sunset flooded the wide window. He didn’t want to rush her, didn’t want to pressure her, but he wanted—needed—her to know just how valuable she was in his life.

“I’ve never loved a woman before, Cori. I never thought I needed a woman to complete me. But I do.” He rested his forehead against hers. “I need you.”

When Cori’s arms wrapped around his waist, Dylan’s knees nearly went weak with relief. He eased forward, closing the slim gap between them as he slid his hands up into her hair and tilted her head back.

Her lids fluttered open and those misty eyes landed on his.

“If I stay and open this restaurant with you, will I have to bake at home too?” she asked with a slight smile.

Dylan grinned. “Maybe just for my birthday.”

“If I stay, do you promise we’ll never hurt each other again?”

“I can’t promise that,” he told her. “But I can promise I’ll love you forever and be here for you, no matter the cost.”

Cori’s smile widened. “I love you, Dylan. I love how you make me feel and how far you’ve gone to prove that I mean something to you. I had my career starting back up in Miami, but when I’d come home at night to the empty condo, it was depressing and lonely.”

“I know.” He nipped at her lips. “There wasn’t a part of my house that I could look at and not see you. We made love in nearly every room and those images rolling through my head were pure torture.”

Cori slid her lips across his, coaxing his lips apart with her tongue. Softly, she kissed him until he changed the angle and attacked her mouth. Weeks of pent-up passion and frustration fueled his desire.

Her hands slid beneath his T-shirt, her nails bit into his back.

“Are we going to christen this place?” she asked against his lips.

“We’ll have to go in the back. That window is pretty large.”

Cori glanced over her shoulder. “It’s getting dark. Lock that door.”

In no time Dylan had flicked the lock and shut off the lights. Cori had backed up to the wall between the window and the door and started unbuttoning her pants. They whooshed down to the floor, where she kicked them and her sandals aside. Seeing her standing there in her cotton shirt and silky panties nearly made him weep with want.

“I need to show you how much you were missed,” she told him with an evil grin.

Dylan crossed the space between them in two strides and had her plastered against the wall as his mouth claimed hers. His hands were up her shirt, pulling down her bra, teasing her nipples as she went to work on his jeans. She jerked the button open and slowly eased down the zipper over his erection.

As soon as his jeans and boxers were pushed down, he hoisted her up, holding her firmly between his body and the wall. Cori’s legs wrapped around his waist and he plunged into her.

“Sorry for the hurry,” he told her as he pumped his hips. “I need you now, Cori.”

She squeezed his shoulders as she tilted her hips against his. “Yes, yes…”

His hands wrapped firmly around her waist, holding her still as he moved in and out at a frantic pace. Dylan claimed her lips again as her body started to tighten around him. Every part of her clenched and Dylan couldn’t hold back any longer.

As their bodies shook, he held on to her, knowing he’d never let her go, knowing this was literally the first day of so many more to come for them.

Cori eased her legs down to stand on the floor. Her hands were still tightened on his shoulders.

“That was a nice start to welcoming me back,” she told him. “But I think we may need to go home and try that again.”

Dylan smiled. “Home? And where is that for you, Cori?”

“Your house, your bed.”

“Does that mean you’ll be moving in with me?”

Cori smiled. “It means I’m living with you and we’ll be getting married.”

Dylan laughed, kissed her on the lips. “I was going to propose the right way, but you beat me to it. I was so worried about getting this place done I hadn’t gone to get a ring yet.”

Cori shook her head. “I don’t need a ring, Dylan. I need you. I need us.”

Dylan kissed her again, so thankful for second and third chances.

“Let’s go home, Cori.”


About the Author

As an award-winning author, Jules Bennett has penned her way into the hearts of readers with her sassy and sexy characters since 2005. When she isn’t tapping away on her keyboard dreaming of a happily-ever-after for her next story, she is living her own HEA with her high school sweetheart hubby and chasing around their two beautiful girls. She’s also starting her own small petting zoo with her rescue Beagle/St. Bernard mix (go ahead and laugh), her rescue bunny and a goldfish that will outlive the whole family.

