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Chapter 1

“Wait for it…”

Tino Gianelli mumbled the words under his breath as he stood poised and ready to leap into action should it become necessary. Even money said that would be any second now. The petite blonde had caught his attention right after he’d arrived two hours ago. He didn’t know who she was, but he did know the woman possessed way more energy than any one person ought to have. She was here, there, and everywhere. And right now, she was too busy talking to one of the other volunteers to realize she was about to back into an open five-gallon bucket of paint.

Sure enough, as soon as she finished answering one question, someone else called out to her from the other side of the gym. When she turned to reply, only Tino’s quick reflexes and superior strength saved the day. He picked her up by the waist and hauled her to safety a few feet away before setting her back down. As soon as he was sure she wouldn’t fall, he reluctantly released his hold on her.

Wow, she was even shorter than he’d thought. At a shade under six one himself, he had at least eleven inches over her in height, maybe closer to twelve. He pointed toward the bucket. “Sorry if I startled you, but you were inches from disaster.”

At least she didn’t immediately rip into him for manhandling her with no warning. Instead, she stared down at the bright orange plastic bucket he was pointing to and then back up at him. Her eyebrows shot up, and her mouth instantly lit with a bright smile framed by a killer set of dimples. “Well, that would’ve been embarrassing, not to mention a waste of good paint. Thanks for swooping in to save the day—and me.”

He grinned down at her. “You’re welcome.”

She held out her hand. “I’m Natalie Kennigan, project coordinator.”

He liked her firm grip on his hand, but he liked her happy laugh even more. Evidently Tino wasn’t the only one who felt that way, because several others in the area paused what they were doing long enough to glance in their direction. Ignoring them, he kept his entire focus on Natalie. It had been a long time since he’d been around an attractive woman who radiated such warmth, and he couldn’t help but soak up as much as he could.

“Tino Gianelli, volunteer and part-time hero.”

She acknowledged his introduction with another quick smile. “This must be your first time volunteering here, Mr. Gianelli. I would’ve remembered if we’d met before.”

Yeah, well, she was pretty damn unforgettable herself, but he kept that fact to himself. “Yes, it’s my first time here, and please call me Tino.”

“How did you hear about our project?”

Tino looked around the gym. “My mother saw an article in the paper and mentioned it. I had some time on my hands and thought I might be able to help.”

That was mostly true. He’d left the military a few weeks back and had yet to decide what to do next. Evidently he’d been underfoot a bit too much at home, because as soon as his mother read about the project needing volunteers with experience in the building trades, she’d shoved the paper under his nose. After tapping on the article with her forefinger, she’d informed him that if he wasn’t going to get a steady job or go to school, he could at least make himself useful to somebody. He resented the implication that he was no longer pulling his weight. While he didn’t actually mind doing a little physical labor, he’d spent the past ten years serving their country. Wasn’t that enough? Obviously not.

Natalie was too busy studying the newly patched holes in the wall to notice the downturn in his mood. She ran her fingers along the tape he’d just applied to cover up the seams in the drywall. “Well, we appreciate all the help we can get. Especially when said help knows what he’s doing. I’m guessing that’s not the first repair like this you’ve done.”

That was true enough, even if he’d spent most of the last decade with a rifle in his hand instead of a trowel. She didn’t need to hear about that, though.

“Patching drywall is just one of my many talents. I’m also a fair hand at carpentry, simple plumbing, and electrical repairs, not to mention painting.” He reached out to touch the damp smear of soft green color on her cheek with his fingertip and held it up for her to see. “You look good in this color, but I suspect you meant for this to end up on the wall.”

Her fair complexion flushed rosy pink, but her smile didn’t fade in the least as she accepted the rag he pulled out of his hip pocket. As she scrubbed at her cheek, she told him, “It has been mentioned that what I lack in skill I make up for with enthusiasm, which is why they keep me away from the power tools. The details about why that is are truly tragic, so please don’t ask.”

He held up his hands as a promise not to pry. “I’ll just have to let my imagination run wild then. For what it’s worth, right now I’m picturing a battle between you and a wall. It involves jackhammers and chain saws.”

Her laughter rang out again. “Close enough. All I can say is that it was epic.”

Then she gave his toolbox a glance that could only be described as envious. “Are all those toys yours? Looks like you came prepared for anything.”

For anything except meeting someone like her. “I wasn’t sure what kind of work I’d be doing, and I’d rather use my own tools.”

“I’m glad you came prepared. God knows, there are all kinds of jobs around here that need doing. Enough to keep an army of volunteers busy for months.” She glanced around the gym, maybe checking on the progress being made. “Speaking of which, I’d better get back to work myself.”

Tino should’ve let her walk away. He had his own assigned task to finish, but he couldn’t resist spending a few more minutes in her company. “I was about to cut out some more damaged drywall. Want to try out my reciprocating saw?”

Her blue eyes lit up with interest. “Are you sure?”

“Why not? I’ve already marked off the section that needs to come out. All you need to do is cut along the lines. And if things go off the rails a bit, I can always make the patch a little bigger to hide the evidence.”

For a second, he thought she might hug him before she finally said, “I promise to be careful.”

He put on his safety glasses and dug a second pair out of the toolbox. “Here, put these on.”

After giving her a quick tutorial on how the saw worked, he positioned Natalie in front of the damaged area. When she had the tip of the saw aimed at the right spot, he stood directly behind her, ready to coach as necessary. For both their sakes, he needed to concentrate on the job at hand, but he remained all too aware of the sexy woman standing right in front of him. It wouldn’t pay to get distracted by the faint scent of her perfume or the halo of wild curls that had escaped from one of those scrunchie things meant to hold her hair back.

“Okay, Natalie, let her rip.”

She hit the On button and jumped a bit when the saw tore into the drywall. He steadied her arms with his hands, but then left it up to her to continue on her own. All in all, she did a pretty credible job, taking her time and biting her lower lip as she guided the blade along the lines he’d marked.

After finishing the last cut, Natalie turned off the saw and stepped back from the wall to critique her work. “It’s a little crooked.”

He brushed away some of the dust. “Not enough to matter. You did a fine job, especially for your first time with a power saw. Besides, no one will be able to tell once it’s taped and mudded.”

His words clearly pleased her as she surrendered the saw and safety glasses to him. “Thanks for letting me do that, Tino. I’d hang around to help with the patch, but it’s almost eleven thirty, and everyone stops to eat lunch at noon. I’m supposed to help serve today, so I’d better go get cleaned up.”

Then she frowned. “You will join us for lunch, won’t you?”

Actually, he’d planned on finishing this last patch before heading over to his brother’s place. However, eating lunch with a bunch of strangers suddenly sounded a whole lot better than drinking beer and watching a ballgame with Jack.

“Sure, I can stay.”

“Great! I hope you like pizza and salad.” Natalie picked up a small backpack and took off across the gym at her usual speed. Halfway across the room, she stopped and turned back to face him. “If there’s room, save me a spot at your table.”

Okay, then. So maybe this whole attraction thing wasn’t a one-way street. “I will. See you then.”

“Great!”

She shot him another one of her bright smiles and disappeared through a door on the other side of the room.

—

Natalie forced herself to cross the rest of the gym without looking back a second time, even though she dearly wanted to know if Tino Gianelli was watching as she walked away. She suspected…no, she hoped he was.

He was the first interesting—not to mention attractive—man she’d met since ending her engagement to Benton Humboldt. She liked Tino’s dark, wavy hair and teasing eyes the color of bittersweet chocolate. It probably wouldn’t amount to anything, but a girl could always hope. Besides, flirting with a handsome man over pizza and Caesar salad was a harmless way to dip her toes back in the dating pool again.

“Hey, Miss Natalie, how’s it going?”

She smiled at Clarence, the janitor who kept things running here at the center. Despite spending more than forty hours there during the week, he showed up every Saturday to help with the ongoing effort to restore the building to its former glory. She looped her arm through his. “We should get at least half of the gym painted today. One of the new volunteers has almost finished repairing the last two walls. I’m hoping to convince him to come back again. He seems to really know what he’s doing.”

“That’s good, girl. You’re going to have this place shining soon.”

“I hope so. I know having all our stuff underfoot makes your job harder.”

He smiled. “Now, you don’t go worrying about that. I don’t mind one bit, and it’s only temporary, anyway.”

That was true, but it seemed to take forever to make any real progress. She had to remind herself that the faded paint and outdated furnishings were slowly disappearing.

“There’s so much more we could be doing for the people in this area once we get the building back up to code and the new computer lab finished.”

Clarence patted her arm. “I love the way you look at this old gal and see all the possibilities. Most people only saw how run-down she’d gotten and wanted to tear her down to bring in a bunch of fancy stores or something else just as useless. Folks around here need a place to gather. You know, to come together as a community. Outsiders don’t understand that and should just stay out of our business.”

He wasn’t saying anything he hadn’t told her half a dozen times before. Once again, Natalie didn’t point out that she had been an outsider the first time she’d visited the building or that it was outsider money pulling his beloved community center back from the brink. Besides, she agreed with him. The people who lived in the immediate area should have the biggest say in how things got done.

They were about to pass the door to the ladies’ room. “I’d better stop in here and clean up a bit before I serve lunch. I’ll save you a couple of those brownies you like so much.”

“You spoil me, missy.” He smiled down at her and winked. “Not that I’m complaining, mind you. Let me know if you need me to set up any more tables or anything.”

“I will.”

She headed into the restroom. One look in the mirror had her wanting to bang her head on the wall. “Well, aren’t you just lovely?”

Not only did she still have the remnants of the paint streak smeared across her cheek, but her hair was an unruly mess. She looked as if she’d just rolled out of bed and hadn’t even bothered to brush her hair before leaving home. Sigh. And here she thought Tino’s smile had been flirtatious. Now she suspected he’d been having a hard time holding back his laughter. All things considered, she couldn’t even bring herself to blame him.

After soaking a paper towel with water and soap, she scrubbed the rest of the paint off her face. It was tempting to put on a bit of makeup, but she settled for just a touch of lipstick. Next, she tackled her hair, dragging a brush through it before quickly braiding it. As usual, a few strands still escaped to frame her face with soft curls. She’d spent years trying without success to tame her hair. It was as good as it was going to get.

Regardless, she had better things to do than primp in front of a mirror all day. It was almost time to serve lunch. They had plenty of volunteers to help with that task, so it wasn’t imperative that she show up. However, passing out pizza was the one chance she had to personally thank everyone who had shown up to help today. The foundation might be footing the bill for the project, but the volunteers made it happen. She liked letting each of them know that their efforts were appreciated.

She headed down the hall and grabbed an apron. The kitchen was already bustling with activity. She automatically sought out Rosalie Earle in the crowd. The older woman ran the kitchen like a benevolent drill sergeant, marshaling her forces to operate with amazing efficiency. The kitchen had been one of the first areas to be renovated in the building. Instead of the bunch of mismatched appliances that had been hopelessly out of date, the place was now filled with gleaming stainless steel counters and a commercial-grade refrigerator, cooktop, and dishwasher. She was rather proud of what they’d accomplished in what would be the heart of the community center.

She wove her way through the others in the kitchen to reach Rosalie. “I’m here. Put me to work.”

Rosalie held up a finger to acknowledge that she’d heard her. Natalie hadn’t realized she was talking on the phone and stepped back to afford the other woman some privacy. A few seconds later, Rosalie ended her call.

“Sorry about that, but I’ve been reaching out to other restaurants in the area where we might be able to order food for future work parties. I think it’s important to spread our purchases around the neighborhood.”

“Good idea. I’m sure they would all appreciate the business.”

Natalie pulled on a pair of disposable gloves. “Is everything set for lunch?”

Rosalie nodded. “We should be ready to go at the stroke of twelve. I’m assuming you want to serve the pizza again, so I’ve saved that spot for you.”

“That’s great. By the way, I promised Clarence I’d set aside a couple of the brownies for him. Where can I stash them?”

Her friend rolled her eyes. “He can come get his own brownies if he wants some that bad.”

But even as she spoke, Rosalie grabbed a small paper plate and stalked over to the counter where the desserts had been set out. She picked out three of the brownies, two of the chocolate chip cookies, and a lemon bar. After covering the goodies with plastic, she wrote Clarence’s name on a sticky note and stuck it on top.

Natalie hid a smile. Rosalie and Clarence circled each other like a pair of feral cats trying to establish their territories. Natalie suspected that there was more to it than that. Like maybe they were both fighting a strong attraction that neither of them was ready to acknowledge. She knew for certain that Clarence was a widower and Rosalie was divorced, so there was nothing keeping them apart except for sheer stubbornness. It was tempting to play matchmaker, but she didn’t want to risk her own friendship with each of them if things didn’t work out.

One of the other women called out, “Heads up, everybody. The hungry mob has arrived.”

Natalie took her usual spot at the head of the line and opened the first three boxes of pizza. They always ordered an equal number of pepperoni, cheese, and vegetarian pizzas. It would be interesting to see which one Tino would ask for. She was betting a big guy like him would go for the pepperoni, the only one with meat on it. She spotted him making his way toward her as the line snaked forward.

He noticed her looking at him and nodded with a smile. She smiled back. At the same time, she had to fight to keep from checking her hair to make sure it was behaving itself. When his tray was finally in front her, she asked, “What kind of pizza do you want, and how many slices? We always order more than we need, so don’t hesitate to take as much as you like.”

He studied the selections. “In that case, I’ll have two pieces of the veggie.”

Okay, so she would’ve lost that bet. She dished up two of the bigger slices and handed him the plate. “There you go, and thanks again for volunteering today, not to mention the lesson in repairing drywall.”

“Anytime. Let me know if there are any other skills you’d like me to demonstrate.”

One problem with having such fair skin was that she blushed too easily. Right now, she suspected her cheeks were bright red, because the skills that came to mind had nothing to do with fixing up the community center. He knew it, too, because he winked at her as he continued down the line toward the salad bar.

“He’s new, isn’t he?”

Natalie glanced over her shoulder at Rosalie. “Yep, it’s his first day here. I’m hoping he comes back. He’s definitely got the kind of skills I covet.”

When her friend started laughing, Natalie replayed what she’d just said. Once again, she wanted to bang her head on something. “Lady, you have a wicked mind. The man knows basic carpentry, plumbing, and stuff.”

Rosalie patted her on the shoulder. “You just keep telling yourself that’s all you’re interested in if it makes you feel better. I might be old enough to be that man’s mother, but I’m not blind to his particular…skill set.”

Normally, Natalie loved Rosalie’s husky laugh, but not at this particular moment. For one thing, she was pretty sure she was blushing again, not to mention Tino had just glanced back in her direction. Had he figured out that he’d been their topic of discussion? From the small grin tugging at the corners of his mouth, she suspected the answer was yes.

To make matters worse, she’d fallen behind in her duties. Time to get her head back in the game. She turned her attention to the next person in line. “Thanks so much for coming today! What kind of pizza would you like?”

—

Tino had a call to make. As he waited for his brother to answer, he guarded the empty spot next to him and kept an eye on Natalie Kennigan. The long line of volunteers was finally winding down, and he wanted to see if she would make good on her promise to join him for lunch. When he’d glanced back at her while he’d still been filling his tray, she’d looked almost guilty, like maybe he’d caught her and her friend talking about him. If so, he wondered what they’d said. Something interesting, for sure, considering the way she blushed.

He realized he’d missed hearing his brother answer. “Tino, I’m guessing you called me for some reason other than so I could hear you breathe in my ear. Because, I’m telling you straight up, that’s kind of creepy.”

“Stuff it, Jack.”

His brother laughed, something he seemed to do a lot more lately. Tino tried not to envy his brother’s newfound happiness with his wife and adopted teenage son, but it was hard. Once again his gaze wandered over toward Natalie, the reason he’d called his brother in the first place.

“I wanted to let you know that I’m not going to make it today. Something’s come up.”

There was a second or two of silence before his brother responded. “Is everything okay? I thought you were putting in a couple of hours of volunteer work at that community center just to keep Mom off your back.”

“Yeah, I was. It’s turned out to be more complicated than I thought.”

More silence. “Any chance the complication is female and attractive?”

No way was he going there, not with Jack’s tendency to give him grief every chance he got. “They don’t have anyone else here today who can do a decent job patching the walls. I’d like to finish what I’ve started. If I get the drywall taped and mudded, next week they can finish painting the gym.”

“Need a helping hand? Ricky and I could be there in twenty minutes.”

Oh, hell no. Considering Jack now ran their family’s construction company, he definitely had the necessary skills. What he didn’t have was the ability to keep his nose out of Tino’s business.

“No, I don’t want to take you away from Caitlyn and the kid on your day off. I can handle it.”

“Okay, if you’re sure. Ricky will be disappointed that you’re not coming over. He mentioned something about kicking your ass at that new video game you got him. He’s been practicing.”

“Tell him I also bought a copy for myself, and my avatar will eat his for breakfast. Apologize to Caitlyn for me for ducking out on dinner.”

“Not a problem, little brother. See you on Monday.”

Tino bit back the urge to remind Jack, yet again, that there was only a four-month difference in their ages. “I’ll be ready.”

Jack did the bulk of the work in the family business, but Tino helped out whenever his brother needed an extra set of hands. He’d also taken on all the paperwork that their mother had done when their late father had run the business. As always, a sense of loss washed over Tino when he thought about the man who had been his anchor in this world. Joe Lukash’s sudden death had left a big hole in all their lives.

“Is that seat for me?”

How had he missed seeing Natalie approach? He lowered the phone long enough to say, “It sure is.”

Time to hang up. “Look, I’ve got to go. I’ll see you on Monday.”

“Sounds good.” There was another pause. “And, Tino, if she’s the reason you’re bailing on us, I’m all for it.”

Not about to encourage his brother’s matchmaking efforts, Tino kept his response to a simple goodbye, but he was pretty sure his brother was laughing when he hung up. No doubt he’d get the third degree on Monday, but he’d deal with it then.

Meanwhile, he shoved the phone back in his pocket and scooted his chair over a little to give Natalie more room to maneuver. She put her tray down next to his and sat down with a sigh. “Boy, it feels good to get off my feet for a few minutes. I’ve been on the run since about five thirty this morning.”

“How long have you been working on this particular project?”

“About a year and a half now.” She popped the top on her drink and took a quick sip. “That’s including the planning stages, though. The actual work started about three months ago when we had a professional contractor gut the kitchen and rebuild it pretty much from the ground up. After that, the entire place was wired for Wi-Fi and the phone system upgraded. Next up is the computer lab. We plan to offer adult training classes at low cost as well as making the lab open to students in the area to use.”

Then she grimaced. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to go on and on about it.”

When was the last time he’d been that excited about anything? Maybe never. Rather than pursue that depressing thought, he told her, “Don’t apologize. I wouldn’t have asked if I wasn’t interested. I will say that you were smart to let the pros take on the hard stuff. It might cost more to begin with, but at least you know it’s all being done right.”

Natalie glanced around the room. “I really appreciate everyone’s willingness to pitch in and help, but there are limits to what can be done with volunteer labor.”

Her dimples made an appearance. “But enough about me. So, how about you, Tino? What do you do when you’re not saving damsels from marauding buckets of paint?”

He had just taken a big bite of pizza, which gave him a few seconds to decide how much he wanted to share. “Well, up until recently, I was in the army.”

Before she could ask for details, he added, “I served in the military police with multiple tours in the Middle East.”

Maybe she sensed he really didn’t want to elaborate, because she changed the subject. “I don’t know about you, but I want to hit the dessert table before all the good stuff is gone. A lot of it is homemade.”

As they stood up, he asked, “Did you make any of it?”

One of the women sitting on his other side immediately snickered. “I hope not.”

Even though Natalie joined in the resulting laughter, Tino winced. “Sorry, did I touch on a sore subject?”

Natalie’s smile didn’t fade at all. “Not at all. Even if I can’t bake as well as Rosalie, I have other talents.”

The other woman nodded in agreement. “That’s true enough. None of this would have gotten done without our Natalie riding herd on this project.”

“Now, Brenda, you’re going to have me blushing.” She turned her attention back to Tino. “I think my friend Rosalie is serving up a couple of her blackberry pies, which are to die for. I will not be happy if I don’t score a piece. I consider it my reward for working hard this morning.”

Then she charged off across the room, leaving Tino to follow in her wake. A piece of pie would be nice, but watching Natalie’s cute ass in those form-fitting jeans as she made a beeline straight for the dessert table was definitely a sweet reward all on its own.

He’d noticed she’d scrubbed that streak of paint off her cheek and also tried to tame her hair since he’d last seen her. That was too bad. He would like to see it loose and tumbling around her shoulders. Or better yet, spread out on his pillow. He caught himself flexing his fingers, imagining what it would be like to tangle them in her soft curls as the two of them got to know each other a whole lot better.

Natalie picked up two plates that held generous pieces of blackberry pie. As she handed one to him, she performed introductions. “Tino Gianelli, this is my friend, Rosalie Earle.”