Jules loves to hear from readers. Find her online via her website, www.julesbennett.com; on Facebook, “Jules Bennett’s Fan Page”; or on Twitter, @JulesBennett.


Look for these titles by Jules Bennett

Now Available:

 

Scandalous

Sins from Her Past


She will never be free to love…until she finds the courage to heal.

 

Sins from Her Past

© 2013 Jules Bennett

 

Scandalous, Book 1

After her parents’ deaths, Evelyn Banks endured a living hell for nearly two years at the hands of her godfather’s son. She couldn’t tell anyone…not her brother, and certainly not the godfather who took them in.

Now she is twenty-five—and still trapped in silence. After all the time, no one would believe her. And any revelation of her shame could halt her godfather’s political aspirations. But what she can do is take her design firm to the next level with a project for her brother’s best friend. Handsome, sexy hotelier Vincent Hawk.

Vin has always had a thing for Evie, but kept his hands off out of respect for her brother. Now that they’re traveling together, though, keeping his distance is tearing him apart. Except every move he makes to get close is met with not just mere resistance, but with a fear-whitened face and trembling body.

Evie can’t deny she’s falling for Vin, but accepting their future means facing her past…a past that could destroy everyone she loves.

Warning: This book contains a heroine who fights to get past her demons, a hero who’s more than willing to help, a few emotional scenes that may require a tissue and some steamy love scenes guaranteed to make you fan yourself.

 

Enjoy the following excerpt for Sins from Her Past:

Oh mercy.

Was the man purposely toying with her? She would not be a cliché and fall for her boss. Technically they were friends first, but right now he was her boss.

“How about if we turn the tables and discuss the woman behind the new design business?”

She laughed. “Okay, Vincent, I’ll let you dig deeper into my professional life for a bit.” But not too deep.

The water bottle popped as he squeezed it a bit too hard, so he settled it into the cup holder and screwed the cap back on. “What can you offer me?”

Tremors raced, one after the other, through her body. She knew he meant business but, mercy, his words had a whole other meaning. Almost sexual and for the first time, she wanted to explore that underlying passion, but that damn fear kept her from doing so. Still, she was thankful and almost relieved at these normal feelings of desire.

Evelyn ran a finger over the stones of her single-strand diamond bracelet. “I have an eye for details and am a perfectionist. I take the work off my clients so they can relax and enjoy the process.”

“From working with you and the team at Marshall’s I can see how much you love your work.”

“Every minute.”

“That’s what will set you apart from the rest.” His eyes held hers, his tone softened. “When you love something it comes through without any effort.”

Smile frozen in place, Evelyn eyed him with a tilt of her head. “Don’t tell me you love your work. Money clouds the vision.”

“There you go assuming you know the business side of me,” he corrected. He glanced out the side window, then quickly back at her. “Yes, money is nice, but I love what I do just as much as you do. I wouldn’t be in this business if I didn’t. You know how hard I work. Money is a side benefit of doing something I love.”

“Didn’t mean to lump you into the category of rich snobs,” she told him, batting her lashes.

“Oh please. You love knocking me down a peg.” He laughed. “Seriously, I won’t let the money change me.”

“It hasn’t,” she assured him, taking in his faded jeans and black, fitted T-shirt. “I promise to smack you back to reality if it does.”

“I’m afraid you’d like smacking me a little too much,” he told her.

Yes, he owned a jet and two homes, but the man was generous with his time and money and constantly donated to children’s charities and women’s shelters. While he never bragged or boasted about it, Evelyn had witnessed firsthand the people whose lives he’d touched with his generosity. And he didn’t just donate money—often he donated his time.

“Dylan seemed excited we were working together,” she told him. “But he’s a little bummed I just got home and left again.”

“We won’t be gone long.”

Vin gripped the arm of the seat as the plane hit an air pocket. He held his breath for a moment, then blew it out as he focused on her.

“You okay?” she asked. She’d never seen him act so…scared almost. What was up with that? “You seem a bit shaky.”

“I’m fine.” He gripped his bottle in the cup holder, cracking the plastic. “I tried calling him, but he was busy. I guess with fixing up your old house he’s got his hands full.”

“I just hope he doesn’t regret staying there during the process.”