“Nice to meet you, Ms. Earle.”

From the considering look her friend gave him, she must have picked up on the direction his thoughts had taken regarding Natalie. He smiled and did his best to look innocent. That had never worked well with his adoptive mother, and Tino suspected this woman had that same scary ability to see past the bullshit.

She glanced at Natalie and then back at him, her expression cautiously friendly. “You’re the new guy, the one with the impressive skill set that she was admiring earlier.”

He pretended not to notice Natalie’s reaction, although he suspected that Rosalie wasn’t talking about how well he could patch drywall. “This is my first time here, and Natalie has gone out of her way to make me feel welcome. I’m not sure whether it’s because I know how to patch drywall or because I let her play with one of my power tools.”

Rosalie’s eyes flashed wide and her laugh rang out across the room. “Well, you are a brave man.”

For some reason Tino felt compelled to defend Natalie. “She did great.”

“Well, you should’ve been here the time she—”

Natalie cut her friend off mid-sentence. “Rosalie, I warned him that there’d been an incident. Now, we need to eat our pie. It’s almost time to go back to work.”

Tino smiled at Rosalie again before following Natalie back to their seats. “I’m looking forward to trying your pie.”

As he walked away, Rosalie called after him. “I hope we see you again soon, Tino.”

He hadn’t made up his mind if he would come back. He’d enjoyed the experience more than he’d expected to, but since leaving the army, he hadn’t been in the mood to commit to anything further away than getting through the day at hand. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t mind spending a little more time with Natalie Kennigan. Of course, no one said hanging out here at the community center was the only way he could enjoy her company.

The other people were already drifting back to work, but Natalie seemed willing to linger a little longer over her pie. As soon as he sat down, she set down her fork and looked at him. “I will tell you all the sordid details about the unfortunate incident if you’d like. It appears my so-called friend is determined to bring up the subject.”

He took a bite of pie before answering. “Two things—first, you’re right about the pie. It’s delicious. Second, you don’t have to share the details, sordid or otherwise. I think a relationship should have a little mystery to it.”

Natalie tilted her head a little to one side and studied him. “So we’re going to have a relationship?”

“That depends.” He indulged himself with another bite of pie and the fun of leaving her hanging a little longer.

“On what?”

“On whether or not you want to go to dinner and a movie with me. Say, next Friday night.”

This time it was Natalie who used her friend’s dessert to buy herself a little time. Finally, she nodded. “I’ve already got another…obligation for Friday. But if you can make it Thursday night instead, you’ve got a deal.”

Did that obligation involve another man? It wasn’t as if he had any right to ask. “That works for me. Any preference where we go?”

Natalie’s blue eyes glittered, and her dimples played peek-a-boo as she finished the last bite of her pie. “Surprise me.”

A soldier, even an ex-soldier, knew what to do when given a mission. He considered the lay of the land, the objective to be achieved, the weapons he could bring to bear, and finally, the opponent he planned to engage. Oh, yeah, this was going to be fun.

“A surprise it is, then. I’ll pick you up at seven.”


Chapter 2

After finishing the drywall, Tino had hung around to install shelving in a storeroom off the gym. On the way out to his car, he’d stopped to watch a few kids from the neighborhood shoot hoops outside of the center. He couldn’t help but notice that the pole supporting the basket listed to the right and the net hung in tatters, even if neither of those things detracted from the intense competition between the rival teams. When the ball bounced off the backboard and came flying his way, he caught it with one hand, then made the shot from the sideline.

A couple of the players applauded while the ones on the other team made sure everyone knew the points didn’t count. The good-natured bickering left Tino grinning as he walked away. How many times over the years had he and his brothers squabbled over the rules like that? Too many to count. Then there had been all those pickup games on military bases scattered all over the world. Maybe the next time he got together with Jack and Ricky, he would see if they were up for a game.

When he got home, he was ready for a hot shower and a quick meal to restore his energy. It had been a productive day, but he was looking forward to some downtime.

His mother stepped out onto the front porch just as he got out of his car. “I didn’t expect you home so early. I thought you were going over to Jack’s for dinner.”

“There was a change in plans.” He popped the trunk to retrieve his toolbox. “The work at the community center took longer than I expected. I called Jack and let him know that I wouldn’t make it.”

“Sounds like they kept you plenty busy.”

“They did.” And because he knew his mother would be curious, he added, “They had me patching walls and putting up a bunch of shelves. I’m glad I brought more than just a hammer and a couple of screwdrivers with me.”

She looked pleased. “Have you eaten?”

“Not since lunch. I thought I’d take a quick shower and then scrounge up something.”

Not that there was much to eat in the three-car garage he now called home. His late father had turned it into an apartment for Tino and his two brothers back when they were seventeen years old. After graduating from high school, all three of them had enlisted in the military and used the annex as a place to crash whenever they came home on leave. It wasn’t fancy, but it would do until he figured out what he wanted to do next.

“You go get cleaned up and then come back over to the house. I’m sure I can put together a better meal for you than what you’ve planned. A bowl of cold cereal isn’t enough after the day you put in.”

She knew him so well. “Thanks, Mom. Give me about twenty minutes.”

“No rush. I’ll keep it hot for you.”

—

Tino ended up eating out on the back patio, taking advantage of the last bit of daylight. His mom came out to keep him company. As far as he could tell, she was adjusting to her new life as a widow as well as could be expected, but she got lonely rattling around in the house by herself. It was one reason he’d decided to move back into the annex rather than getting an apartment somewhere close by. Jack had done the same thing when he’d come home to take over the family business.

“So, do you think you’ll go back again next weekend?”

“Maybe.” He shrugged. “Probably. God knows they could use the help, especially someone who knows how to swing a hammer. A lot will depend on how much Jack needs me on the project he’s starting on Monday, that one where we’re finishing the client’s daylight basement. Evidently the guy started the work himself but needs us to pick up where he left off. We’re hoping to be done on Friday, but it could run over into Saturday. Regardless, Jack promised the homeowners that it would be done by next weekend. Apparently they’ve got company coming into town and will need us out from underfoot.”

His mother had something on her mind. Marlene had never been one to pull her punches. “I know Jack appreciates your help. Have you given any more thought to working full-time for the company? It’s as much yours as it is his.”

Tino owed her the respect of at least considering the idea. When her husband, Joe—Tino’s adoptive father—died, he’d left the family business equally to his three sons. Jack had been the only one in a position to take over at the time, and he now had a wife and son to support. Neither Tino nor their younger brother, Mikhail, had made any claims on the net income the business generated. For now, whenever Tino helped out on a job, Jack paid him by the hour. The same went for the few hours a week he spent doing the books for the company. Tino wouldn’t have taken even that much if his brother hadn’t insisted.

Tino and Marlene both knew that it wasn’t enough to keep him busy or to give his new life as a civilian any real purpose.

She gave him one of those looks that made it clear she could see right through to the heart of him. “Jack has more work than he can do on his own now. If you don’t step up to work full-time, he’ll need to hire someone.”

Again, something Tino already knew. Eventually he might want that, but right now he was happy to simply drift, taking each day as it came. The few occasions when he helped Jack or did the billing only filled his hours with busywork, but it was nothing he could envision doing for the rest of his life.

When he didn’t respond, his mother looked a bit worried—or maybe exasperated. “Well, it’s something to think about.”

“I will.”

Maybe, but more likely not.

At least she changed the subject. “What did you think of the people you met today?”

Now that was an interesting question. “They were all friendly and glad to have someone who could be assigned a job and left to his own devices to get it done. They even provided lunch for all the volunteers.”

“Does it seem like the people in charge of the project know what they’re doing?”

A tougher question to answer. “I met the project manager. I don’t know how much experience she has, but it’s obvious all the workers really like her.”

Including him, but that wasn’t because of her organizational skills. “For sure, she doesn’t hesitate to get right in there and work with everyone else.”

The memory of Natalie biting that sexy lower lip as she guided his saw along the lines he’d drawn had him smiling. Depending on how their date went on Thursday, maybe Saturday he’d let her try out his cordless drill.

His mother jarred him out of his happy daydream. “You didn’t mention her name.”

No, he hadn’t, but there was no reason to keep it a secret, even if he didn’t tell his mom that he already had a date with her. “Natalie Kennigan.”

The look on his mother’s face had Tino sitting up straighter. “What? Does that name mean something to you? Have you met her?”

Because he did not want to be dating one of his mother’s many acquaintances. She was very active in her church’s outreach programs and had become friends with people of all different ages in the process.

“I’ve never met her in person, but the local high school got a big technology grant from the same foundation. From what I’ve read in the paper, Natalie Kennigan is more than a project manager for the Waines Foundation. She took over running the whole thing when Cyrus Waines retired. He’s her grandfather.”

Tino’s good mood disappeared. Suddenly, that obligation Natalie mentioned took on a whole different meaning in his mind. No doubt it was some fancy shindig and involved hanging out with a bunch of people who made more in a year than he had in his entire military career. What was she doing accepting a date with the likes of him? And where the hell was he going to take her that wouldn’t feel like slumming for her? Maybe he should come up with an excuse to cancel, but that would be taking the coward’s way out.

“Is something wrong?”

He managed a reassuring smile. “No, everything is fine. I’m just trying to get my head around the idea that the woman I met has that kind of clout.”

“Why? What was she like?”

“She was right in the thick of things all day. She helped paint the walls in the gym, served pizza at lunch, and even helped with the cleanup when it was time for everyone to call it a day. No one seemed surprised by what she was doing, so it wasn’t like one of those photo ops you hear so much about.”

“Well, that’s nice to hear. Too many people think they can fix things just by throwing money at it. It takes boots on the ground to get the job done and have it mean anything.”

Tino realized that it had gotten dark while they were talking. “I hate to desert you, Mom, but it’s been a long day. I’m going to hit the gym and then turn in.”

“I’ll probably already be at church when you get up in the morning. Will you be around to eat dinner with me? I could cook a roast with all the fixings.”

“I would never turn down one of your dinners.” He stood up and stretched. “But if you don’t feel like cooking, I’d be happy to take my best girl out to eat. You can even pick the restaurant.”

Marlene gave him a quick hug. “I don’t mind cooking, but I wouldn’t mind trying that new barbecue restaurant your brother is always going on about.”

“Then it’s a date. Maybe I should call Jack and see if he, Caitlyn, and the kid want to meet us there.”

“That would be nice. It’s been awhile since we’ve all gotten together.”

“I’ll let you know what he says.”

“Sounds good.” She opened the back door but then turned back. “And for the record, son, I don’t mind being your date at a family dinner, but maybe you should be looking for a nice woman your own age to fill that role in your life.”

“Yes, Mother, I’ll get right on that.”

He managed not to roll his eyes, but just barely. She’d been saying the same thing to him and his brothers since they were all in their early twenties. Now that Jack was happily married, she’d stepped up her efforts on Tino and Mikhail.

She knew him well enough to know that he hadn’t really meant he’d start looking. “I’m serious, Tino. All Joe and I ever wanted was for all three of our boys to be happy.”

“I know that, Mom, but right now I have enough on my plate without trying to have a serious relationship with someone.”

He ignored the image of Natalie’s bright smile that flashed through his mind.

“As far as I can tell, you don’t have anything on your plate these days.” Marlene held up her hand to cut off his protest. “I know it takes awhile to adjust to civilian life after nearly ten years in the army, but it’s not like you to not have a plan in mind for what comes next. I’ll support whatever decision you make, but I hate seeing you floundering like this.”

Tino’s temper slipped loose. “I’ve only been home a few weeks, Mom. Before that, I spent most of my time serving in hell, so why don’t you cut me some slack?”

He stalked off into the darkness before he said something else he’d regret. At least he didn’t slam the door behind him as he took refuge in the annex. Maybe that workout he’d mentioned would take the edge off. For sure, it was tempting to chuck a few of the weights against the wall, but they’d only just repaired the damage his older brother had caused doing that exact thing.

After a few reps, he dropped the free weights back down on the rack and dug his cellphone out of his pocket. It would probably mean more if he apologized to his mother in person or at least with an actual phone call. Instead, he sent her a text that was short, if not sweet. Sorry. I’m an idiot. I love you.

His phone pinged within seconds. It was a testament to how well his mother knew him that she’d been waiting for his message. Her response had him smiling. I love you, too. And BTW, nobody gets to call my son an idiot, not even him.

He grinned. No one had ever defended him or his brothers more fiercely than she did. Message received. Good night, Mom.

Feeling better, he wrapped his hands and started punching the heavy bag as he lost himself in the familiar rhythm. He’d keep pounding until he’d burned up the last bit of his energy and all of his frustration. Tomorrow would be soon enough to decide what to do about Natalie Kennigan and those irresistible dimples of hers.

—

Natalie set her dinner of fruit, cheese, and crackers within easy reach and checked the temperature of the water before climbing into the tub. Perfect. Exactly the right amount of heat to soothe her aching muscles, especially when she turned on the jets to set the water swirling around her. After tossing in a double handful of her favorite bath salts, she leaned back against the curved edge and closed her eyes.

It had been a long day, but a good one. They’d made a lot more progress at the site than she’d expected. The sign-up sheet for next Saturday was pretty close to full, so she wouldn’t have to spend time during the week trying to drum up more volunteers. Tino’s name hadn’t been on the list, but she hadn’t wanted to push too hard. It could be that he already had plans for that day.

Maybe she shouldn’t have been so quick to accept his invitation to dinner and a movie, but she didn’t regret her decision. She loved her work at the foundation but needed something more in her life. Something fun. No, make that someone fun in her life.

She couldn’t remember when she’d laughed as much as she had with Tino Gianelli, especially considering how little time she’d actually spent in his company. Those killer brown eyes of his didn’t hurt either. He wore his dark hair on the short side, probably a habit left over from his time in the military. Even so, there was just a hint of wave in it. Nothing like her own corkscrew curls, though.

He was taller than most of the guys she’d dated, not that she had anything against tall men, per se. But at half an inch over five feet tall, she got tired of looking up at everyone. All things considered, she was willing to make an exception in Tino’s case. There was just something about him she liked. Maybe it was the way he hadn’t treated her like an empty-headed piece of arm candy like her ex-fiancé had sometimes done. Of course, she’d have to see if that was true when they were out on an actual date instead of a few stolen moments in the midst of a work party.

No doubt it was a girl thing, but she was already fretting about what to wear Thursday night. With her ex, she’d never had that problem, mainly because Benton had never once done anything unexpected. Not only had they grown up in the same social circles, their parents were close friends. Sometimes she thought the two of them had simply drifted into their engagement, because that was what had been expected of them, not just by their folks, but by their friends, as well.

Her decision to break up with Benton had sent shock waves rippling through their little world. Most of their friends had sided with him, offering Benton their sympathy and their support. From what she could tell, she was the only one who didn’t think her decision to end their engagement was a huge mistake. Too bad. Her only regret was that she’d waited so long.

But back to Thursday night. Maybe telling Tino to surprise her hadn’t been a smart idea.

What if she wore a dress and heels, and he showed up in jeans? Or the other way around? Either way, it could prove interesting.

Her cellphone chimed, signaling that her mother was calling. It was tempting to let it go to voicemail, but her mom would only keep trying.

Surrendering to the inevitable, she picked up the phone. “Hi, Mom. What’s up?”

“I wanted to remind you about Friday night.”

As if Natalie would’ve forgotten. Her mom had been talking about the event for weeks. They were all going to opening night at a local gallery, which would be showcasing an up-and-coming artist whose work her mother really admired. She would undoubtedly expect Natalie to use the foundation’s money to buy at least one painting as a show of support.

“I’ll be there. It starts at seven, right?”

“Yes, but you should get there early. We’ve been asked to be part of the receiving line to greet the other guests as they arrive.”

Great. Another evening of smiling until her face ached while she made endless small talk with people she barely knew.

“Who are you bringing as an escort?”

All right. Now she knew the real reason her mother had called. For a second, she considered asking Tino if he’d be interested in going with her. No, that wouldn’t be fair to him, especially when he barely even knew Natalie.

“I’m coming by myself. In fact, do you want the extra ticket back to give to someone else?”

Silence.

It was too much to hope that the call had been disconnected, accidentally or otherwise. No doubt her mother was busy regrouping, looking for another plan of attack to get Natalie to do what she wanted. That wasn’t going to happen, but the woman was nothing if not determined. It would be easy to resent her mother’s attempts to manipulate her if she didn’t know that her mother honestly just wanted Natalie to be happy.

The problem was that lately her mother’s idea of what would make Natalie happy wasn’t anywhere close to her own ideas on the subject.

Here it comes. Drumroll, please.

Sure enough, the next words out of her mother’s mouth were exactly what Natalie expected. “I’m sure Benton would be glad to act as your escort. His mother happened to mention the other day that he hasn’t shown any interest in dating since you gave his ring back.”

Meaning that it wasn’t too late for Natalie to come crawling back to him. So not happening. “Mom, sorry, but that ship has sailed. I won’t ask him when I have no interest in getting involved with him again. It wouldn’t be fair to either one of us.”

On impulse, she added, “Of course, I could always ask Grandpa Cyrus to come with me.”

Another long silence followed before her mother finally responded. “Come on, Natalie. We both know he wouldn’t enjoy himself.”

That was true enough. Her suggestion had been more along the lines of a bluff than a real threat. Her mother’s relationship with her father was often a bit problematic these days. Natalie waited to see what more her mother had to say. For now, the heavy silence was back again. Interesting how her mother could convey such disappointment without saying a word. Finally, she said, “I really hate how running the foundation eats up so much of your time. At your age, you should be out having fun.”

Natalie did have fun, just not the kind her mother would understand. Like when an attractive man gave her lessons in cutting out damaged drywall. Maybe she should admit that she was already seeing someone else, but it was too soon for that. No use in getting her mother’s hopes up—or her own—until she saw how the date went with Tino.

“Thanks for worrying about me, Mom. Tell Dad hi for me, and I’ll see you both at the gallery.”

In an attempt to end the call on a happier note, she added, “I’m really looking forward to viewing these paintings you’re so excited about.”

“You’ll love them. The colors are so vibrant. It’s as if she’s captured the movement of the flowers in the breeze. The first time I saw her work, it stole my breath away.”

Her enthusiasm rang true. One thing Natalie and her mother had in common was that they never went for half measures. If her mother truly loved a painting, she did everything she could do to help the artist succeed.

“Well, my dinner is ready, so I need to go. I’ll see you Friday. And it sounds like I should bring my checkbook.”

Her mom laughed. “You do that, Nat. I promise you won’t regret it.”

After hanging up, Natalie put the phone on mute. It was unlikely anyone else would call at this hour, but she didn’t want to take any chances. Right now, all she wanted to do was add more hot water to the tub, take her time eating her makeshift dinner, and think about Tino Gianelli’s brown eyes and wicked smile.

A nice ending to a long day.


Chapter 3

The sun was barely up on Monday morning, and Tino was not particularly happy about already being on the clock. At least Jack had already done a coffee run before picking him up in their father’s old truck. Their next stop was the building supply store to get the last few things they needed for the new job.

They rode in silence, giving Tino a chance to savor the coffee’s rich taste while he waited for the caffeine to kick in. He appreciated the fact that Jack was a man of few words, especially at this hour of the morning. Besides, they’d just had dinner together the evening before. There hadn’t been time for anything new to come up in the interim.

But evidently he was wrong about that. They hadn’t gone more than three blocks before Jack gave him a sideways glance, the kind that suggested he had something to say but wasn’t sure he should. It was too much to hope that he would listen to what his conscience was telling him.

“So, Mom said you had a good time helping out at the community center on Saturday.”

Well, crap. Where was he going to go with this? “It was okay.”

“Are you going to keep helping them out?”

Rather than answer the question directly, Tino countered with one of his own. “Did Mom put you up to this?”

Jack’s noncommittal grunt was answer enough. Damn it, couldn’t she just let it drop? He’d get his act together in due time. “I’ll tell you what I told her. I didn’t commit to going back next Saturday, because I knew you might need my help to finish up this job on time.”

Another grunt. “And if you didn’t have that as an excuse?”

Tino gave his brother the look he’d perfected during his years in the military police, the one that warned troublemakers to back off or there would be hell to pay. He should’ve known Jack would be immune. It was almost funny when they both let loose with identical sighs.

Almost.

“You know Mom worries. She means well.”

“I know that. And since Dad’s gone, she’s focusing all of her attention on us.” He took another sip of his coffee. “With you settled and married, I’m the only one handy for her to fuss over. Too bad Mikhail isn’t around to get his fair share of this stuff.”

An evil thought crossed his mind. “Hey, since he’s back stateside again, maybe I should spring for a plane ticket for Mom to go visit him. Say, for a month or so.”

Jack laughed. “Our baby brother would kick your ass for even suggesting such a thing.”

That was probably true, but Tino’s pride had him sneering. “He could try. He’d also kick yours for calling him baby brother all the time.”

“I calls them as I sees them. He is the youngest even if it’s only by a matter of months.” Jack signaled for a right turn and pulled into the supply store’s parking lot. “He’s also smart enough not to tangle with me. We both know how that would turn out.”

Yeah, they did. Jack was built like a tank. A fast-moving, no-holds-barred tank. One who was still talking. “On the other hand, you wouldn’t stand a chance against him. Do I need to remind you that he has about four inches in height and thirty pounds of pure muscle over you?”

No, he didn’t need a reminder. If Mikhail was the baby, Tino was the runt, at least by their family’s standards. At a shade under six one and weighing in at a solid one ninety-five, he wasn’t exactly small. Even so, he’d be hard put to win a fight against either of his brothers. That didn’t mean he’d go down easy. They might end up victorious, but they’d be bruised and bleeding in the process.

At least Jack dropped the discussion when they walked into the store. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t bring it all up again the first chance he got. It was obvious Tino needed to come up with some better answers if he wanted to have a little peace in his life. The trouble was he’d been asking himself the exact same questions since before he left the army behind. Whenever he tried to imagine what form his future should take, the picture refused to come into focus.

Tino grabbed a cart and let Jack lead the way. As he followed in his brother’s footsteps, his mind wandered down the same old frustrating paths. Who would have thought at age twenty-eight he’d still be wondering what he wanted to be when he grew up?

At this rate, in the not-too-distant future, he’d reach age twenty-nine and still be no closer to an answer. Yeah, he could take on a full-time role in the family business, but he couldn’t quite see himself swinging a hammer for the next forty years. Even if they built up the company enough to support Tino as well as Jack’s growing family, he didn’t enjoy working on his own like his brother did. With the types of jobs they took on, it would be unlikely that they’d ever need to run a crew of more than four or five employees.

One of the things Tino missed most about life in the army was being part of a team that worked toward a common goal. He wanted that feeling back but had yet to find it in the civilian world.

“Hey, watch it.”

Tino had been so lost in thought that he didn’t see Jack stop and rammed him with the cart. “Next time you might want to signal.”

Jack dropped several boxes of nails and screws into the cart and glared at Tino. “How about next time you keep your head out of your ass long enough to do what you’re supposed to? Damn it, Tino, that kind of inattention could get us both killed.”

Tino winced. Guess he wasn’t the only one who had trouble remembering their lives were different now. “That’s not likely to happen here in the hardware aisle, Jack. You do know that neither of us is in the army anymore.”

Jack closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. When he met Tino’s gaze again, his temper had faded as quickly as it had come. “You’re right. We’re not, and I do know that.”

He glanced at their surroundings and then tapped his forehead with a finger. “Most days I know that in here, but damned if a few bad memories don’t still sneak up on me when I least expect it.”

Tino sympathized, especially knowing the kind of missions Jack’s unit in the Special Forces had faced on a regular basis. The last one had ended Jack’s career when he shattered his knee on a night jump. “Yeah, well, I have a few of those moments myself. Last week, I almost swerved into oncoming traffic to avoid a cardboard box sitting on the side of the road.”

“Been there, done that.” Jack then took charge of the cart and marched down the aisle. “I want to pick up a new saw blade while we’re here.”

Evidently the moment for sharing had passed, which came as a relief. Both brothers knew the transition back to civilian life took time and that hitting a few speed bumps along the way was to be expected. That didn’t mean Tino wanted to stand there and broadcast their problems in public. Or in private, for that matter. Neither of them was much for the touchy-feely stuff. It was enough to know that his brother knew and understood the burden of memories they both carried.

As they walked along, he decided to throw Jack a few crumbs, something he could take back to their mother to show that he’d done his duty as the big brother. “I thought one of these days I might stop by the career center at one of the community colleges to see what kind of placement or aptitude testing they offer.”

Jack stopped to study the array of saw blades. “Think any of the online classes you’ve already taken will transfer?”

“I hope so, but I would guess it will depend on what program I’d be applying for. Regardless, I’ll probably start off with a few general education classes if I decide to enroll.”

“Mom would be happy to see at least one of her sons go to college.” Jack took one of the blades off the rack and added it to the other items in the cart. “In fact, Caitlyn suggested I should see if they offer classes on running a small business. For sure I’ll need to upgrade the software we’re using when I get to the point where I need to hire some permanent help.”

“So you’re planning on sticking with the business long term?”

Because none of the three brothers had been particularly happy when they’d found out at the reading of Joe’s will that he’d left them equal shares in the family business. As the only one of them already out of the military, Jack had reluctantly moved back home to finish up the remaining jobs that their father had already started. Neither Tino nor Mikhail had thought he’d keep the business going beyond that, despite knowing it would’ve disappointed their mother. Of course, no one—least of all Jack—had expected him to take in a foster son and then fall in love with the tutor he’d hired to help the kid get caught up with his school subjects.

In an incredibly short amount of time, Jack had formed a tight-knit family with Caitlyn and Ricky. They’d each been through some pretty tough times, but those experiences seemed to make them appreciate what they’d found together even more. Tino wouldn’t mind a little of that for himself.

Which had him thinking about a certain petite blonde again. After his conversation with his mother, he’d been tempted to look up Natalie’s name online to see what he could learn about her and her background. So far, he’d resisted the urge; it felt like that would be cheating. Maybe she had assumed he would’ve recognized her name and her connection to the Cyrus Waines Foundation. However, from watching her in action Saturday, he suspected that Natalie preferred to downplay all of that and be treated as just one of the gang rather than as the person with the big checkbook.

Jack nudged him with the front of the cart. “Earth to Tino, come in, please.”

Damn, how long had he been lost in his own little world this time? “Sorry. Did you want something?”

“Actually, I asked if there was anything you needed before we check out.” Jack gave him a considering look. “Now I’m wondering if your head’s in the game today enough for me to trust you to run power tools.”

Tino wanted to tell him to fuck off, but he couldn’t blame Jack for being concerned. Running an electric saw was no time to be thinking about anything—or anyone—else other than the job at hand. “I’ll be fine.”

Then he gave Jack a light tap on the arm. “But an extra shot of caffeine wouldn’t hurt, so what do you say to picking up a second round on the way?”

Naturally, his brother returned the punch with just enough interest to sting. Not that Tino would give in to the urge to rub the spot. “Fine, but you’re buying.”

No surprise there. “Of course. And because I’m feeling generous, I’ll throw in a couple of breakfast sandwiches.”

“It’s a deal.” Jack pulled out his credit card and handed it to the clerk. “And about Mom. How about I tell her that you are making plans, but you’d rather not talk about them until you’ve got all the details figured out?”

Not bad. That should reassure her long enough to buy him some breathing room. “Thanks. I owe you.”

Jack grinned. “So, does that mean you’re also buying lunch today?”

God, brothers were the biggest pains in the ass. His were, anyway. On the other hand, there was no one else he’d rather have at his back. After picking up their bags, he headed for the door. “I’ll buy, but I get to pick where we’re going.”

Another one of those love-you-brother punches was Jack’s only response.

—

Tuesday was always Natalie’s favorite day of the week. She might officially be in charge of the foundation these days, but that didn’t mean the man it was named after and who funded its coffers was no longer involved. No matter how busy her schedule was, she always set aside one morning a week to spend with her favorite relative.

As always, her grandfather’s housekeeper met Natalie in the foyer. “Good morning. How is the old grouch this morning? As charming as ever?”

Esther’s laugh echoed off the marble walls and floor in the foyer. “I’m pretty sure they left the word ‘charming’ out of your grandfather’s dictionary. He certainly has no idea of what it means. To answer your question, though, he’s been a real bear to be around for the past few days.”

Natalie grinned. “What set him off this time?”

“What didn’t?” Esther held up her fingers and counted off the world’s most recent transgressions. “His team lost. The stock market took a serious dip. I was three minutes late with his coffee. Oh, yes, and that blasted dog has been sneaking under the fence again. This time it dug up one of the rosebushes. The gardener was able to salvage it, but it will need time to recover. I’m talking about the bush, by the way, not the dog.”

That last event was probably the one that put her grandfather over the top. He and the neighbor’s beagle had been waging war for two years now. She would’ve worried more about the situation if Esther hadn’t let her in on a little secret a few months ago. Evidently Cyrus had her add salmon-jerky doggy treats to the shopping list on a regular basis. No wonder Digger kept sneaking over to visit if Cyrus was slipping him salmon when no one was looking.

Even if her employer had been on a real tear, Esther didn’t seem to be too worried about it. Esther Carlin had been Cyrus’s housekeeper for nearly twenty-five years now, which made her practically family. Natalie had no idea how much money the woman made for taking care of this enormous house and putting up with an irascible old coot. Regardless of the amount, it wasn’t enough.

“Well, I’d better go see what I can do to improve his mood.”

Esther gave Natalie one of her warm hugs. “He’s waiting for you out on the patio. I’ll be right out with the tea and scones. He wanted Earl Grey this morning, but I can fix you something else if you’d rather.”

“No, Earl Grey is fine.” Natalie headed for the patio. “Wish me luck. Sounds like I’ll need it.”

She found her grandfather sitting with his wheelchair facing due east and soaking up the early-morning sun. His eyes were closed, but that didn’t fool her into believing he was asleep. Sure enough, as soon as she kissed him on the cheek, his eyes popped open. Over the years, they had faded to a shade lighter blue than her own, but age had done little to disguise the sharp intelligence behind them.

“So, Granddaughter, what are you spending my money on now?” He turned his chair to face her a little more directly. “I trust you aren’t wasting it on any of those talentless artists your mother is so fond of these days.”

Natalie waited to answer until she was settled into the chair on the other side of the glass-topped table. “Sorry, Grandpa, but I might be. Friday, we’re all going to the opening night at a gallery that’s displaying the work of her latest find. Mom specifically told me to bring the checkbook.”

Cyrus pointed a knobby finger at her. “Don’t let her bully you into buying a damn thing unless you actually like the paintings.”

They’d had similar conversations in the past. “I won’t, but we both know Mom does have a real eye for up-and-coming talent. She thinks I might like this person’s work for my own home. Who knows? I could end up spending my money instead of yours.”

That didn’t make him much happier, but a lot of his grumpiness was for show. He might make a lot of noise when it came to his daughter’s interest in the arts, but he’d also spent a great deal of money over the years supporting her efforts.

He frowned even more. “If you think the paintings are a good investment, you can buy me one, too. I’m sure I can find a spot on a wall in some dark corner to hang it.”

She didn’t bother to hide her smile. “I will.”

Esther arrived with the tea and scones. She set a cup and saucer beside each of them along with a small glass of water for Cyrus. “Here you go. And, Boss Man, I put your pills on your plate. Don’t forget to take them.”

Cyrus gave his housekeeper a dark look. “Stop bossing me around. You might recall that I pay your salary.”

Natalie laughed when Esther shot back, “And bossing you around is how I earn it. Holler if you need anything else.”

After she disappeared back into the house, Cyrus shook his head. “Some days I don’t know why I put up with that woman. She always has to have the last word.”

“You do it because she’s one of the few people in your life who doesn’t take any guff from you. If Esther were the type you could walk all over, you would’ve fired her years ago.”

He didn’t bother to deny it. “While we’re on the subject, as trustee of my estate, you should know that I’ve provided for her. Stubborn woman refused the last raise I tried to give her. She told me to add whatever extra I was going to pay her to your budget at the foundation. How crazy is that?”

His tone belied his words. After glancing over his shoulder to make sure Esther wasn’t anywhere within hearing, he gave Natalie a wicked grin. “I’ve been setting aside money in a special investment account where she’s the named beneficiary since the day I hired her. It has done quite well over the years.”

No surprise there. Cyrus Waines had a real gift for making money. He’d come from nothing and was now one of the wealthiest men on the West Coast, which was saying something.

“Yep, the day I die, Esther will become a multimillionaire. My only regret is that I won’t be around to see how much that will piss her off.” His smile faded a bit. “Natalie, I know her. She’ll want to give most of it away or something else equally foolish. You won’t be able to stop her completely, but keep an eye on her for me.”

His blunt talk about dying always stabbed Natalie right in the heart, but he’d never been one to dance around the edges of tough subjects. “She’s family, Grandpa. I’ll make sure she’s taken care of.”

“That’s my girl. Now, let’s have some of the tea before it gets cold.”

For the next few minutes, the two of them soaked up some sun as they devoured the scones. They were delicious, but that came as no surprise. Baking was another of Esther’s many talents. When they’d finished off the last crumb, her grandfather poured them each some more tea. “So, young lady, how is the work coming along on the community center?”

“It’s right on schedule. As long as the volunteers keep showing up regularly, we might even finish earlier than expected.”

Cyrus looked pleased. “That’s good. It’s always hard to predict how things will go when you’re not paying people to do the work. Then there’s the problem of getting volunteers who know what they’re doing.”

“That’s true.”

She considered telling him about Tino but decided against it. She still didn’t know if he’d show up again. Maybe she’d ask him when she saw him on Thursday.

“That smile on your face is kind of interesting. Makes me wonder what you’re thinking about or if I should even ask.”

What the heck, why not share? “A new guy showed up to work on Saturday who definitely knew what he was doing. I’m hoping he’ll keep coming back.”

There was no reason not to tell him the rest. “He showed me how to use one of those fancy reciprocating saws. I cut out some damaged drywall.”

Her grandfather’s eyebrows shot up. “How did that go?”

“Just fine,” she said with no little pride. “Of course, all I had to do was follow the lines he’d drawn on the wall. Still, he said I did a good job.”

“Did he now?” Cyrus sipped his tea. “Does this brave man have a name?”

“He does.” Natalie hid a smile behind her teacup. When her grandfather glared at her for her non-answer, she added, “His name is Tino.”

“Tino what?”

She shook her finger at her grandfather. “Nope, I’m not going to tell you his full name. We both know you’ll either start digging into his background yourself or pay someone to do it like you do every time I start seeing someone new.”

He’d done that with the men she’d dated in the past, and she hadn’t appreciated it one bit. He’d claimed it was to make sure they weren’t simply after her money, but it made her feel as if he didn’t trust her judgment. On the other hand, maybe he was right to do so. After all, he’d been the only member of the family who hadn’t approved of her engagement to Benton.

“Well, that’s interesting.”

What was? Then she realized Cyrus was looking at her as if she’d just tossed him a special treat, his smile more than a little wolfish. Before she figured out what it was, he said, “I just asked what his name was. You’re the one who brought up the subject of dating him.”

She closed her eyes and sighed. Yep, she might as well have painted a target on herself—and maybe Tino, too. “Don’t tell Mom, but Tino and I are going out for dinner and a movie on Thursday evening.”

“And you don’t want your mother to know because…?”

“You know how she can be, Grandpa, especially if she doesn’t approve of my choice in men.”

His eyes narrowed. “What makes you think she won’t approve of this fellow?”

“Because he isn’t Benton.” Natalie let her disgust show. “She and Dad still think I’m making a mistake by not asking Benton to forgive me for breaking up with him. They think he’d be glad to take me back if I asked nicely enough. Yeah, like that’s ever going to happen.”

“What is it about that guy that they like so much? I swear, I doze off about thirty seconds after he starts talking.” Her grandfather gave a rough laugh. “Actually, he doesn’t talk. Benton pontificates.”

She shouldn’t laugh, but she couldn’t help herself. He was right about that. “Benton is nice enough, but he’s just not the guy for me. For one thing, he doesn’t understand why I’m putting all this effort and money into the community center. Our values don’t mesh at all, and I wish my folks would accept that and let me move on with my life.”

“If they give you any grief about it, let me know. I’ll straighten them out on the subject. But right now, I want to hear more about this Tino.” He held up a shaky hand. “And I’m not asking for his last name or anything that would let me do a background check on him. I’m just curious what you found so interesting about him. You’re usually more cautious about hooking up with men.”

That last part startled another laugh out of her. “Hooking up with men? Where on earth did you learn that expression?”

He huffed at her. “I watch television. Call it whatever you want, Natalie, but you know I’m right. When was the last time you agreed to go out with a man you’d known less than twenty-four hours?”

Darn it, he was right. They both knew she didn’t make impulsive decisions very often. “Would it make you happier if I went out with every guy I met?”

“Not at all. Like I said, I have to wonder what makes him so special.” Maybe Cyrus realized he was treading on a delicate subject, because he tried to lighten the conversation by adding, “Is he incredibly handsome like me?”

“No one is as handsome as you, Grandpa, but he comes close. Dark eyes, dark hair, and a nice smile. He’s a bit too tall, though.” He’d still have several inches in height over her even if she wore her highest heels.

“All of that’s superficial, little lady. We both know you’re not that shallow.”

Again, he was right. “To start with, he brought his own tools to the community center and put in a full day’s work. Can you even imagine Benton owning a hammer much less a reciprocating saw? The work we’re doing there is important, not just to me, but to the surrounding area. Even knowing that, Benton has never spent a single hour there helping out. I know it’s not his thing, but he could’ve made some effort.”

She pictured Tino in her mind as they’d shared pizza and pie. “But I think what really swayed me was that he listened when I talked. Really listened, you know, as if what I said really mattered to him. Rosalie liked him, too, and she’s a tough one to fool for very long. In that way, she reminds me of you.”

“Now you’re trying to butter me up.” Although he looked pleased with her assessment.

“So anyway, until I know if this relationship is going to go anywhere, I’d rather not involve the folks.”

Cyrus reached across the small table to pat her on the hand. “Which I’m guessing is why you didn’t mention taking him to that art gallery thing on Friday.”

Natalie grinned at him. “Actually, when Mom tried to convince me to ask Benton to be my plus-one, I threatened to bring you instead. That shut her right up.”

His answering laugh was a bit wheezy, but he clearly enjoyed her tactics. “I bet it did. You do know I would have gone if you needed me to.”

“I know, but luckily Mom didn’t realize I was bluffing. I would’ve caved before I asked you to dust off your tuxedo.”

“Thanks for that much.” He set his teacup aside. “I’ll keep your secret, but I’ll want a full report on how the date goes when I see you next week. If you find you really like this guy, I’ll want to meet him. For now, I need to take a nap, and you’ve got better things to do than entertain an old man.”

She came around to his side of the table to give him a careful hug, hating how frail he felt. “I know you don’t believe me, but our visits are always the high point of my week. I love you, Grandpa.”

“I love you, too, but you need to find a man your own age to fill that role in your life. I won’t be around forever, and I’d like to see you settled and happy before I go.”

“I’ll work on that.” She kissed his papery cheek. “I’ll let Esther know you’re ready to come inside. Be nice to her and scratch Digger’s ears for me the next time he comes to visit.”

“That dog’s a pain in the backside.”

“So are you, Grandpa, but that’s why I like you so much.”

He was still laughing when she disappeared inside the house.


Chapter 4

Tino checked the time and wanted to curse. If he didn’t get moving, he was going to be late. “I’m out of here.”

As soon as he made a move toward the door, his brother and nephew jumped in front of him to block his way. When he attempted to slide past them, they matched him step for step until he gave up and stood his ground.

“What do you clowns want now?”

Jack crossed his arms over his chest and tilted his head to the side as he gave Tino the once-over. “So, what do you think, Ricky? Is he pretty enough?”

The teenager circled around Tino, pausing long enough to brush some invisible piece of lint off the shoulder of his sports coat. “Considering what we had to work with, I say he looks as good as he’s going to.”

The kid laughed and ducked out of reach before Tino could retaliate. This was what he got for letting it slip that he was a bit nervous about tonight’s date. “Like I said, I’m out of here. You two can show yourselves out. Now.”

Jack planted those big feet of his and didn’t move. “Ricky, wait outside for me. I need to have a talk with Tino. I’ll be out in a minute.”

The teenager glared at his new dad. “Aw, come on, Jack. Why do I have to leave? Are you going to tell him to practice safe sex or something? It’s not like I don’t know about that stuff. Besides, I’m guessing Tino is smart enough to figure it out for himself.”

Tino choked back a laugh. “Thanks for that, kid…I think.”

The really funny part was the fact that his brother looked as if he was about to have a stroke. Most parents got to watch their children grow from zygote to teenager gradually, which gave them time to get used to each new stage in a kid’s life. Jack and his wife had skipped all those early steps by adopting a full-blown teenager, attitude and all, to start their family. All of them were crazy about Ricky; that didn’t mean it was always easy to know the best way to deal with him.

Jack drew a deep breath, looking as if he was praying for patience. “Please go wait in the car, kid. I’ll be out in a minute.”

Ricky gave in, but not without another parting shot. “Tino, whatever advice he gives you, take it with a grain of salt. The man has the social skills of a gorilla.”

Then he took off running and laughing like a hyena. Tino would’ve said he didn’t envy Jack and the challenges he faced as a new husband and father, but that would’ve been a lie. “So whatever bullshit you have to say, make it quick. I really do need to get going.”