Vin shrugged. “The memories will be there no matter when he goes back. Don’t worry about him.”

“The memories of our parents will certainly be the hardest,” she told him. “But there’re also the memories of Corinne. There’s so much heartache in that house, Vin. I just hope he doesn’t regret purchasing it.”

Evelyn hated the girl who had broken her brother’s heart and nearly killed his spirit in the process. But Vin was right. Dylan was a big boy and he’d be fine…even if his world-renowned model ex-girlfriend returned to their tiny town.

“It’s understandable that you’d want to protect him,” Vin told her. “Especially after what he did for you when your parents died. Between him, Rick and Alan, you were fortunate to have people to take care of you.”

She refused to give an ounce of gratitude. Rage toward the man who murdered her innocence and continued to plague her life bubbled up in her.

Evelyn straightened her shoulders, tilted her chin. “I never needed anyone to care for me.” She came to her feet to look down at him. “I’m more than capable—”

Another air pocket jerked the plane, sending her stumbling onto his lap.

Vin merely quirked a brow and smiled. “You were saying?”

Oh no, she couldn’t be in his lap, not with that sexy mouth so close. Not with that thick, muscular body molded to hers with only their thin layers of clothing separating them. And certainly not when she was seething with anger on top of these newfound urges of desire. How could she trust her own judgment?

His heavy-lidded gaze dropped to her lips.

“Vincent.” Her plea came in a whisper, not strong like she needed it to be. This couldn’t happen. On so many levels this spark of intimacy was wrong.

But on the only level that mattered right now, this feeling in his arms was so, so right. They’d hugged countless times over the years, but nothing like this. No hold had ever felt so…safe and electric at the same time.

With one arm firmly around her, he brought his other hand to her lips, stroking the bottom one with the pad of his thumb. Without her consent, her breath hitched. The man had too much power over her. Power was something she couldn’t lose control of. For her own peace of mind, she needed to stay in control at all times.

Cupping the side of her face in one strong hand, he closed the gap between them. As his lips claimed hers, he stroked the side of her face. Evelyn couldn’t recall what her fantasies of kissing Vincent were like, which just went to prove that reality was much, much better.


Being bad never felt so good…
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Welcome to Paradise, Book 3

Bree Lockhart was always the good girl—on the surface. During her senior year of high school, however, her inner bad girl was lured out to play by reckless, carefree Jake Bishop. Her parents’ worst nightmare, and the man she she’s never forgotten.

Twelve years later, she’s home for a charity event and up for auction. The highest bidder? Jake. This time around, he wants more than a wild ride—he wants it all. But she’s not about to risk her heart on another fling that’ll just leave it in pieces.

Jake once reveled in showing Bree how good it is to be bad. But convincing her he can be good for her is going to take some very special tactics…

Warning: This book features a bad boy soldier determined to chip away at a good girl’s resistance with hot sex, hot sex, and…more hot sex.

 

Enjoy the following excerpt for Born to Be Wild:

Stepping into the ballroom, Bree searched the crowd, needing to get this over with as soon as possible. So what if her body had been consumed with heat when she and Jake had made eye contact? She wasn’t a horny teenager anymore. She controlled her hormones now, not the other way around.

Sighing, she weaved through the throng of people, then came to a standstill when she caught sight of Jake by the refreshment table.

God, he looked good. Really, really good. A white dress shirt clung to his broad chest, black trousers encasing his long, trim legs. And his face—man, he’d grown even sexier with age. Ruggedly gorgeous features, gray eyes smoldering with seductive heat. The man oozed sex and masculinity. He always had, and probably always would.

When their eyes locked, that same surge of desire she’d experienced on stage made a reappearance. Steeling herself against his potent maleness, she strode over to the drink table and managed a faint smile. “Hey, Jake,” she said, keeping her tone light.

“Bree,” he said in that husky voice of his. His stormy silver eyes swept over her. “You look good.”

She swallowed. “So do you.” So good that her nipples were already hardening against the front of her lacy bra.

Damn it. Twelve freaking years later, and her libido still kicked up a notch in the presence of this man.

“It’s been a long time,” he added.

“Yeah,” she agreed. “How’s military life?”