Jack’s expression took on a hard edge as he stared at Tino, giving him a long look from head to toe and back up again. “I’m thinking the fact that Natalie comes from big money is messing with your mind, but screw that. She agreed to go out with you, so you must have done something right. Rather than take her to some fancy place and that art film you picked out, go where you’ll be comfortable. You know, someplace where you can be yourself.”

Just what Tino needed—a reason to second-guess the plans he’d made. “Damn it, Jack, when did you turn out to be such a mother hen? From what I heard about your first date with Caitlyn, you took her to that expensive seafood restaurant Mom recommended and then out to a club to go dancing. How is what I’ve got planned any different than that?”

“It just is.” Jack was nothing if not stubborn. “For one thing, I actually like dancing, and you hate subtitles. That should tell you something.”

Maybe it did, but Tino wasn’t going to admit it. “I want to show her a good time. Now, you’d better get back out to your SUV before the kid takes off with it. Besides, it’s a school night. Doesn’t he have homework to do or something?”

“He already finished it. That was part of the deal if he got to come with me.”

Jack finally started toward the door, and Tino followed right behind him. “How’s he doing in school?”

Ricky had been living on the streets when Jack found him, so the kid had had some catching up to do. Jack’s chest puffed up with pride. “On his mid-term grades, he got a B-plus in English and an A in everything else.”

Tino’s own feelings on the subject echoed Jack’s. “I should probably tell you that I bet the kid he couldn’t earn an A average for the semester just so he’d have to prove me wrong. Sounds like I’m going to have to pay off on it.”

His brother rounded on him again. “And what did I say about bribing the kid? He’s supposed to want to earn good grades on his own. Self-motivation is an important life skill. Dad always told us that.”

Tino was precariously balanced on the slippery edge of the high ground and knew it. “It wasn’t a bribe. It was a bet.”

Jack snorted. “I want to be there when you explain the difference between the two to Caitlyn. Or, better yet, Mom.”

It was hard to know which of those prospects was the scarier thought. Before getting in the car, he made one last attempt to save his own hide. “I don’t suppose you might consider keeping this just between the three of us—you, me, and the kid.”

“As if, little brother. Have fun tonight.” Jack cruised on past him. “And in the wise words of your nephew, safe sex and all of that.”

“As I recall, he also said I’m smart enough to figure it out for myself.”

Which was why he’d stuck a couple of packets in the inside pocket of his sports coat. He didn’t expect to need them, not tonight anyway, but a man could always hope.

—

Natalie smiled at the maître d’ who hurried to greet her as Tino ushered her into the restaurant.

“Miss Kennigan, so glad to see you again.” He looked past her. “I apologize, but I didn’t see that your family had reservations for this evening. I’ll have your usual table prepared immediately.”

Although she didn’t frequent the restaurant all that often, her parents did. “No need to apologize, Henri, and no need to give us their table. I’m not here with my parents.”

Tino moved up beside her. “Actually, the reservation is under my name—Tino Gianelli. Table for two at seven thirty.”

It was obvious that Henri had years upon years of handling awkward situations. He didn’t miss a beat when he turned his smile in Tino’s direction. “Yes, of course, Mr. Gianelli. If you will wait here briefly, I will check to see if your table is ready.”

He bowed slightly and disappeared back into the restaurant, obviously scurrying to find a better spot to put them. Her parents always got the same table by the back window, which offered a lovely view of Puget Sound. It was too much to hope that Tino hadn’t picked up on what was happening, but he was staring in the direction Henri had gone.

“So your folks have a regular table here.”

It wasn’t really a question, but she answered anyway. “Yeah, they do. My father proposed to my mother here back when they were in college. It’s been ‘their place’ ever since.”

“Would you rather go somewhere else?”

She would’ve been happy with any restaurant he’d chosen. However, she suspected he’d figured out exactly who she was and had tried to pick the kind of place she was used to frequenting. “Seriously, this is fine. The food here is wonderful and the desserts even better, so make sure you save room.”

Henri was already back. “This way, please.”

He led them past the main dining room and into one of the smaller ones located in the back of the restaurant. Thankfully, it wasn’t the one where her family usually sat. She was grateful for that much.

“What a lovely view, Henri. I don’t believe I’ve ever been in this part of the restaurant before.”

Her compliment clearly pleased him. “I’m glad you like it. I save it for my most special customers.”

Yeah, right. She didn’t call him on the small lie, though. He held her chair for her while Tino seated himself on the opposite side of the table.

“Your waiter will be with you shortly.” He turned his attention to Tino. “Shall I have the wine steward assist you with making a choice from our list this evening?”

“That won’t be necessary.” Tino gave the wine list a cursory glance and then smiled at Natalie before continuing. “If you’ll trust my judgment, I thought we might start with one I recently discovered and really like.”

“That sounds perfect to me.”

He glanced up at Henri and requested a selection from a well-known local winery, one that happened to be one of her favorites. “Great choice, Tino. I’ve enjoyed several of their wines, but I haven’t tried that specific one. I can’t wait to try it.”

Henri beamed his approval. “You have excellent taste, Mr. Gianelli. It will be along shortly. And might I recommend the halibut tonight? The chef has created a new sauce that is fabulous, and that particular wine will be a perfect match for it.”

They turned their attention to the menus as soon as he walked away. It would be interesting to see what Tino ordered. Evidently it didn’t take him long to make up his mind, because he quickly closed the menu and set it aside. She continued to study hers although she’d already decided to try the halibut. As long as she pretended to find the menu fascinating, she didn’t have to come up with a topic of conversation.

It wasn’t as if she knew Tino well enough to know what his interests were, and it was doubtful he knew any more about her. Well, other than what he might have found online if he’d bothered to look. Most of that was just hype about the various charity events she’d attended for the sake of the foundation. Fortunately, the waiter appeared at the side of their table ready to take their orders, which provided a handy distraction.

She closed the menu and set it aside. “I’ll have the roasted beet salad to begin with and then the halibut Henri recommended. It sounds delicious.”

After surrendering his menu, Tino said, “I’ll have the halibut, too, but with the Caesar salad.”

The waiter made a few quick notes. “Would either of you like an appetizer?”

“I saw they have crab cakes. Want to split an order, Natalie?”

Another one of her favorites. “I’d love to.”

When they were alone again, she glanced out the window, desperately trying to think of something to say. “The view is gorgeous from here. I love watching all the boats out on Puget Sound.”

Tino turned his attention in that direction. “I do, too. Have you done much sailing?”

“My folks never owned a boat, but I’ve been out a few times with some family friends. I enjoyed it for the length of an afternoon, but that’s about it. I’m just as happy to ride on the ferries, especially the one that goes out to Friday Harbor. When I was in college, I’d ride it out and back while I studied for finals. How about you?”

“My dad used to take me and my brothers fishing out on the Sound with an old army buddy of his. That was back when we were still in high school. Since the three of us enlisted in the military, we’ve rarely been in the same hemisphere much less the same time zone.”

As he continued to stare out the window, she took the opportunity to study the man sitting across from her. It was easy to picture Tino in a uniform. Something about those broad shoulders and the way he carried himself, not to mention the way his eyes periodically scanned their surroundings as if watching for something. She found herself wanting to glance back over her shoulder to see what was there. What was he expecting to see?

“Were you all in the army?”

“Dad was in for twenty years, and my older brother, Jack, was in Special Forces until he screwed up his knee on his last mission. Our younger brother is a marine.”

He shook his head in what was obviously mock disgust. “I don’t know what he was thinking by enlisting in the Marine Corps, but we’ve forgiven him—well, almost. Jack is of the opinion that the idiot didn’t read the sign on the door and walked through the wrong one. No doubt those jarheads took one look at our baby brother and had him signed, sealed, and delivered before Mikhail knew what had hit him. It’s sad, really.”

She laughed. “Sounds like the three of you are really close. I’m an only child. Being the sole focus of both my parents’ attention made it hard to get away with anything. It must have been a blessing to have a pair of brothers to take some of the heat.”

“Yeah, it was. They’re both a royal pain in the ass, for sure, but I wouldn’t trade my brothers for anything. Just don’t tell them that. I’d never hear the end of it.”

“Your secret is safe with me.”

Their appetizer arrived, which changed the focus of their conversation from family to food, a much safer topic as far as she was concerned.

“So while you were stationed overseas, did you find a particular cuisine that you especially liked?”

“You mean besides what they served in the mess? I was especially fond of a couple of the MREs they gave us when we were out on patrol. You’ve probably heard about those. They’re the meals served in a foil pouch. As it turns out, blowing dust and sand added just the right touch of spice to packaged beef stew.”

She stared down at the crab cake and set her fork back down. “Okay, now I’m feeling guilty about eating this.”

The faint laugh lines around Tino’s eyes deepened. “Sorry, don’t let my rotten sense of humor ruin a good dinner for you. Besides, I’m just jerking your chain a bit. Some of the MREs really are pretty good, and army cooks do a heck of a job even under tough circumstances.”

He set his own fork down. “But to answer your question for real this time, I was stationed in Italy for a short time. Every city had its own cuisine, and it was all good.”

Finally, a bit of common ground. “I love it, too! My folks took me there right after I graduated from high school. I visited a lot of interesting places, but the wonderful food is what I remember the most.”

Tino topped off his wineglass and then hers. “Do you enjoy traveling?”

“Some. I spent a semester abroad in England and liked that, but I guess I’m really more of a homebody.” She finished the last bite of her crab cake. “How about you? Did you get to see the sights when you were deployed?”

As soon as she asked the question, she wished she hadn’t. “Sorry, Tino, that was thoughtless of me. You weren’t exactly on a pleasure cruise.”

He set his plate to the side. “No need to apologize. I was in the army for close to ten years, and not all of it was in combat situations. When I was stationed in Italy, I did use some of my leave time to visit other parts of Europe. I also spent some time in Japan. When I was stationed stateside, I found it interesting to see how other folks live even here in our own country.”

She couldn’t imagine the life he’d lived, such a far cry from anything she’d ever known. “Considering your dad was in the army, you must have also bounced around a lot as a kid, too.”

“Yeah, I did.”

As he spoke, an odd look flashed across Tino’s face. It was gone too quickly for her to make sense of it, but maybe she’d only imagined it. “Did you always plan to come back to this area when you got out?”

“Pretty much. Except for my younger brother, my family is all here. And he comes home on leave whenever he can.” Tino took a long sip of his drink before continuing. “Unfortunately, my father passed away last year, which was the deciding factor on whether or not I reenlisted. I wanted to be close by for my mother’s sake. None of us wanted her to be left alone while we stayed scattered all over the world.”

Interesting. Natalie’s father took great pride in tracing his family’s history back to the Revolutionary War, but he never talked about any of his relatives with the same degree of warmth she heard in Tino’s voice when he mentioned his brothers and mother. “You’re a nice man, Tino Gianelli.”

Did ex-soldiers blush easily? Because right now his cheeks looked a bit flushed even though his olive complexion made it hard to tell for sure. “I’m glad you think so, but I’m pretty sure my brothers would both take great delight in proving you wrong on that point. They could tell you stories that would curl your hair.”

Then he gave her unruly locks a pointed look. “Wait a minute. You haven’t already been talking to them, have you?”

She’d always had a love-hate relationship with her hair, but she couldn’t remember anyone ever teasing her about it with such genuine good humor. Twirling a strand around her forefinger, she gave him a smug look. “I’ll never tell. On the other hand, maybe talking to them would have the opposite effect on me and actually straighten my hair. If I thought that would actually work, I’d be hunting down your brothers even as we speak. Where did you say they live?”

“I didn’t. Besides, I like your hair just fine the way it is.”

Normally, she would have doubted that. God knows, Benton used to hint that there had to be something she could do to tone down her curls, but the sudden spark of heat in Tino’s eyes made her think he might just mean what he said. A slow flutter of awareness danced along her nerve endings. What would it feel like to have his fingers tangle in her hair as he kissed her senseless? With luck, she might just find out before he took her home.

Whoops, she got caught lusting. Tino met her gaze head-on. “Keep looking at me like that, and we might not make it to that movie after all.”

Her eyes flared wide as his deep voice washed over her. She had the strangest feeling that he’d reached across the table to caress her skin with the lightest of touches. The sensation left her aching in certain places and hungry for more of the same.

Once again fate in the form of their waiter intervened. She wasn’t sure if she was relieved or disappointed. “Here are your salads. Would either of you like freshly grated cheese or cracked pepper?”

She said yes to the cheese and no to the pepper; Tino asked for both. While the waiter took care of their requests, she decided she was glad for the distraction he provided. Just as she and her grandfather had discussed, she wasn’t given to impulsive behavior. Even so, she was pretty sure Tino’s picture was now next to the word “temptation” in her own personal dictionary.

And that thought added its own special spice to the meal they were sharing.

—

In the end, they lingered over dinner until it was too late to make the last showing of the film Tino had picked out. He was just as glad. Jack had been right about him hating subtitles, not that he would have admitted that to either his brother or Natalie. If it turned out that she had a thing for foreign films, he’d adjust somehow.

After the huge meal they’d eaten, wandering along the waterfront held more appeal. Walking hand in hand, they strolled along the sidewalk and watched the waves roll in on the beach below. Tino smiled down at Natalie. “You were right about the desserts, by the way. That lemon torte was amazing. I almost couldn’t finish it, but it would have been a crime to let something that good go to waste.”

“Maybe I’ll try it the next time.” Then she laughed. “Who am I kidding? I’ve never been able to resist the chocolate bread pudding.”

Time to step out on a limb. “That looked good, too. Maybe we can order one of each next time and share.”

“We could, but I’m not sure I could bring myself to share the chocolate.” She gave him a considering look. “Well, since it’s you, I might be able to spare a bite or two. Little ones, though.”

Okay, then. At least she wasn’t slamming the door on any future dates. That pleased him far more than it probably should. “Fair enough. Little bites of lemon for little bites of chocolate.”

She looked at him in mock disgust. “But you said you’d split your torte with me. Half your torte for two bites of my chocolate.”

When was the last time he’d laughed so much on a date? Maybe never. “Lady, you drive a hard bargain, but it’s a deal.”

He realized she was shivering a bit from the chill of the night air. She’d put on a lacy sweater when they left the restaurant, but it clearly wasn’t doing the job. He let go of her hand long enough to shrug off his sports coat and draped it over her shoulders.

“Is that better?”

She tugged the collar closer to her neck, clearly glad for the extra warmth it offered. “Yes, but don’t you need it?”

“I’m fine for now. Besides, we should probably head back to the car pretty soon if I’m going to get you home at a reasonable hour.”

Not that he wanted to take her home at all. Well, unless she invited him in, but he suspected that wasn’t going to happen. As disappointing as that might be, he wouldn’t rush either of them into something they weren’t ready for.

They stopped by a low wall to look out toward the water. A thick blanket of fog had rolled in from across the Sound, and the deep rumble of the foghorns on the ferries echoed across the water. He casually put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her closer. “I’ve always loved that sound.”

Natalie leaned her head against the side of his chest. “Me, too. I don’t like driving in the fog, but I was out on the ferry once when it was really thick. It was as if the rest of the world had disappeared. For that moment, nothing existed other than the boat and its passengers. Then all of a sudden, the lights of the ferry dock appeared out of nowhere. I tried to snap a few pictures, but they didn’t do the moment justice.”

“The same thing seems to be happening right now.”

She looked around. “You’re right. We can’t even see the restaurant from here now.”

Which meant he was alone with a beautiful woman, the fog cocooning them from the rest of the world.

“I know we need to be leaving, but there’s one more thing I want to do before we go.”

“What’s that?”

She asked the question, but the fact that she was staring wide-eyed at his mouth meant she already knew the answer and didn’t mind. “I’m going to kiss you. If you don’t want that to happen, you’d better speak up. Otherwise, brace yourself.”

Natalie laughed and immediately put her hands firmly on his waist. “Okay, I’m ready.”

He liked that she went along with the playful, no-pressure tone he’d hoped to set for this first kiss. In fact, he liked everything about her, another reason to keep things light on this first date. It was important not to scare her off by coming on too strong.

Going slow and savoring the moment, he brushed his lips across hers. She smiled and patiently waited for him to get down to business. Instead, he took another slow-motion trip from one corner of her mouth to the other. She moaned and rose higher on her toes, the movement bringing the two of them into closer contact. Her breasts settled against his chest and seriously undermined his self-control. Damn, he’d give anything to get his hands on those plump curves, to learn their weight and shape and, beyond that, their sweet taste on his tongue.

Rather than give in to that urge, he firmly anchored his hands right where her waist flared out to her hips as he deepened the kiss. When he teased her lips with the tip of his tongue, they immediately parted, opening to offer him a warm, wet welcome. She tasted like heaven—a mix of the wine they’d had with dessert, a hint of chocolate, and a whole lot like sweet, sweet woman.

Their tongues came together in a dark rhythm where they each took turns leading in the dance. Her fingers slowly worked their way up the front of his chest to find his shoulders. There, they dug in, pulling him down to her level and pushing him closer to the precipice. Despite his own resolve, his hands had somehow found their way to cup her bottom, the fit perfect. He cursed the layers of clothing between them that prevented him from exploring the silk of her skin firsthand.

But standing out here on the sidewalk certainly wasn’t the place for that. The two of them might be alone for the moment, but there was no way of knowing how long that would last. They could always find someplace a helluva lot more private, but once again he reminded himself that it was too soon. He gently applied the brakes, slowing them down, banking the fires but still enjoying the heat from the coals. With luck, Natalie would taste his reluctance right along with his pleasure.

When they finally broke off the kiss completely, he briefly tucked her head against his chest, both of them breathing hard. He was at a total loss as to what to say next. Thank you wasn’t quite right, but neither was Can we go somewhere else and pick up where we just left off?

Thank goodness Natalie stepped up to bat. “I’m really glad you told me to brace myself. Otherwise, I’m not sure my legs would still be supporting me right now.”

Her grin and peek-a-boo dimples hit just the right notes, telling him she’d enjoyed the kiss but that it was also time to move on. He did his best to match her lighthearted response.

“Come on, Cinderella, let’s get you home. It will be the pumpkin hour before you know it.”

She slipped her hand into his as they made their way back to the restaurant parking lot, which was now deserted except for his car, another reminder of how late it had gotten. The drive back to her house was over all too soon. Tino accompanied Natalie up to her front door, each step of the way wishing like hell that he wasn’t just seconds from walking away alone. Not to mention hard and hurting.

Natalie dug out her keys. “Thank you again for the wonderful evening, Tino.”

“You are welcome. I had a great time.”

And they could have an even better one if she’d invite him in. Maybe she was a mind reader, because she brought the subject up herself. “It’s tempting to ask you if you’d like to come inside for…well, you know for what.”

She paused to bite her lower lip before continuing, frowning up at him, her pretty eyes worried. “Not to give you my entire history, but I recently broke off an engagement to a man I went with for several years. You’re not the first man I’ve gone out with since that happened, but you are the first man that I’ve considered inviting in.”

He took that for the compliment that it was and hushed her with a fingertip over her lips. “It’s enough to know you were tempted.”

Then he kissed her again, deliberately keeping this one more happy than hungry. “Get some rest. I’m guessing you probably have a long day ahead of you and then that obligation you already had scheduled for tomorrow night.”

Damn, he hadn’t meant to let that last part slip out. He had no right to ask what plans she had that precluded her from spending that time with him.

Once again, she answered the question he wouldn’t ask. “I have to go to a cocktail party at an art gallery that’s featuring a new artist whose work my mother really likes. To be honest, I’d just as soon give it a pass, especially when I have to be at the community center bright and early on Saturday, but I promised her.”

Tino brushed a lock of her hair back from her face. “The things we do for family.”

“So true.”

She unlocked her door and stepped inside. Tino hated even the thin barrier of the door coming between them. He needed to know for sure that she really did want to see him again, even if it was only because he knew how to patch drywall.

“Sorry about the cocktail party. Maybe it won’t be all that bad. I also meant to tell you that if everything goes as scheduled tomorrow, I should be able to lend a hand at the center on Saturday. That is, if you want me to come.”

To lighten the moment, he waggled his eyebrows and added, “I could bring some other power tools for you to try out.”

Natalie’s bright laughter rang out. “You sweet-talking man, I’ll be counting the minutes.”

“I’ll see you then.”

As he started back down the sidewalk, she called after him. “But for the record, Mr. Gianelli, I’d want you there even if you’d never picked up a hammer in your entire life. See you on Saturday.”

Okay, then. He’d be counting down the minutes, too. The only problem would be telling Jack that they had to finish up the job tomorrow come hell or high water. They should make it if they started early and stayed late. His brother would bitch and moan, but too damn bad. There was no way Tino was going to miss out on spending Saturday with Natalie even if he had to share her with all the other volunteers who showed up to help.

He was still smiling when he reached the annex and headed up the steps to his narrow bed. He might be sleeping alone, but he’d likely be enjoying some pretty hot dreams thanks to that amazing kiss down on the waterfront. Ones that featured him and a certain petite blonde with eyes the color of a summer sky and the kind of dimples guaranteed to drive a man crazy.


Chapter 5

Natalie checked her watch and knocked on the back door of the gallery. She’d arrived in time—barely. Her mother wouldn’t be happy about her skating in just under the wire, but there wasn’t much Natalie could do about it. She’d been ready in plenty of time, but then she’d gotten a panicky phone call from her assistant saying that there was a problem with the computers they’d ordered for the community center.

It had taken two more calls and a bit of determined begging to resolve the situation. The computers would be delivered as promised, which meant she didn’t have to reschedule the IT people who had volunteered to get them all installed over the weekend. It had been only one of several fires she’d had to put out during the day.

The bottom line was this cocktail party was the last place she wanted to be right now. At least it was her father who came to open the door. He frowned at her and pointed toward the clock on the wall.

“Sorry, Dad. I would’ve been here sooner, but some last-minute foundation business came up.”

“Well, at least you made it in time to be part of the receiving line. Your mother was getting pretty frantic.”

And they both knew that wouldn’t have been good. As a rule, her father was pretty unflappable. The only thing that ever fazed him was when his wife was unhappy about something that he couldn’t fix. Natalie not showing up on time definitely would have fallen into that category.

“You can leave your purse and coat back here.” He gave her one last look. “There’s no time to dawdle.”

“Tell Mom I’ll be right there.”

She quickly touched up her lipstick and brushed her hair back and anchored it with the antique hair combs her mother had given her for her last birthday. After setting her purse and coat on a chair in the corner, she took a calming breath and headed out to find her parents.

As soon as her father spotted her coming, he murmured something to her mother. She’d been talking to someone but excused herself as Natalie approached.

“Thank goodness, you made it.”

There was no use in apologizing for her tardiness, but she did anyway. “Sorry I didn’t get here a little sooner.”

Then she kissed the cheek her mother offered her. “You look stunning, Mom. I love the new dress.”

Her mother did a slow twirl to show off the blue sheath dress, the sequined bodice catching the light and sparkling. “Thank you. I thought the occasion warranted it. I wanted to look good for such an important night.”

Natalie’s father slipped an arm around his wife’s waist. “You would look just as beautiful in jeans and a sweatshirt.”

Her mother might have rolled her eyes at the comment, but her husband’s assessment clearly pleased her. Natalie had never doubted for a single instant that her parents loved each other very much. They’d set the bar pretty high as far as the kind of relationship she wanted to have with her future husband, whoever he might be.

Jacob Jones, the gallery owner, joined the small group. “I’m about to open the door, so places, everyone.”

They formed a line as her mother performed a flurry of introductions. The artist was the only person Natalie hadn’t already met. Julie Stahl was older than she’d expected, probably in her mid-thirties. Interesting that she was just now launching her career. What had she been doing up until this point? That particular question would go unanswered for now. This wasn’t the time to exchange life stories, not with a bevy of wealthy potential buyers about to file through the door.

She realized Julie was speaking to her. “It’s nice to meet you, Natalie. Your mother has told me a lot about the wonderful work you and the Waines Foundation do. She’s understandably proud.”

When the two of them shook hands, the other woman’s hands felt like ice. No surprise there. She had to be terrified about the evening ahead. Affairs like this could make or break an artist’s career. Putting the last vestiges of her own frazzled day on the back burner, Natalie did her best to put Julie at ease. “My mother has been raving about your paintings, and she’s not easy to impress. From what I have seen so far, I understand why she’s been so excited about your work.”

Julie and Natalie both watched as Tracy Kennigan assumed the role of hostess to welcome the elite group she’d invited to the showing. Natalie performed the actual introductions, doing her best to ease Julie’s way as the crowd slowly filed by.

Everything was going smoothly right up until she spotted a familiar but unwelcome face bringing up the end of the line. Her first reaction was a flash of anger. Her mother knew full well that Natalie had no interest in seeing Benton anytime soon, yet there he was. Damn it, there was no way to avoid him without making a scene, which her parents wouldn’t appreciate. It also wouldn’t be fair to Julie, who was supposed to be the star in the spotlight.

“Julie, this is my mother’s dear friend Gloria Humboldt and her son, Benton.”

By now the artist had either lost her jitters or was better at hiding them. “It’s nice to meet you both. Thank you for coming.”

Gloria nodded to the artist. “Tracy has told me so much about your paintings. I couldn’t pass up a chance to see them for myself.”

Then she turned her attention to Natalie. “It’s been too long since we’ve seen you. You’ll have to have Benton bring you over for dinner soon.”

She moved on, taking a glass of champagne from a passing waiter, leaving Natalie staring at her back. Seriously, did she not remember that Natalie and Benton were no longer engaged? Speaking of the man in question. She dragged her attention back to her hostess duties to find him impatiently waiting for her to acknowledge him.

Her forced smile made the skin on her face feel tight. “Benton, I don’t see your father, so I assume you got drafted to escort your mother.”

“Actually, I volunteered. Yesterday your mom mentioned you’d be here and didn’t have a date. I tried calling you a couple of times last night to see if you wanted to ride over with us, but you didn’t pick up.”

“I wasn’t home.”

His condescending smile set her teeth on edge. “I would hate to think that you were avoiding me.”

Did he really want to do this here? Fine. “I was out with a friend. It was late when I got back home, but I did check for messages. There wasn’t one.”

And she wasn’t sure she would have returned his call even if there had been. It was time to bring the conversation back to the reason they were here. “I think you’ll really like Julie’s work, Benton. She has an amazing gift.”

He gave her a look that said he wasn’t ready to let the matter drop for good, but he was willing to move on for now. Cranking up his charm level, he turned a practiced smile in her companion’s direction.

“Congratulations on the showing, Ms. Stahl. I’m sure this evening will only be the start of great things for you.”

“That’s the plan, anyway.”

The smile Julie offered in response to Benton’s was but a faint shadow of her earlier ones. She also didn’t thank him for coming, which Natalie found interesting. If he noticed, he gave no indication of it as he moved on to rejoin his mother. Most people—and women in particular—found him charming.

“Conceited jerk.”

As soon as the word slipped out, Julie closed her eyes and let out a slow breath. “Oh, wow, I apologize. I didn’t mean to say that out loud. He is clearly a friend of yours, and I had no business saying something that rude. Please, please write it off to a bad case of nerves.”

“He’s actually my ex-fiancé, so I’m not particularly happy with him these days myself.” She looked toward the door and didn’t see anyone else coming in. “It looks like most of the guests have arrived. Why don’t we get a glass of wine and see what kind of goodies my mom ordered for us to eat?”

As they walked away from the rest of the receiving line, Natalie gave Julie a conspiratorial nudge with her elbow and whispered, “If his mother and mine weren’t best friends, I might have realized much sooner that your assessment of his character was right on target. In Benton’s defense, he’s not all bad, just a bit full of himself.”

The other woman nodded. “I’ve run into a few men like him in my prior job. I ran out of patience with it years ago.”

“What kind of work did you do?”

Julie picked up a glass of white wine and took a sip. “I was an army nurse. After a few too many deployments, I decided it was time to find a job where I’d have time for other things in my life. I’ve always carried sketchbooks with me wherever I was stationed, but I really wanted more time to paint.”

“Good for you! Where are you working now?”

“I took a job at a local hospital as a surgical nurse. The hours are more regular unless I’m on call, which allows me the freedom to take art classes.”

“I don’t mean to pry, but has it been hard transitioning back to civilian life? I’m asking because the friend I mentioned to Benton recently left the army after serving ten years.”

“Civilian life is different for sure.”

When she looked past Natalie to study the crowd wandering from painting to painting, Natalie tried to see her mother’s friends through the other woman’s eyes. The room was full of glittery jewelry, fancy dresses, and hand-tailored suits—the perfect image of money and influence.

Julie was talking again. “But to answer your question, how hard it is to transition back to civilian life depends a lot on what your friend was doing in the army and how many times he was deployed and where. The frontline troops have often seen a lot of ugly stuff that they have to learn how to put behind them.”

Julie finally met Natalie’s gaze head-on again. “If he does have problems, remind him that he’s not alone. There are support groups and a host of other resources out there for him. They helped me, that’s for sure.”

The grim set to the other woman’s mouth had Natalie regretting her question. “I’m sorry, Julie. This is supposed to be your big night, and here I’ve brought up what is clearly a tough subject for you.” Natalie set her nearly full glass back on a passing waiter’s tray. “I won’t hog all your time, but why don’t you show me your paintings and help me pick out a couple before all the best ones are gone?”

“I’d love to show you around, but don’t feel obligated to buy anything. I just appreciate your taking me under your wing tonight.”

Natalie looped her arm through Julie’s. “If it makes you feel any better, some of the money I’m spending is my grandfather’s. He trusts my mother’s judgment when it comes to art, and he told me to choose a painting for him. Let’s go pick out something really nice for him.”

“Well, in that case, I’ll show you my particular favorites. They’re over this way.”

—

It didn’t take long for Natalie to choose three paintings, a matched pair of smaller ones for herself and a larger one for her grandfather’s collection. While taking care of the necessary paperwork with Jacob’s assistant, it was time to decide whether she wanted to buy one more painting, but with the foundation’s money. The one she had in mind was far different than the rest of Julie’s work, which was probably why Jacob had hung it off by itself. Regardless of the reason, she found the painting riveting. It was a swirl of dark colors with only the merest hints of light mixed in. The title was simply “Memories,” perhaps a reference to the reason Julie had needed help transitioning to her current life.

“Don’t tell me you actually like that one.”

She’d been aware of Benton circling closer for some time. “All right, I won’t tell you.”

He moved up closer beside her, leaving only inches between them. She suspected he was deliberately crowding her and so stood her ground rather than give in to the urge to retreat to a more comfortable distance.

“So you were out with a friend.”

Okay, here it comes. “Yes, I was.”

He turned his back on the painting to look directly at her. “Anyone I know?”

“No.”

“And since your mother wasn’t aware that you’d been out on a date last night, I’m guessing she doesn’t know him, either.”

Damn him, she did not want to have this discussion, especially not here. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to find Jacob.”

Before she’d gone two steps, Benton grabbed her by the arm. “Look, maybe I’m overstepping my bounds, but I still care, Natalie. Our parents aren’t the only ones who hope that you and I can work through our problems. I haven’t seen anyone else since you gave the ring back. It wouldn’t feel right, because I haven’t given up on us yet.”

Patience, Natalie, patience. He had no right to question her decision to move on with her life or to make her feel guilty for doing exactly that. She stared down at his hand until he finally released his hold on her.

“I haven’t changed my mind, and I don’t see that happening. I’m sorry if that hurts you, but I really wish you’d respect my decision.” She finally stepped out of his reach. “Now, as I said, I really do need to find Jacob.”

Her father caught up with her while she was writing out the check. “I saw you and Benton talking over there in the corner. Is everything all right?”

It was tempting to lie, but maybe it was time for some hard truths. “No, it isn’t. I realize that you and Mom are still friends with Benton’s parents, which means our paths are likely to continue to cross occasionally. I’m hoping eventually it will get easier, that maybe he and I can get back to being just friends.”

She closed the checkbook and stuck it back in her purse, using the few seconds to regain a bit of composure. “To be honest, Dad, if I’d known for certain he would be here tonight, I might not have come.”

Her blunt statement clearly shocked her father. “Why? What’s he done to upset you so badly?”

“He wants to get back together, and I don’t want that at all. Until he accepts that that part of our lives is over and done with, things are bound to be awkward between us.”

Her dad cleared his throat. “I have to admit that we were all shocked when you gave the ring back, sweetheart. You two seemed like such a perfect match. From what we’ve heard, it wasn’t as if you were fighting or anything. His parents both say that you really blindsided him when you announced you wanted to break up.”

“Dad, this is neither the time nor the place for this.” She blinked back the sudden burn of tears. “It’s been a long, hard day, and I’m tired. I’m long past ready to go home, but before I leave, I’ll say one more thing on the subject. When I do get married, I want the kind of relationship you and Mom have. I’m sorry, but I’ll never have that with Benton. The sooner everyone accepts that, the better. Tell Mom she was right about Julie’s art.”

Then she walked away, wishing she didn’t feel so damn alone in the crowded room.

—

Quitting time had come and gone an hour ago, and Jack was not happy about still being on the job. He clearly would rather be home with his wife than painting this wall. “So, tell me again why we have to finish the job today?”

Tino took a swig out of his water bottle and glared at Jack through sandpaper eyes. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t put in a long day himself. “For the umpteenth time, we need to finish because I’m not available to help you tomorrow. Drag it out another day if you want to, but you’ll be on your own.”

They had only half of one wall left to paint before they could clean up the last of their mess and go home. Tino kept methodically wielding the paint roller while Jack watched him do it.

Jack crowded closer. “Did it occur to you that Caitlyn and I might have had plans for tonight?”

No, it hadn’t. Regardless, if the idiot would shut up and work, they could be done in less than an hour. “Fine, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“But—”

Tino rounded on his brother. “Look, leave if you want to. I told you I’d help this week, and I have. If you need to get home to the wife and kid, go. Maybe Ricky wouldn’t mind coming back with you in the morning to do the final cleanup and walk-through with the owner. Hell, I’ll even pay him out of my own pocket. Regardless of what you decide, I won’t be here tomorrow.”

Jack muttered a few curses, but at least he grimly set about cutting in the last few edges with a brush. “So tell me about this Natalie.”

How much did he really want to share? Enough to make his brother understand he wasn’t being an asshole for no reason.

“She’s barely over five feet tall, blue eyes, and this wild, curly blond hair that probably has driven her crazy her whole life.” He paused to refill his roller and decide what else he could say. “I like her attitude.”

His brother snorted. “I’m guessing you like a whole lot more than her attitude.”

“Yeah, well.”

Jack dragged the ladder over to where he needed it. When he had himself situated again, he asked, “I take it dinner was a success. Did she like the restaurant?”

“Yeah, she did.” He might as well admit the rest. “And wouldn’t you know it? Of all the bazillion restaurants in the Greater Seattle area, I had to pick the one that her parents consider to be ‘their place.’ Seems that’s where her father proposed to her mom, and they still have a special table there.”

He didn’t mind his brother laughing. Much.

“So on your first date, you actually ate dinner at her parents’ special table? I’m not sure if that’s romantic or kind of creepy.”

Tino would vote for creepy. “The maître d’ actually gave us a nice table in a completely different room right next to the window looking out over the Sound. The view was great and the food even better.”

“How about the movie? Did you tell her you hate subtitles?”

“We ended up going for a walk along the waterfront instead, and then I took her home.” There, that should be enough detail to make Jack happy. It would have to be. No way he’d mention the kiss.

“Did you ask her out for a second date?”

“No, but I told her I’d be back to help at the center tomorrow. She seemed really pleased about that.”

He refilled his paint pan. “Now can we change the subject? This conversation feels a little too gossipy teenage girl for my comfort.”

“Fine, be that way.” Jack pulled out his phone and started texting. “I promised Mikhail that I’d keep him up to date on things and wanted to make sure I had all the juicy details before I texted him.”

Tino held up one finger. “Text him this from me.”

Jack snapped a picture. “Done!”

A few seconds later, Jack’s phone pinged. He started laughing as soon as he read their brother’s response. “He says right back at you and wants to know if you’re going to call her dad to see what other special places you should take her.”

The phone pinged again. “Better yet, he thinks you should see if her folks want to go on a double date. I think that’s a great idea. Maybe you and her dad could wear matching outfits or something.”

God, there was no winning with those two. Knowing any kind of response at all would only encourage them, Tino kept painting, which only made Jack laugh harder. At least the idiot was back to swinging that paintbrush.

By the time they were finished, every bone in Tino’s body ached, but at least they’d crossed the finish line. He’d go home, grab some dinner, and crash early.

When they were both in the truck, Tino leaned his head back and closed his eyes. “Thanks again for staying late. Tell Caitlyn I’m sorry if I screwed up any plans you may have had for tonight.”

“Actually, she called while I was inside. We decided to go to the movie tomorrow night instead. Ricky somehow convinced her that he was suffering from severe pizza withdrawal, so I’m meeting them at the restaurant. Mom is picking them up, so they can ride back home with me. I can either drop you off at the annex on my way, or you can come with us and ride home with Mom. Your choice.”

Tino opened his eyes just a slit. “Who’s buying?”

Not that he didn’t trust his brother or anything. Jack laughed again. “How about you and I split the tab fifty-fifty?”

Maybe it was time for a counteroffer. “Sixty-forty, with the sixty being my part if you promise to quit feeding Mikhail information about my love life.”

“Sorry, bro, no can do. I can’t leave our baby brother out of the loop like that. It wouldn’t be fair. Besides, he’d sulk.”

“Like I said, gossipy teenage girls.” He sat up straighter. “But that makes dinner your treat, including the beer.”

“Fine, but the first round only. That’s my best offer.”

“It’s a deal.”

They’d reached the pizza restaurant they all liked best. Jack parked the truck but made no move to get out. What now? Tino waited patiently for the man to have his say. It didn’t take long.

“I don’t know where this is going between you and Natalie, but it’s nice to see you really interested in something again.”

Before Tino could think of a response, Jack was out of the truck and heading for the restaurant door.


Chapter 6

“You can relax now. Your man with the special skill set came back.”

Natalie glanced out the window to see Tino walking in the front door of the building. She would never admit that she’d been watching for him, but obviously, Rosalie had noticed. “He told me on Thursday that he’d be here today.”

As soon as the words slipped out, she winced. It was too late to take it back, and her friend pounced on the admission. “On Thursday? He called to tell you that?”

Rosalie wouldn’t let up until she got all the details, but Natalie would make her work for it. “Not exactly.”

“And what is that supposed to mean? Did he text you, email you, or what?”

“Or what.” Natalie hid a smile as she bent down to cut open another one of the computer boxes they were unpacking. As she lifted the all-in-one computer up onto the counter, she counted the seconds to see how long it would take Rosalie to figure things out for herself. It didn’t take long.

Rosalie crossed her arms over her chest and stared down at her from her superior height. “Natalie Kennigan, you went out with him, didn’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am, I did indeed.”

She went back to opening boxes. Rosalie huffed in disgust. “You’ve been holding out on me. Considering this is the first good news I’ve heard from you on the dating front, you will tell me more than that.”

Natalie pulled out the next computer and put it with the others. “He asked me out to dinner while we were here last Saturday. The funny thing was that he took me to the same restaurant my folks always go to for special occasions. I figured him to be more of a steakhouse kind of guy.”

Rosalie looked pleased by that information. “Obviously, he was trying to impress you.”

That was Natalie’s biggest fear. Too many men had tried that in the past and the relationships had gone nowhere. “I don’t need to be impressed. Regardless, we had a great time.”

Rosalie shoved the next box over to Natalie. “Going to see him again?”

“If he asks.” She cut through the packing tape before continuing. “Or if I do. I don’t see why I should have to wait to see if he makes another move.”

“Good for you, girl.”

She gave her friend a sly look. “If you think it’s such a great idea, why haven’t you ever asked Clarence out? We both know you want to.”

The older woman jerked upright and looked around to make sure that the man in question was not within hearing range. “Natalie, I’ve told you before I have no interest in him.”

Natalie started to tease Rosalie a bit more, but then she got a look at her friend’s face. Obviously, this wasn’t a joking matter. “I’m sorry if I’ve upset you. I’ll shut up now.”

Rosalie patted her on the shoulder. “No apologies necessary. Even if I were interested in Clarence, he’s never gotten over the death of his wife. Can’t get close to a man who loved so hard that he can’t let it go.”

“I bet he’ll come around eventually. He’s a smart man.”

“Enough about that. Your fella is headed this way. It’s time I start getting the food organized for lunch, and you’re going to need someone else to help unpack the rest of these computers before your tech crew arrives. I’ll grab Tino and send him your way.”

Rosalie disappeared out the door before Natalie could stop her. Not that she made much of an effort. After all, she did need help. Really, she did.

Tino appeared in the doorway a few seconds later. “Hi, there.”

Natalie brushed her hair back from her face as she stood up. “Hi, there yourself. Thanks for coming again today.”

“I said I would, didn’t I?” Tino glanced around at the chaos in the room. “Rosalie said you needed help unpacking computers.”

“I do.” She gestured toward the few she’d already set on the counter. “Some local IT people are coming this afternoon to get them all up and running. I want to have everything unpacked and set in place before they get here.”

He glanced at the boxes she’d been tossing in the corner. “How about I flatten the empties to give you more room?”

Without waiting for her to respond, Tino pulled a box cutter out of his toolbox and set to work. She needed to get busy herself, but she couldn’t resist stealing a few seconds to admire the play of well-defined muscles under the thin cotton of his T-shirt. Then there was the way that denim drew the eye and showed off his other, um, really fine assets. Tino had looked handsome the other night in his sports coat and dress slacks, but she actually preferred him like this.