Something indecipherable flashed across his chiseled face. “Same as always. How’s lawyer life?”

“It’s great,” she admitted. “I love my job.”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

Was he? Because as she recalled, he hadn’t seemed too concerned when he’d persuaded her to skip the SATs so they could spend the day in bed.

Your fault, not his.

Fine, there was some truth to that. Jake hadn’t forced her to miss the test. She’d done that all by herself. So wrapped up in his sexual spell that she’d been willing to drop everything for just one more second with him.

God, back then she would’ve done anything for Jake Bishop. He was the guy who’d shown her how much fun life could be, that under the surface she was a good girl just waiting to be bad. And lord, she’d been bad. Not just in exploring her sexuality with Jake, but neglecting school, rebelling against her parents.

But she was older now. Wiser. A successful lawyer, the proud new owner of a beautiful bungalow in Denver’s Cherry Creek neighborhood, a woman who was completely happy with her life.

Yet as she looked into Jake’s hypnotic gray eyes, she realized that no matter how happy she was, her life still lacked one thing: Passion. She’d slept with other men since Jake, but she couldn’t remember the last time a man’s mere proximity made her heart gallop like a racehorse. Or when the simple sound of a man’s voice brought such a delicious ache to her core.

Only Jake managed to evoke that response in her, which was really freaking annoying.

“So…” She cleared her throat. “You didn’t have to spend a thousand bucks to have dinner with me, you know. If you wanted to catch up, we could have done it over breakfast at the diner, free of charge.”

“Is that what you want to do tonight? Catch up?” His voice held a mocking note.

Bree’s heart did a little flip, but she caught herself before her pulse sped off into oblivion. “It would be nice,” she said noncommittally. “I’d like to hear what you’ve been up to all these years.”

“Really?” He edged closer and his masculine scent grabbed hold of her senses. Soap and spice and something woodsy. “So you want to listen to my anecdotes and share life stories?”

“Y-yes.”

He chuckled.

The sound sent a shiver up her spine.

“Come on, Bree, we both know conversation isn’t on the agenda for tonight.”

Indignation hardened her jaw. “We haven’t seen each other since high school, Jake. Did you honestly think I’d take one look at you and fall into bed with you again?”

“Yes.”

Cocky bastard.

But damn if her thighs didn’t quiver at the thought.

You’re not a bad girl anymore. You never were.

She lifted her chin, gathering up her resolve. No matter how gorgeous Jake was, no matter how much her body responded to him, she wouldn’t sleep with him tonight. That ship had sailed a long time ago, and falling back into old habits—bad habits—wasn’t something she could afford to do right now. She had an important lawsuit about to go to trial, a house she was still in the process of decorating, a life that didn’t include Jake Bishop.

Or sex with Jake Bishop.

“Sorry to disappoint, but the only thing that’s on the table is dinner,” she said firmly.

The sultry heat of his silver eyes penetrated her body. “What happened to the Bree Lockhart who used to be up for anything?”

“She grew up.” Bree rolled her eyes. “Evidently, you haven’t.”

He flashed her a grin, that crooked badass grin that never failed in making her melt. “Growing up is overrated, sweetheart.”

“If you say so.” She slanted her head. “So, dinner?”

He shrugged. “Dinner it is.” He looked around the crowded ballroom, focusing on the auction in progress. The bachelors were taking their turns on the stage, but Jake didn’t seem the slightest bit interested in the festivities. “Wanna get out of here now?”

Her heart skipped another beat and she had to chastise herself for getting excited. This was nothing more than dinner. Dinner between old friends. Old lovers. Just because Jake was eyeing her like he wanted to get her naked didn’t mean she’d let him. She was thirty years old, for Pete’s sake. A strong, resilient woman who could surely fight off the advances of one Jake Bishop.

Right?

“Sure,” she agreed. “But I’m serious, Jake, this is dinner.”

He reached for her arm, and the warmth of his touch seared her skin and sent shockwaves of desire through her body. “Of course,” he assured her. The wolfish twinkle in his eyes totally betrayed his casual tone.

“I mean it,” she insisted.

“Uh-huh.”

Bree gulped and followed him out of the ballroom.
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