And once again she’d gotten caught staring. He’d had his back toward her, but now he faced her with a big grin on his face.

“See something you like?”

Denial was not an option. That didn’t mean she had to admit that he’d caught her drooling over the fit of his jeans. “Yes, actually, I do. Well, at least I did.”

He frowned. “What changed?”

She offered him an impudent grin. “I was admiring a volunteer who clearly doesn’t mind hard work, but now you’re just standing there.”

“So are you.” He prowled toward her. “In fact, you stopped working long before I did. I have to wonder why.”

A wiser woman might have gone right back to opening boxes or else into full retreat. Instead, Natalie stood her ground and let Tino come to her, held in place by the heat in his dark-chocolate eyes and that sexy smile. She’d been right about him being temptation personified.

He slowly enfolded her in his arms. “Tell me to stop if you don’t want this.”

She wanted it—wanted him—all right. There was only one reason to hesitate. “You might have noticed that this room is nothing but windows. People might see.”

He looked around them, scoping out both the front view of the parking lot as well as the windows that faced the hallway on the other side. “Good news. There’s no one in sight, at least not right now.”

With the warmth of Tino’s arms brushing against her skin and her own pulse pounding in her ears, she didn’t really care if there was an entire gallery of spectators staring at them.

When his mouth came down on hers, hard and demanding, she immediately parted her lips in invitation. Always a man of action, Tino didn’t hesitate to stake his claim on her. God, had anyone ever packed so much into a simple kiss? Not that she could remember.

She was dimly aware of him lifting her up and carrying her over to the nearest corner, the one spot in the room that wasn’t visible from the outside. She should’ve protested but couldn’t figure out why. Had his kiss somehow short-circuited her thought processes? If that wasn’t the reason, maybe it was the way his hands felt as they skimmed across her skin, leaving a trail of heat in their wake.

As least Tino’s brain functioned better than hers. He abruptly broke off the kiss as he planted his hands on the wall on each side of her. Looking a bit rueful and breathing hard, he smiled down at her. “I’d apologize, but I can honestly say I’m not all that sorry.”

She also had no regrets, but this was neither the time nor the place. Her lungs struggled to draw in some much-needed oxygen, but she managed to speak. “No apologies necessary, but we should get back to work.”

“Yes, we should.” He took a half step back. “But one of these days we’ll be somewhere a lot more private, and we’ll have to see where the moment takes us.”

Then he leaned in close enough to brush his lips across hers again. “I don’t know about you, but I can’t wait.”

Her, either, but they really did need to get back with the program. Thank goodness he went into full retreat until he reached the other side of the room. Within seconds, he was back to flattening the boxes. It took her longer to gather her scattered wits, but the clock was ticking. She tugged on the hem of her shirt to make sure it was straight and made a half-hearted attempt to tame her hair.

Where had she left her own box cutter? She patted her pockets. No luck. Had she dropped it? Nope. Sighing, she was about to do a slow three-sixty when Tino pointed toward the box she’d been opening before they’d gotten, um, distracted.

“Is that what you’re looking for?”

There it was, lying right out in plain sight. At least she’d had the presence of mind to close the blade before setting it down. “Yes, thanks.”

She positioned herself with her back toward Tino to avoid getting distracted again. It didn’t work, not completely anyway. Apparently she couldn’t be in the same room with the man without being aware of him on some visceral level. The sensation was equal parts scary and exciting.

It was one more sign that she’d done the right thing by walking away from her engagement. Looking back, she realized that Benton had never stirred her emotions the way Tino did despite having met only a week ago. But were they rushing things?

For now, she needed to concentrate on the job at hand. Tonight, tomorrow at the latest, she’d sit down and think things out.

She’d opened only two computers when Tino rejoined her. “Do you want me to start setting one of these at each of the individual workstations?”

“Yes, that would be a big help.”

When she’d unpacked the last box, she flattened the rest of the empties and added them to the pile that Tino had started. All that was left was organizing the paperwork that had come with each computer and recording the serial numbers.

“These are really nice computers.” Tino started down one row while she did the other one. “Were they donated or did you have to buy them?”

“A little bit of both. I wanted to make sure that we were starting off with state-of-the-art machines. There’s no use in teaching classes on outdated equipment with equally outdated software. Having decent computer skills can make a huge difference in the kind of jobs people can get these days.”

“Who will be teaching the classes?”

“A retired software engineer will teach the morning classes, and I’ll be teaching the evening sessions two nights a week.”

Tino stopped to look at her. “Don’t you already have enough to do?”

Before she could respond, he frowned. “Sorry, that came out wrong. What I meant to say is that I would think running the foundation would be a full-time job.”

“I have a good staff that handles a lot of the day-to-day details for me. I really love the hands-on part of the job. Eventually, I will need to find someone to take over the classes, but I see teaching as the payoff for all the hard work I’ve put in on getting this computer lab up and running.”

“That makes sense. I’m guessing working side by side with the people you’re hoping to help makes it easier to get the job done right.” He went back to writing down the numbers. “Too many people throw money at a problem from a distance without ever bothering to find out how it’s spent or what really works.”

“That sounds like the voice of experience.”

He shrugged. “You can’t serve in hot spots around the world and not learn a little about the subject.”

She didn’t press for details. The grim set to his mouth made it clear that the memories associated with the subject weren’t happy ones. “The good news is that lunch should be about ready.”

“Do you want me to haul the boxes out to the recycling bin?”

“Not yet. There’s always a chance one of the computers is faulty and will need to go back. Until the IT group has a chance to test them, we’ll need to keep the boxes handy.”

She checked the last number she’d recorded to make sure it was right. Tino had one more machine to go, so she leaned against the counter and waited for him to finish. When he handed her his clipboard, she set it aside with hers.

“Let’s lock up and then head into the cafeteria for lunch.”

While he waited for her, Tino cleared his throat and then asked, “Should I save you a seat?”

Did he doubt that she’d want to have lunch with him? She fell into step beside him as they started down the hall. “Actually, no, you won’t have to. I told Rosalie I couldn’t serve today, because I have to be available to help in here if they need me. So unless you have other plans, we can go through the line together and then stake out a corner of our own to eat.”

“Sounds good. What do you want me to do this afternoon?”

All kinds of ideas flooded into her mind, none of which were appropriate under the circumstances. “There’s a chart of what needs to be done today posted in the gym with the names of the team captains listed at the top. I’m sure any of them would be glad to have your help.”

“I’ll check it out.” He sniffed the air. “Something smells good.”

“I think an Italian restaurant did lunch today, and an organic bakery provided the desserts. Rosalie has a real talent for getting local businesses involved with the project. They often either donate the food or provide it at cost. In return, they get free advertising on the foundation’s website and in any publications we produce.”

“You guys do an impressive job.”

His comment pleased her. “We try. It’s important to stretch the foundation’s budget as far as it can go. We do get grants that really help, but my grandfather funds most of our projects.”

“He sounds like a nice man.”

She laughed. “Hardly. He’s a grouchy old coot, something he takes great pride in.”

Tino glanced down at her. “You adore him.”

“That I do. My parents both love me, but he’s the one member of the family who really understands me.”

They’d reached the cafeteria. Tino handed her a tray and took one for himself. “Do you get to see him very often?”

“I try to go over to his house every Tuesday morning. Updating him on the current projects and any we’re thinking about taking on is supposed to be the real purpose of the visits. He likes to keep his hand in as much as his health allows, and I value his advice. Mostly, I just like spending time with him.”

As they moved along in the line, she wondered if Tino and Cyrus would hit it off. Somehow she thought they would, but it was too early in their relationship for the whole meet-the-family thing to start. After all, they’d only gone on one date and spent two days working here at the center. Well, and then there were those amazing kisses.

Soon, though, if things between her and Tino continued to heat up. For now, they’d share lunch and then go their separate ways for the afternoon. After that, maybe she’d get up her courage and invite him over for dinner. The fact that the two of them enjoying a meal together behind locked doors would also provide that bit of privacy Tino mentioned earlier had nothing to do with the idea.

Nope, not at all. That was her story, and she was sticking to it.

—

What was Natalie thinking about so hard? He didn’t have such a big ego that he assumed every thought she had was about him. Regardless, right now Tino would bet his last dollar it was true this time. They’d piled their plates high with lasagna, salad, and garlic bread before finding a table for two in the back corner.

Since she was on a tight schedule, they concentrated on eating. While they ate, he considered his next move. He wanted to ask her out again, but his budget wouldn’t support many evenings like their first date. Maybe a long drive up to the state park at Deception Pass or a picnic lunch would work. It would feel good to get away for a few hours, and he knew that Natalie didn’t get much downtime.

She checked her watch for the third time in the past ten minutes. “Look, I’ve got to go in a minute, but I wanted to ask you something.”

He set down his fork to give her his full attention. As soon as he did, she suddenly found the circle of moisture on the table where her glass had been sitting absolutely riveting. Using her fingertip to make patterns in the water, she finally lifted her eyes to meet his. Something in her expression had his own tension level ramping up.

“I was wondering if you’d like to have dinner at my place sometime soon. My schedule next week is pretty full, but the week after would be good. Please don’t feel like you have to say yes.”

That tight spot in his chest eased up. “I would love to have dinner with you.”

He reached across the table to entwine his fingers with hers. “And for the record, I was sitting here trying to get up the nerve to ask if you’d like to go on a picnic.”

Her dimples appeared, a sign his confession pleased her. “Why don’t we do the picnic a week from tomorrow?”

“Great idea. And if it rains, we can always ride the state ferry out to Friday Harbor and back. If the weather breaks, we could eat outside there. If not, we can always eat while we’re on board and still enjoy the view.”

“That sounds wonderful. I can’t remember the last time I went on a picnic.” She checked the time again and frowned. “Gotta go. Let’s also plan on dinner a week from Wednesday. If you need to change the day, give me a call. I can be flexible.”

To his surprise, she leaned in and gave him a quick kiss before she was off and running, moving at full speed. Tino leaned back in his chair and watched her go. Damn, he couldn’t wait to see if she brought that much energy to other pursuits. And her comment about being flexible had him thinking things his conscience said he shouldn’t be, not that it stopped a few intriguing images from taking up residence in his head. Man, he couldn’t wait to find out if any of them came close to the reality of taking Natalie to bed. Holding up his fingers, he counted off the days until he’d finally have that woman all to himself on their picnic, not to mention for an entire evening at her place.

He carried his tray over to the counter and tossed his trash. Whistling, he waved at Rosalie and headed down the hall to see where he could lend a helping hand. Time to get back to work. He liked feeling useful, but mainly the long wait until their outings would pass faster if he kept busy. True, he wasn’t stupid enough to assume that she had anything in mind other than the two of them sharing a meal at her place, but there was no mistaking the heat in her eyes when she’d issued the invitation.

Regardless, he’d be considering all the potential possibilities when the two of them would finally be alone behind closed doors. Oh, yeah, he couldn’t wait.


Chapter 7

Three hours later, Tino stashed all of his stuff back in his toolbox and shut the lid. After waving at Clarence, he headed down the hall that would take him past the computer lab one last time. Maybe Natalie was ready to call it a day, too.

No such luck. It was clear that she and the group of IT volunteers were still at it. From the number of frowns on their faces, they’d run into a snag along the way that might not be unraveled anytime soon. Natalie happened to glance up just as he passed by the window. When she waved but made no move toward the door, he waved back and moved on. Considering the hard day she’d put in, he hoped for her sake they finished up soon.

Outside, he paused to draw in a lungful of fresh air, glad to be breathing something other than paint fumes and sawdust. Maybe his mood would improve if he had something better to look forward to than eating leftover pizza while watching some lame movie on pay-per-view. Granted, Jack had told him he was welcome to hang out at his place and play computer games with him and Ricky, but Tino had given his invitation a pass. The idea held little appeal, not that he didn’t love his brother and his new family. He did. However, sometimes spending time with them only reminded Tino of everything that was missing from his own life.

Unlike the hellish early childhoods that both Jack and Mikhail had experienced, Tino had started off life as the only child of two people who truly loved him. Being the center of their little three-person universe had been amazing, and it killed him that he barely remembered what his parents had looked like anymore.

Most of the time, he tried like hell not to think about those special times, but tomorrow was the anniversary of their deaths. Even now, after fifteen years, images from that night sliced through his mind like jagged pieces of broken glass. A tire blowing out had killed both of his parents and destroyed Tino’s world in a single moment. Worse yet, the distant relatives who’d been saddled with him afterward had done nothing at all to help him rebuild it. God knows he’d done his best to fit in, worked so damned hard to earn his place in their family. No matter how hard he’d tried or what he’d done, he’d never been able to win them over.

Looking back, it was clear to him that all they’d cared about was the small trust fund his parents had left for him. Funny how both his welcome and the money had run out at the exact same moment. For the second time, his life was turned upside down and inside out. A series of foster placements had followed—some good, some bad, none of them home.

Then he lucked out and ended up on Sergeant Joe Lukash’s doorstep. The retired soldier and his wife, Marlene, had welcomed Tino with open arms, saying that he had a home with them as long as he wanted one. By that point, experience had told him not to believe such promises. After all, if his own kin didn’t want him, why would a pair of total strangers be any different? Especially ones who had already taken in another foster kid. Why would they have needed a second surly teenager giving them grief?

Tino smiled. From the first, he and Jack had vied for Joe’s affection and approval, occasionally using their fists to stake out their territory. However, when Mikhail had joined the family, Tino and Jack had immediately joined forces to put the intruder in his place.

Joe had cut the three of them only so much slack before resorting to some of the same tough-love techniques he’d learned back in his drill-sergeant days. How many times had they cleaned his already-immaculate vehicles or vacuumed the same carpet they’d done the day before? It was amazing they hadn’t worn the windows thin from washing them inside and out at least once a week for some infraction or another.

Even so, somehow Joe had transformed three badly scarred teenagers into the trio of close-knit brothers they were today. With her endless supply of cookies and patience, Marlene had done her own part to heal their hearts and teach them to trust again. No amount of gratitude would ever repay the pair for what they’d done for the three of them.

As a result, that he still missed his real mother and father always left Tino feeling guilty and disloyal to the people who had saved his soul. Regardless, tomorrow he’d take flowers to his parents’ graves and catch them up on his life. Natalie’s image filled his mind. He couldn’t wait to tell them about her. Yeah, maybe it was crazy to talk to a pair of granite headstones, but he always felt better for having made the trip to see them.

He’d never told Marlene about his visits, but he suspected she would understand better than most. After all, she had regular conversations with her late husband. Maybe he’d even invite her to come with—

“Hey, mister! Watch out!”

“Everybody down!” Tino flashed back to Afghanistan, taking cover from incoming fire. He flung his toolbox aside as he dropped to the ground and covered his head. Reality came crashing back as a basketball bounced on the ground within inches of his head. Son of a bitch, could he look any more like a complete fool? Cursing under his breath, he pushed himself back up to his feet and dusted off his clothes.

To buy himself a few seconds to regain control, he trotted over toward the fence to pick up the basketball. By the time he returned, a ragtag bunch of kids had set his toolbox back upright and collected the screwdrivers and other things that had spilled across the pavement. They stared at him, their eyes wide as they glanced at him and then back down where he’d hit the ground.

“Sorry, sir. The ball got away from us.”

Tino bounced the ball a couple of times before shooting it back at the kid who’d spoken. “Not a problem. Guess I forgot where I was for a minute.”

A deep voice joined the conversation. “No sweat. I’ve hit the deck a few times myself since getting back.”

Tino flinched but at least he managed to stand his ground this time. Damn, how had the other man managed to slip behind him without him noticing? He adjusted his stance to where he could face the newcomer and still keep an eye on the kids. His head told him that none of them presented any real threat, but his fight-or-flight instincts hadn’t yet made it back from their momentary trip back to Afghanistan.

The other man stood still, patiently giving Tino all the time he needed to pull his act together. Finally, Tino offered his audience an apologetic smile. “Sorry about that, kids. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

Then he stuck his hand out to the other man, who shook it with a firm grip. “Tino Gianelli. I left the army a few weeks ago, but things still manage to sneak up on me once in a while.”

“Jay Tobin. I was with the Seals.” After pointing to his left leg, which was made up of metal rods and screws from the knee down, he added, “I’ve been out almost two years now.”

Tino never knew what to say, what kind of comfort he could possibly offer, but then Jay had probably heard it all by now. Besides, the kids were getting restless. “Do you coach these guys?”

“That I do.” He nodded at the boys. “Time to get back to work. Do it like I showed you, and I’ll be with you in a minute.”

The two men watched as the small mob of boys sorted themselves out into some semblance of order and began running a drill where one boy dribbled toward the basket to make a shot while a second waited to snag the rebound and pass it on. Once they got into the flow, Jay glanced at Tino and then down at his toolbox.

“I take it you were working inside today.”

“Yeah. I helped unpack the new computers for the lab and then helped paint the gym.” He wasn’t sure why he felt compelled to add, “I’ve got the time, and it’s something to do.”

“Having fun with all of that?”

Something in Jay’s voice made Tino hesitate before answering. “It’s okay. I like the people, and it feels good to be useful.”

Jay nodded in the direction of the boys out on the court. “Have you played much basketball?”

“Some back in high school. Pickup games with my brothers and friends over the years.” Actually, Mikhail had been the star athlete in the family, but Tino had played starting guard on the varsity team for four years.

“Do you like working with kids?”

What was with all the questions? “I’ve never tried it. Why?”

Jay rubbed his hand over his buzz-cut scalp, looking more than a little frustrated. “I’m trying to get my team organized and ready to join a local youth league, and I could really use an assistant coach to help teach them the fundamentals.”

It was tempting to walk away before the conversation went any further, but Tino found himself asking, “Why not get one of their parents to take on the job?”

Jay closed his eyes and drew a deep breath. “Believe me, I’ve tried. I had someone on board, but then her husband took a job transfer out of state. In a couple of cases, the dad isn’t in the picture, and it’s all the mom can do to hold down a job and take care of the family. Some of the others are foster kids, and so no parental help at all.”

Tino had a gut feeling that he was circling the drain and about to get sucked in. That didn’t mean he was ready to make that final leap. Not until he got more answers. “You don’t know squat about me. What makes you think I can be trusted around these kids?”

Jay jerked his head back in the direction of the community center. “First out of the gate, the word is that Natalie Kennigan likes you. Her opinion counts for a lot around here.”

The former Seal offered up his other reasons. “I know you served, so you and I have that much common ground. Since you’ve got free time on your hands, I’m guessing you haven’t yet figured out what you want to do next or maybe how to fit back into the civilian world. Speaking from my own experience, being part of something bigger than yourself, even on such a small scale, can help with that. As far as working with kids, you didn’t yell at them for startling you. You apologized to them for overreacting. That tells me a lot about your character.”

Then he laughed. “And then there’s the fact that I’m getting pretty damn desperate. The league requires there to be at least two coaches per team. I’ve got one parent who is willing to be the backup if one of us can’t make a practice or a game, but he’s not in a position to take on the job full-time. I’ve also got some feelers out trying to find a sponsor for the team. The league provides T-shirts and some basic equipment. However, not all of these kids can afford the registration fees, and I don’t know if the organization will have enough scholarships to go around.”

Jay stopped to yell a few instructions at the boys before continuing. “Look, I hate to put you on the spot like this, but if you’d sign on, even temporarily, that will buy me some time to find someone else to coach.”

Tino watched the boys scrambling for the ball and trying to hit that wreck of a basket. If anything, the damn thing was in worse shape now than the last time he saw it. The painted lines that marked the court were badly faded and in places, gone completely. The hoops inside the gym weren’t much better. Maybe he and Jack could do something about that. “How much time is involved?”

Jay grinned like a fisherman who knew for damn sure he’d just hooked a big one. “We practice two afternoons a week and on Saturdays. The season starts in a few weeks. When that happens, we’ll have two to three games a week. I’m not sure right now what the practice schedule will look like then.”

It was tempting to walk away, to say Jay had been mistaken about Tino not knowing what came next in his life. The problem was, the man wasn’t wrong. A few hours a week riding herd on a bunch of preteen kids wouldn’t kill him, and it would get his mom off his back about finding something worthwhile to do.

Besides, most of those scrawny boys could’ve been him and his brothers back in the day. He knew firsthand the difference the right person could make in a kid’s life. There was no telling if Tino was that man, but it was obvious Jay was trying to be.

Feeling like he was about to step off the high dive for the first time, Tino swallowed hard and said, “Fine, I’ll give it a shot.”

“Great! Come on over, and I’ll introduce you to the team.”

—

Marlene was waiting for Tino when he returned from the cemetery. She stepped out of the back door and waited for him to get out of the car. “How did your visit with your parents go?”

He stumbled to a stop. “You knew?”

When she simply smiled and nodded, he had to ask, “And you don’t mind?”

“Of course not. Your parents loved you, Tino, and you loved them. I’d never begrudge you honoring their lives, especially on the anniversary of their deaths.” She hugged him tight. “I know they’d be so proud of the man you’ve become.”

It was hard to ignore the burn of tears in his eyes. “I also put fresh flowers on Joe’s grave while I was there.”

“That’s nice, son. I appreciate it.” She looped her arm through his. “Jack called to let me know they’re on their way. I have to say that you’ve got us all curious about why you’ve called a family meeting.”

He let her lead him into the house. “I’d rather explain everything once, but I promise it’s not bad news or anything.”

“Okay, I’m willing to wait, but I wouldn’t keep your brother in suspense for long. You know how he gets.”

Yeah, he did. How many times had Joe or Marlene had to step in to referee when he and Jack had locked horns over some stupid thing? Too many to count. It would be nice to think they’d both matured to the point that they wouldn’t resort to fists to finish a discussion, but he wasn’t going to make any rash promises on that score.

The front door banged open followed by their favorite teenager bellowing, “What’s for dinner?”

Predictably, they heard the deep rumble of Jack’s voice next. “Damn it, Ricky, were you raised by wolves? Try waiting to speak until you’re actually in the same room as my mom, so you don’t have to yell loud enough to break the windows.”

Tino smiled as they headed into the living room to greet the rest of the family. “Big brother is channeling Joe today. Funny how Dad always complained the three of us were always so loud that we’d break the windows, but I can’t remember a single pane ever cracking. Well, unless you count the times when a baseball got away from us.”

Marlene chuckled, as he’d intended, and the sound of her laughter washed away the last bit of sadness they’d shared over his visit to the cemetery. Having honored his past, it was time to focus on his future.

Ricky plowed into them at full speed, with Tino’s quick reflexes the only thing keeping them all upright. He reached out to cuff his nephew on the head. “Slow down, kid.”

The teenager ducked the half-hearted blow. At least he had the good sense to apologize to Marlene for nearly knocking her down. “Sorry about that, Grandma. Are you okay?”

He’d only recently started calling her that instead of using her first name, and the change clearly pleased her. She gave the teenager a quick hug. “I’m fine, kiddo, and we’re having lasagna, salad, and apple pie.”

The boy whooped and spun back to face his adoptive parents. “Did you hear that? Lasagna and pie!”

The adults all exchanged eye rolls and then smiles. Jack pushed past his son to punch Tino on the arm. “Are you going to tell us what’s going on before or after we eat Sunday dinner?”

When he winked and glanced toward Ricky, Tino immediately changed what he was going to say. “I’d rather get it over with, so we can eat in peace. It shouldn’t take more than an hour, maybe two, to go over everything. You’ll all need to take notes.”

One look at Ricky’s crestfallen face and both Jack and Tino lost it. The boy’s expression went from disappointed to pissed in a heartbeat. “Did I ever tell you two what jerks you both are?”

Jack was the first to regain some control. “Several times. We wouldn’t mess with you so much if you weren’t so gullible.”

Tino ruffled his nephew’s hair. “And we wouldn’t bother if we didn’t like you.”

Ricky threw his hands up. “So, what you’re saying is either way, it’s my fault.”

Jack met Tino’s gaze before nodding. “Yep, pretty much.”

“Okay, that’s enough.” Caitlyn stepped into the fray and gave both her husband and Tino a hard look. “You two would do better to set a good example for Ricky.”

Jack only grinned and kissed his wife soundly. “Sorry, honey, but we have to uphold years of tradition.”

Marlene sighed. “Caitlyn, I swear I tried hard to civilize them, but there was only so much I could do considering what I had to work with.”

Even though he’d just been insulted, Tino couldn’t help but laugh. “Nice one, Mom.”

“Nice had nothing to do with it. Now, help me get dinner on the table. I want to hear this big news you have.”

—

They’d consumed Marlene’s excellent lasagna like a swarm of locusts. After making quick work of the dishes, they decided to hold off on the pie until their dinners settled a bit. This time, they gathered around the kitchen table with cups of coffee and tea and waited impatiently for Tino to get to the point. Now that the moment had arrived, the words wouldn’t come.

Jack leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest. “So, Runt, you called this meeting. Why don’t you get with the program so we can go watch the game?”

Caitlyn raised an eyebrow. “What game is that?”

Ricky answered for his dad. “Doesn’t matter. If there’s a game on, we want to watch it.”

Before the conversation could deteriorate even more, Tino started talking. “It has been suggested that I need to find something to do with my time.”

He couldn’t help but notice his mother looked hopeful, but it was Jack who responded. “It’s about damn time you quit spinning your wheels.”

“Glad you feel that way, Jack, because this involves you, too.”

His brother immediately leaned forward, elbows on the table, to glare across at Tino. “I’m not the one who needs something to do. You might have noticed that I have a job, a wife, and a kid that I need to ride herd on.”

Ricky almost spewed his tea in protest. “Hey, leave me out of this!”

Great, Tino hadn’t even told them what his project involved, and he’d already pissed off the two whose help he needed the most. “Look, let me start again. Yesterday at the center I met a former Navy Seal who is coaching a basketball team of twelve-year-olds, and he needs an assistant. He asked if I’d give him a hand at least until he has a chance to find someone else.”

“You’d be good at that.” Marlene gave him an encouraging smile. “However, I sense there’s more than you spending time with the kids.”

“There is.”

He opened the folder that he’d set on the table and started passing out the pictures he’d taken of the outside basketball court as well as the one inside the gym. Once the photos had made the rounds, he pointed to the one that showed how dilapidated the hoops were. “I want to replace these with new ones. These kids might be the only organized team to use them for now, but lots of others shoot hoops there. They deserve better.”

Jack reached for the picture and studied it closely. “Painting new lines won’t be a problem, and the poles look sound enough. Wouldn’t take much to reset them. The hoops are shot all to heck, though. Have you priced out new ones?”

“Yeah, I have. The ones in the gym need work, too. I can pay for the replacements, but I can’t do all the work myself.”

His nephew was the first to volunteer. “We’ll help.”

Jack met Tino’s gaze and slowly nodded. “Order whatever is needed, and let me know when it all comes in. Like the kid said, we’ll help.”

Nothing like having family he could count on. Tino set the file aside and stood up. “Great. Now who wants pie?”


Chapter 8

Natalie dropped into the wingback chair and kicked off her heels. A day full of meetings forced the delay of her weekly visit with her grandfather until late afternoon. The temperature had dropped enough to make it too chilly for him to sit outside, so they’d moved their chat into his library.

Her grandfather frowned at her. “You look tired, girl. What have I told you about working too hard? At your age, you should be taking more time for yourself.”

Natalie wrapped her hands around her mug and drew comfort from its warmth. “I do take time for myself, but some days start off bad and only get worse. This was one of those.”

How much to share with her grandfather was always a problem. He liked to be kept in the loop, but she didn’t like to burden him with minor problems. On the other hand, he always knew when she was trying to hold back on him.

She mustered the best smile she could. “It was what I think of as a domino day. I start off with everything lined up in good order. Then one little thing goes wrong, and it all goes downhill from there.”

Instead of pressing her for more details, the sneaky man changed tactics. “Which brings me back to you taking more time for yourself. How did the art show go the other night? The gallery delivered the painting you bought for me as well as the one you bought with the foundation’s money.”

Again, how much to share? She settled for the truth. “I really liked Julie as a person as well as admiring her work. From what Mom has said, the showing was a huge success. Almost every painting sold.”

“Good for her. I really like the floral painting, but I actually prefer the darker one you bought for the foundation.”

His reaction to her choices pleased her. “I suspected you’d feel that way. Not everyone saw or understood the raw power in that picture.”

Never let it be said that her grandfather was slow on the uptake. “Everyone being Benton.”

“Yeah, he couldn’t believe I liked it.” She took a calming sip of her tea. “He also made it clear that he hasn’t given up on us getting back together. I swear that man only hears what he wants to hear.”

Her grandfather’s laugh sounded rusty. “That’s because the only voice he listens to is his own. Did you tell him where to get off?”

“Not in so many words, but I did make it clear that I haven’t changed my mind. Dad picked up on the tension between us and asked if there was a problem. I informed him the sooner everyone accepted that I’ve moved on the better off we’ll all be.”

“Good for you.” He held out his glass, asking without words for a refill. While she topped it off, he gave her a sly look. “So, how did the date go with that young man you met at the community center?”

For the first time all day, her smile felt genuine rather than pasted on. “We had a nice time.”

Cyrus set his glass down a shade harder than was necessary. “Young lady, don’t play games with me. I want details. Where did you go?”

She relented. “Tino took me out for dinner. Purely by accident, he picked that restaurant that Mom and Dad like so much. At least the maître d’ was smart enough not to seat us at their table. That would’ve been awkward.”

Her grandfather snorted. “How did your young man feel when he found out?”

“It made for a bit of tension when we first got there, but we got past it. Afterward we were supposed to go to a movie, but we ended up going for a walk along the waterfront instead.”

“At least tell me the movie he’d picked out was some action flick filled with lots of gratuitous violence and sex.” He grinned and offered her a hopeful look.

Her face flushed hot. Cyrus’s sense of humor ran to the earthy end of the scale, but the last thing she wanted to do was discuss anything pertaining to sex with him. “I’ll have you know he’d planned on us seeing a French movie with subtitles.”

There was no mistaking her grandfather’s disappointment. “So he’s another Benton.”

She couldn’t help but laugh. “No, actually he’s not like that at all. I suspect Tino chose both the restaurant and the movie because he’d figured out who I was and thought that’s what I’d want. Points to him for trying, but I hope he knows me better now.”

Cyrus perked up. “So you’ve seen him again since the big date?”

“Yep. Tino came back to the center to help on Saturday. He helped me unpack all the new computers. We ate lunch together, and then he stuck around to help with more of the work on the gym while I helped the IT people set up the computer lab.”

“Have you made plans to spend more time together?” Cyrus gave her a hard look. “And I mean for something a helluva lot more fun than unpacking a bunch of computers.”

She nodded as she picked up one of the chocolate chip cookies Esther had brought with her tea. “This week was already pretty booked up for me, but we’re going on a picnic on Sunday and then having dinner later in the week.”

For the first time all evening, her grandfather looked pleased by her answer. “That’s a start, but you’ve been having far too many of these busy weeks. If the job is getting to be too much for you, hire someone to shoulder part of the workload. You know I’ll adjust the budget if that’s what it takes.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

She checked the time. “I hate to eat and run, but I need to get back to the center. I’m teaching a class in the new computer lab.”

Cyrus sat up straighter and glared at her. “Damn it, Natalie. We talked about that. You shouldn’t be teaching them yourself.”

They’d already covered this ground several times before. “I know, but I’ve actually been looking forward to doing this. I did find a volunteer for the day classes. He’s a great guy, and we’re sharing the workload for coming up with lesson plans. Once we’ve had a chance to go through this first session, I’ll definitely look for a graduate student or two to take on the evening classes.”

“Promise?”

Actually, she’d planned to keep teaching the classes. However, since she’d met Tino, she found herself wanting to free up more of her time. So, she held up her hand to make a sincere vow to both herself and her grandfather. “I promise. Now, I’ve got to get moving or I’ll be late.”

After picking up her purse and briefcase, she kissed her grandfather on the cheek. “You take care, and I’ll be back next week.”

“Bring your young man with you. I want to meet him.”

No way was she going to commit to that quite yet. “I will when the time seems right.”

She should have known a vague answer wouldn’t satisfy the wily old man. “Not good enough, Natalie. I want him here in the next couple of weeks or I will hire someone to track him down and drag him back here to meet me. In fact, it might just be better to have him come by without you. I’ll get more out of him that way. I want to know if he’s good enough for you.”

That idea was a disaster waiting to happen. Better to introduce the two men when she could be there to monitor the conversation.

“Fine, I’ll ask him when he’s got time to come with me.”

“Do that.”

“Do you need anything before I go?”

“No, I’m fine. Besides, that woman will be in here to fuss at me about something soon enough.”

“Be nice to Esther.” Natalie picked up the last two cookies to take with her. “You’d miss her if she ever left.”

Her grandfather only harrumphed, but he didn’t deny she was right. “Take care, little girl, and watch yourself when you leave the center after your class. It’s not the safest place in town.”

“I’m always careful. I’ll see you next week.”

Feeling much better than when she arrived, she let herself out and headed for the center. Despite how her day had started, she was excited about the challenges ahead in teaching the class. The chance to help other people was the reason she’d gotten involved in the foundation in the first place, and she preferred a hands-on approach.

Twenty minutes later, she was walking into the building when she heard a familiar voice coming from down the hall. What was Tino doing there? As far as she knew, there wasn’t any work scheduled to be done that night. Had he left some tools behind or something?

Only one way to find out. She followed the sound of his voice down the hall toward the gym. Sure enough, there he was, standing in the center of the basketball court facing a ragged line of boys holding basketballs. Even though she’d come in mid-conversation, it was clear that he was lecturing the kids on the finer points of dribbling. He’d never said anything about coaching basketball.

More important, didn’t he look seriously hot in those gym shorts and army T-shirt?

She spotted Jay Tobin sitting on the front edge of the stage at the near end of the gym with several other adults. She didn’t recognize all of them but suspected they belonged to the kids out on the court. When the boys started bouncing the balls and walking across the floor toward Tino, she sidled around the edge of the room until she reached Jay.

The former Seal kept his eye on the action in the center of the gym even as he said, “Hey, Natalie. What brings you here this evening?”

She perched on the edge of the stage beside him. “I’ve got my first computer class starting in half an hour. I was walking by when I heard the kids. Looks like you’ve got enough of them to form your team.”

He gave her a sideways glance that made it clear that he suspected it wasn’t the kids who’d drawn her into the gym. At least he didn’t call her on it. “I actually had to put some on a waiting list in case any of this bunch have to drop out or if we get enough to start a second squad.”

“Any luck finding a sponsor?”

She’d asked him to look outside of the foundation for funding first. If necessary, she might be able to help out a little, but her budget would stretch only so far.

“Not yet, but I’ve got some feelers out in the community.”

“I’ll keep my fingers crossed that someone steps forward.”

Then Jay volunteered the information she really wanted to know. “As you can see, I did find someone to assist me with the team. Tino agreed to help out at least until I can find someone else. I’m hoping he’ll actually stick around, though. He’s been great with the kids.”

She watched as Tino stopped two of the boys and demonstrated what he wanted them to do. Thanks to the racket all the bouncing balls made, it was impossible to hear what he’d said to them. Whatever it was, they both grinned and took off dribbling again. When Tino glanced toward Jay, he looked surprised to see that she’d joined the audience. He nodded before turning his attention back to the kids.

“Okay, guys, freeze!”

Once he had their attention, he continued, “Put the balls away and then run four laps. When you’re done, we’ll break for snacks.”

Then he clapped his hands. “Go!”

After some good-natured grumbling, the boys headed over to the rack and set the basketballs down before taking off at a run. Jay pushed himself up to his feet. “Hey, Mitchell, no cutting corners.”

The boy in question laughed and veered back toward the edge of the gym. Jay shook his head and turned his back to hide his grin. “The rascal tries that every time to see if I’m paying attention. He’s one of my most promising players, but he’s on the lazy side.”

He winked at Natalie. “Reminds me of myself back in the day. My coach didn’t cut me any slack, either. I figure this is the universe’s way of getting even with me for all the grief I gave that man.”

Tino stopped to make a layup before joining her and Jay as the boys pounded their way around the gym.

The two men looked impressive as they stood shoulder to shoulder watching their team. Despite the differences in their builds and coloring, there were definite similarities. Both were physically fit, but it was more than that. Something about the way their eyes constantly scanned their surroundings as if hyperaware of everything going on around them. Jay and Tino also shared the same air of confidence she found so sexy.

Meanwhile, Tino looked down at her. “Your first class is tonight, isn’t it?”

She glanced at the clock on the wall. “Yes, it is. In fact, I should go get everything set up.”

“Give me a yell if you need any help. Jay can handle the kids by himself for a few moments.” Tino followed her over to where she’d left her things. “When your class lets out, I’ll walk you to your car.”

If she didn’t know better, she would’ve sworn her grandfather and Tino had been talking. “You don’t need to hang around that long. Clarence can always see me out.”

He stopped by a cooler she hadn’t noticed before. “It’s not a problem. After the snack break is over, we still have another thirty minutes of practice. By the time all the kids get picked up and we get the equipment put away, it will be about the time your class ends. I’ll wait for you by the door. If you don’t see me there, text me.”

She surrendered to the inevitable. “Fine. I’ll see you when I’m done.”

“It’s a deal.” He picked up the cooler. “Now I’d better go feed the kids before things get ugly.”

One look at the boys watching the cooler with greedy expressions on their faces and she realized Tino wasn’t kidding. “Good idea.”

She started for the door but turned back. “Hey, Tino.”

He glanced back over his shoulder. “Yeah?”

“It was nice of you to offer to help Jay with the team.”

“Who offered? The jerk ambushed me when I wasn’t looking.”

His partner in crime heard what he’d said and laughed. Jay waited until Tino was within reach and slapped him on the shoulder. “Navy Seals are crafty that way.”

Tino snorted. “Sneaky and underhanded is more like it.”

As tempting as it was to hang around and watch the two men giving each other a hard time, she headed for the computer lab. Time to get her head in her own game, which meant forgetting all about the image of Tino moving with such grace to shoot that basket and focusing on her lesson plans.

Later, though, when she was alone in her bed, she planned to replay it a few times in her head. After the rough start to her day, it would be nice to end it on a high note—or at least a hot one.


Chapter 9

Practice was over, and the last of the equipment was locked up in the storage area. According to Jay, it was nothing short of a miracle that all the kids had been picked up on time. Thanks to heavy traffic and other unpredictable factors, more often than not he ended up hanging around the center for up to an hour after the official quitting time for one last parent to show up. When asked how he felt about that, Jay shrugged it off, saying it came with the territory. Like Tino, Jay was single and had no one waiting at home for him. He could afford to be generous with his time.

After Jay left, Tino walked by the computer lab. Judging by the intent expressions on the students’ faces, it looked as if everything was going smoothly. The class wasn’t due to let out for another twenty minutes. Rather than lurk in the hallway, he headed outside to get some fresh air.

For once, the outside basketball court was empty. He dug his ball out of his gym bag and started shooting from the free throw line. When he hit the basket four times in a row, a round of applause broke out from the shadow near the entrance. He made one last shot before turning to face his unexpected audience.

Five teenagers started toward him; all of them looked to be in their mid-teens. They still had that lanky, not-quite-filled-out build common to kids that age. In fact, Ricky would fit right in with them, attitude and all. For now, Tino bounced the ball and waited for them to make their final approach.

One boy stepped forward, leaving the others to form a ragged line behind him. “So, what are you doing shooting hoops in our part of town?”

Tino kept his smile friendly. “I’m waiting for a friend and had some time to kill.”

The kid glanced at his friends and then back at Tino. “Well, you should kill it somewhere else. We play every day at this same time.”

No way was he going to be run off by a bunch of punk kids. “Looks like I got here first, but I’m willing to share. What do you say to a quick game of three on three?”

He wasn’t surprised when they didn’t immediately leap at the chance to face off against him. One of the others joined the discussion. “Why do you want to play here at all? I bet they have a fancier court wherever it is you live.”

“They might.” In fact, there was a better hoop mounted on the annex right outside his front door. He took another shot and smiled when it bounced off the backboard to fall through the hoop despite how badly the whole thing was canted to one side. “But I’m helping Jay Tobin with his basketball team. Practice just let out a few minutes ago, and like I said, I’m waiting for a friend.”

Some of their growing tension seemed to ease off a bit. “So you’re the army cop coaching my little brother, Mitchell.”

Now that the kid had brought up the subject, Tino could see a strong family resemblance between the two boys. Mitchell had even mentioned his brother a couple of times. What was his name? Trevor? No, that wasn’t it. After a second, it came to him—Tyler. “Yep, Tyler, that’s me. Your brother shows some real talent for the game. Have you been working with him?”

Tyler shrugged. “Yeah, I’ve showed him some moves.”

“You’ve done a good job. So, how about that game?”

The others all looked to Tyler for an answer. He nodded and immediately peeled off his shirt. Two of his friends did the same while the others sided with Tino. Within seconds, the game was in full swing with some good-natured name-calling and a few collisions meant to establish dominance. Tino gave as good as he got, figuring the boys would respect him more for standing his ground.

All too soon, it was time to call it quits for the evening. Natalie would be looking for him, and he wanted a chance to talk to the kids before he had to leave.

He held his hand out to Tyler and then to each of the others. “Good game, guys.”

“You’ve got some skills for an old man.” Tyler smirked and his friends all laughed.

God, it was like talking to Ricky when his nephew was feeling his oats. “Not that old, kid. My two brothers and I could kick your asses anytime.”

The boys hooted at that idea. “Three against five wouldn’t be fair.”

Tino gave it some thought. “My younger brother is in the Marine Corps, but he should be in town for a visit soon. And I bet Jay would play on our team. Add in my nephew, who is about your age, and we’d have enough players.”

Tyler didn’t hesitate to accept the challenge. “Yeah, bring it on. We’re always around.”

Tino pulled a towel out of his bag and wiped the sweat off his face. “You were right about me being used to playing on a court in better condition. We could maybe do something about this one, but you guys would have to help with that.”

Tyler rolled his eyes. “Do we look like we have the money to buy new hoops?”

“Maybe not, but you can swing a paintbrush and maybe mix up some concrete to reset the pole and patch a few of these holes.”

He gave the teenagers a few seconds to let that idea sink in before adding, “Here’s the deal. My brother and I will bring the new equipment and any other necessary supplies. You guys will provide the labor needed to install them and repaint the lines on the court. And I’m betting my mom will be on board to feed whoever shows up to work.”

When Tyler didn’t immediately respond, Tino prodded him. “Well, do we have a deal?”

“What would you get out of it?”

Oh, yeah, that attitude sure brought back memories. Trust didn’t come easy to these kids, and maybe they were right to feel that way if the adults in their lives had failed them.

“For starters, I’d get a better place to shoot hoops when I’m here. Besides, when we finally play you guys, I don’t want my brother to miss a shot because of a bent rim. He’d never let me forget it. The man’s built like a tank, and he doesn’t pull his punches just because I’m his brother.”

Tino let his smile fade away. “I also think that you guys will take better care of the place if you’ve invested your own time and effort into fixing it up.”

Tyler still didn’t cave. “When would you be doing this? Because I might have stuff to do. Important stuff.”

Yeah, right. Rather than call him on it, Tino repeated the offer. “When the new backboards and hoops are delivered, we’ll pick a day to meet here for a work party. If I don’t see you here to set that up, I’ll send a message home with Mitchell.”

He stuck his hand out and waited for the teenager to buy in to the program. If he didn’t, there was no way the others would.

The kid eventually took that final step forward and shook Tino’s hand. “Fine. We’ll be here.”

“Good deal. Now I’ve got to go.”

Tino had been aware for several seconds that Natalie was watching the interaction from over by the door. He picked up his bag and walked over to join her.

“Sorry to keep you waiting.”

She looped her arm through his as they started toward the parking lot. “I haven’t been here long. It looked like you and those boys were having a pretty intense discussion.”

“They let me join their game.”

“How did that go?”

He grinned. “It was fun. Well, other than they think I’m old. Hell, I only have about ten, maybe twelve years on them. But to listen to that bunch, I have gray hair and should be using a walker.”

Natalie frowned in a token pretense of outrage on his behalf, but her blue eyes danced with a bit too much glee for it to be believable. “So, what did you do about that?”

Tino puffed out his chest. “What I had to do to defend my manly honor. I challenged them to a game the next time my younger brother comes home for a visit. It would be me and my two brothers, my nephew, and Jay against the five of them.”

She gave him a considering look. “Old man or not, I’d pay good money to watch that.”

“Hey, now! You’re supposed to be on my side in this. Besides, whatever we might lack in youthful stamina, we make up for with bullheaded stubbornness.”

“Oh, yeah, I forgot about that. I apologize.”

They’d reached her car, but she didn’t seem in a big hurry to leave. He gave her a playful leer. “To make up for that insult, I don’t suppose you’d agree to wear a cheerleader outfit to the game.”

God, he loved making her laugh. He leaned in closer. “On second thought, never mind. It would be too distracting, and those kids already have us beat on youth and energy. And seriously, if we ever act out that particular fantasy, I’d rather it was behind closed doors.”

Her eyes flared wide with a flash of heat. “Would you wear your basketball shorts and a tight T-shirt if I agreed to let you check out my pom-poms?”

Groaning, he pulled her into his arms. “Lady, that’s just plain mean to make that offer when we’re out in public where I can’t show you just how much I’d love to get my hands on your…pom-poms.”

“Poor guy, I’m sure you can handle it.” She rose higher on her toes to press a quick kiss on his lips. “Or should I say them?”

He kissed her back, fighting the urge to lift her up on the fender and show her exactly how much he wanted to do more than flirt in a parking lot.

When they were both a bit breathless, he broke off the kiss before he died of terminal sexual frustration. He opened her car door for her. As she got in, he said two words. “Eight days.”

She blinked up at him in confusion. “Eight days? I thought our picnic was this weekend.”

“It is, and I’m really looking forward to that. However, it’s eight days until we’re having dinner at your place when it will be just you, me, and those pom-poms.”

Then he picked up his gym bag and walked away, liking the fact that she watched him for a long time before starting her car and driving away.


Chapter 10

Tino walked over to a bench at the edge of Green Lake but decided against making himself comfortable. As tempting as it was to sit and watch the sun rise, that wasn’t why he was there at O-dark-thirty.

That had more to do with his need to see a certain petite blonde again than it did with soaking up some early-morning rays. Last night in the parking lot outside of the community center, he’d teased her about why he was counting down the days until they would have dinner at her place, saying that it was all about the chance to check out her “pom-poms.” That had been a lie. Okay, not really. He was a guy, after all. Damn straight he wanted to get his hands—and his mouth—on them.

However, that wasn’t the only reason he wanted to get her behind locked doors, or even the most important one. The bottom line was that he wanted to have Natalie all to himself. Yes, they’d had dinner together the other night, but the only time they’d actually been alone was in the car and the few minutes when the fog had insulated them from the rest of the world.

He would also see her tomorrow at the center after practice with Jay’s team and again on Sunday when they were going on a picnic. Again, they’d be surrounded by people, and he didn’t want to share. With her busy schedule, it was hard enough to find a time when he could see her at all.

So after he’d gotten back to the annex, he’d given in to the need to simply hear her voice again. They’d talked on the phone for nearly an hour about nothing and everything. Finally, knowing that she really needed to go to bed, he’d been about to say goodnight when on impulse he’d asked if she’d like to go for a morning run with him. He’d even treat them both to coffee afterward. Granted, they wouldn’t be completely alone, but they could pretend they had the park to themselves. That she didn’t hesitate to accept the invitation still had the power to make him smile. It was nice to know that she was also anxious to spend more time with him.

Right now, the woman in question was headed straight for him. One look at the outfit she had on had him double-checking to make sure his tongue wasn’t hanging out. Her running pants were black with a blue stripe down the side. They outlined every curve in her shapely legs and that adorable ass. The matching shirt did the same for the aforementioned pom-poms. However, as much as he loved the look, he didn’t much like the way two other guys gave her the once-over as they ran past. Assholes.

Maybe he should make it a rule that she had to wear one of his oversize T-shirts over her outfit whenever they went out for a run. He could just imagine her reaction to that suggestion. It might be worth asking her just to see if he was right.

“You know, that’s a disgustingly cheerful smile for this ungodly early hour of the morning.”

Tino laughed. “Yeah, well, I’ve always found you can irritate a lot more people by being cheery in the morning than by being grouchy.”

Natalie gave him a mock frown. “Well, it’s working. I can’t believe I got up an hour earlier than usual just to get all sweaty and tired.”

He had some sympathy for how she felt. “It could be worse.”

She looked doubtful. “How?”

“It could be raining.”

She grinned, her smile framed by a matching set of dimples. “Point taken.”

“Maybe this will improve your mood.”

He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close for a quick kiss, which she returned with gratifying enthusiasm. It also had an obvious effect on a certain part of his anatomy. No surprise there—it happened every time he saw her or even thought of her. Hoping she wouldn’t notice, he loosened his hold on her and took a half step back.

She bit her lower lip and then said, “Um, you know, I’ve been rethinking this whole running thing since you suggested it last night.”

“Really?”

Because if she’d changed her mind, it was a little late to say so, considering they’d already dragged themselves out of bed to get there.

“Well, you might have noticed that you’re about a foot taller than I am.”

Where was she going with this? “Yeah, I noticed.”

“So the difference in our heights is going to make it hard for us to run at the same pace.”

Did she really think he’d run off and leave her lagging behind? “Don’t worry, Nat. We’ll figure it out. Besides, I’m in no hurry to get anywhere.”

Her dimples made another quick appearance. “That’s what I’m talking about. I’m worried you’ll never keep up with me.”

Then she took off like a bat out of hell, leaving him staring after her.

—

It didn’t surprise Natalie at all when Tino caught up with her within a few seconds, not with those long legs of his eating up the distance. Still, it had been fun to be in the lead even for a few seconds. Then the big show-off not only passed her by, he rubbed it in by literally running circles around her as she pounded down the path.

Now he was jogging backward right in front of her. “If you wanted a head start, all you had to do was ask.”

She rolled her eyes. “Why bother? Even if you’d waited until I was halfway around the lake, you would have still caught up with me.”

“True, but only because I want to be with you.” He turned then and fell into step with her, shortening his stride to match hers. “Besides, they taught us in the army that it’s more important that the unit stay together than it is to set any world speed records.”

He looked as if he actually meant that, which pleased her. They lapsed into an easy silence, taking pleasure in the cool morning air and each other’s company. She couldn’t help but notice how well he moved, his motion fluid and easy on the eyes. Even if she hadn’t thought so herself, he also garnered admiring looks from a trio of women sitting on a bench next to the trail.

She might have resented their hungry gazes if they hadn’t also glanced in her direction with obvious envy. She smiled at them back over her shoulder and laughed when one of them gave her a thumbs-up approval. Yep, ladies, he’s mine, all mine.

Tino happened to glance in her direction right at the moment. “Now who is looking disgustingly cheerful? What’s going on?”

“I’d tell you that those women we just passed are jealous that I have such a hunky guy for a running partner, but their admiration would only stroke your already impressive, um, ego.”

“Really?” The jerk patted her on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, you’re the only one I want stroking my, um, ego.”

That might have meant more if he didn’t also immediately spin to start jogging backward again so he could check out his admirers, which made her want to punch him. Before she gave in to the impulse, he changed direction again. Maybe some of what she was thinking showed in her expression, because his smile immediately faded and he slowed to a stop.

“All joking aside, I meant what I said, Natalie. I’m not interested in them or anyone else. There’s only one reason I’m out here at this hour, and that’s because I couldn’t pass up a chance to spend time with you.”

Then he gave her a quick kiss before starting down the path again. Natalie hustled to catch up with him, her good mood restored. When they finished a full lap of the lake, they slowed to a walk. As soon as they did, Tino took her hand in his. The small connection warmed her heart in a completely different way than the strenuous exercise had.

“Now, for that coffee I promised you.”

They headed across the park to one of the ubiquitous coffee shops in the Seattle area. After getting their lattes and pastries, they crossed back into the park to sit on a bench.

Tino gave her a considering look. “Are you warm enough now that we’ve quit moving?”

“I’m fine, and the coffee will help.”

He immediately scooted closer and put one arm across her shoulders, drawing her in to the warm strength of his body. “How’s that?”

She gave in to the temptation to snuggle a little closer. “Much better.”

He sipped his coffee. “So what does your day look like?”

“The usual boring stuff. You don’t want to hear the details.”

Tino’s dark eyes narrowed. “I wouldn’t have asked if I wasn’t interested. I don’t know what the head of a charitable foundation does with her time.”

He actually sounded serious about wanting to know. Clearly, she was letting her ex-fiancé’s disinterest in her work color her expectations. “I’m sorry, Tino. Most people’s eyes glaze over when I rattle on about my job and what I’m hoping to accomplish.”

His arm tightened around her shoulders, strengthening the connection between them. “I’m not most people.”

She was becoming increasingly aware of that fact. “Most of the money the foundation gives out comes from Grandpa Cyrus directly, but we also work with our clients to help them get additional funding through other grants. I don’t know how other foundations work, but I follow the guidelines Grandpa set up from the beginning. As a result, we usually take on one large project like the community center and work on it from development through completion before taking on another.”

She paused to finish off the last bite of her chocolate croissant. So delicious and so bad for her hips. Oh well, it was her reward for her lap around the lake.

Tino seemed to be waiting for her to continue, so she picked up where she’d left off. “Since that project is nearing completion, we’ve been looking into some future possibilities. At the same time, we do some smaller, more targeted grants, like new computers for a specific school. This morning I will be meeting with representatives from another school that needs some musical instruments for their band program.”

He stared out toward the lake, his expression hard to read. “You must love your job, knowing how much you are helping people in so many ways, all of them positive.”

She wanted to ask about his time in the military, but she wasn’t sure how to broach what could be a touchy subject. Finally, she settled for asking, “What was your favorite part of being in the army?”

“I loved the teamwork, knowing the people in my unit had my back. That we could accomplish more together than we could as individuals.”

Before she could respond, he glanced at his watch. “Oops, we’d better get moving. I’m supposed to help Jack again today, and you have some musical instruments to buy.”

He finished his coffee and tossed the cup into the nearby trash can like he was taking a shot at a basketball hoop. “Nothing but net!”

After also disposing of her trash for her, he took her hand in his and tugged her up off the bench. Once again, they walked hand in hand toward where they’d parked. She really wished they didn’t have to rush off, but they both had obligations.

Maybe he was feeling the same reluctance to end their outing, because he took both her hands in his when they reached her car. “I’ll see you tomorrow night after practice, and we can firm up the details for Sunday. The weather forecast is predicting rain, so I’m thinking we should plan on taking the ferry ride out to Friday Harbor instead of packing a lunch. We can eat at one of the restaurants on the island and wander through the shops until it’s time to catch the ferry for the return trip.”

She couldn’t wait. “Sounds perfect and relaxing.”

“Great. I’ll check the schedule and let you know what time I’ll pick you up.”

Tino continued to hold onto her, rubbing the pads of his thumbs over the back of her hands while he checked out their surroundings. “I hope you don’t object to PDAs.”

The small caress was short-circuiting her thought processes. “To what?”

His mouth kicked up in a sexy grin. “PDAs. You know, public displays of affection, because I’m planning on indulging in one here any second, and it will be impressive.”

She bet it would be, which was just fine with her. Besides, any woman would have to be either crazy or dead to object to what he had planned. “Give it your best shot.”

The second his mouth touched hers, butterfly soft and teasing, her pulse went into overdrive. The touch of his tongue against her lips took the kiss from teasing to pure temptation, and the devil knew it, too. When she moaned and pressed closer against his body, he smiled and kicked the heat level up another notch.

By the time he broke it off, they were both breathing harder than they had been at the end of their run. Tino’s smile was a bit rueful. “Wow, I think I need to take a cooldown lap around the lake. Of course, maybe jumping into the water would be more effective.”

He kissed her again, this one quick and friendly. “You’d better get going. I don’t want to make you late for work.”

Then he winked at her. “Unless you’re willing to be really late.”

And darned if she didn’t actually consider it. His huge grin made it clear that he knew it, too. It was time to put some distance between her and the sexy man who was still standing way too close for her peace of mind.

She got in her car and closed the door, needing that barrier between her and temptation. After lowering the window, she said, “I’ll see you tomorrow night after my class ends.”

“Yes, you will.”

Then he patted her fender and walked off with that sexy swagger that made her hormones sit up and take notice every time she saw him.

As she drove off, she was already counting the hours until she saw him again.


Chapter 11

As predicted, Sunday morning had dawned gray and overcast. At least the rain had held off so far, but there was a definite chill in the air. That hadn’t prevented the two of them from enjoying the long ride out to Friday Harbor on the ferry or from wandering around the town together. It was now late afternoon, and they’d finally ended up back down by the water sipping big cups of hot chocolate as they watched the boats out in the harbor.

When the big ferry appeared off in the distance, Tino checked the time. Unfortunately, it was right on schedule. “We have about half an hour left before we need to be on board.”

Natalie sighed and wrapped her hand around his upper arm and leaned her head against him. “Where has the time gone? I swear we just got here.”

She was right. Despite the gray day, they’d had fun wandering up and down the streets and checking out all the shops. Along the way, he’d picked out a silly T-shirt for Ricky, a pretty set of earrings for his mother, and a custom-made hair clip for Natalie. She’d been complaining about the effect the damp air was having on her already-curly hair, but that was just his excuse for picking out a small present for her. He liked the idea of her thinking of him every time she used it.

Natalie had insisted on buying him a small blown-glass whale to remind him of the pair of gray whales they’d seen breaching out on the water on the way to the island. Everyone on the ferry had rushed to the windows to watch the huge animals slowly making their way northward in the Sound. While everyone else raved about seeing the whales, he’d taken more pleasure in seeing Natalie’s huge smile and her eyes shining bright with excitement.

Now their time together was winding down, and he hated having to leave the island behind. The idea of dropping Natalie off at her place before returning to his own place alone held no appeal at all.

Although he suspected he knew what her response would be, he offered her an alternative plan. “If you’re not in a big hurry to get home, we could always hang out awhile longer and have a nice dinner here on the island before we catch the later ferry run.”

She was already shaking her head, but at least she didn’t look happy about it. “I wish we could stay, but I really should get home earlier than that. I have a report I need to finish polishing for an early meeting in the morning, and a few other things to do tonight to get ready for the week.”

No surprise there. One of the things he liked best about her was how seriously she took her responsibility to the foundation and the projects it took on in the area. If Natalie said she needed to work, it was nothing less than the truth and not just an excuse to end their day together as early as possible. And while that only made him want to spend more time with her, he wasn’t going to push.

Natalie pulled out her cellphone and handed it to him. “I want another shot of us before we have to board.”

They’d already figured out that the selfies turned out better if he took them, thanks to his longer arms. “Let’s stand so that the ferry is in the background.”

As Tino was trying to get the angle right, an older couple stopped to watch. The man held out his hand. “I’d be glad to take the picture for you if you’ll do the same for us.”

“Great idea!”

After snapping several shots in rapid succession to make sure he got a good one, the man traded cameras with Tino, who returned the favor.

“Check to make sure you’re happy with how they turned out.”

“Thanks, they all turned out good,” the woman said with a happy smile after flipping through the pictures. Turning to her husband, she added, “Terry, once we’re on board, I’ll send these to the kids to let them know we’re enjoying our present.”

He wrapped his arm around his wife’s shoulders. “Our kids gave us an Alaskan cruise for our fiftieth wedding anniversary. My bride and I leave from Vancouver, B.C., tomorrow afternoon. We flew in early to do some sightseeing around Seattle before we go.”

Natalie gave them one of her thousand-watt smiles. “Congratulations! Fifty years together is an amazing accomplishment. What’s your secret for a happy marriage?”

His wife didn’t hesitate. “It’s simple. Marry the right person in the first place. It worked for me.”

“She always says that, but I’m really the lucky one.” Terry gave his wife a quick kiss. “We should go get in line to board. Nice meeting you two.”

As they made their way down to the dock, Natalie held onto Tino’s hand. “Somehow I doubt luck has anything to do with it.”

For his part, Tino wasn’t so sure he agreed with her about that. After all, if his mother hadn’t happened to see the article in the paper about the need for volunteers, if he hadn’t been willing to go to keep Marlene happy, and if Natalie hadn’t almost backed into a bucket of paint, the two of them might not be standing here together now. Sounded like good luck to him.

“Guess we should be going, too.”

He reluctantly started toward the line forming to walk onto the ferry. At least they still had the scenic cruise back to the mainland and then a long drive back home before he had to kiss her goodbye.

He’d see her again on Tuesday after practice, even if only for a few minutes. And then, at long last, it would be Wednesday and dinner at her place.

Just the two of them. Alone. Behind closed doors.

He couldn’t wait.


Chapter 12

A quick check of the time on Wednesday evening confirmed that Tino was due to arrive soon. The only problem was that Natalie was so far behind schedule that she would be hard-pressed to get even the essentials done before he got there. Earlier, she’d made a mental list prioritizing what had to get done versus what could be put off until at least tomorrow or even later.

Unfortunately, returning her father’s phone call was at the top of the list. There was no telling what he wanted, but the man normally left it up to her mother to handle any routine stuff. She couldn’t imagine that after all these years he’d suddenly developed the urge to chat. It was tempting to put off talking to him until tomorrow, but she didn’t want to risk having him call again if she and Tino were to…

Well, regardless of whatever they might be doing, she didn’t want the interruption. With any luck, her father would be too busy to answer. If so, she would leave a message that she was going to be tied up for the rest of the evening and would try again first thing in the morning.

Luck wasn’t with her, because he picked up on the first ring. “Hi, honey. Thanks for getting back to me so quickly.”

“Hi, Dad. What’s up?”

“I’m sorry to have to ask, but I need a special favor.”

Those last two words set off a very loud alarm inside her head. No doubt they were a euphemism for something that was going to suck big-time. She’d learned to be cautious enough to ask for details before making any rash promises. “What’s the favor, Dad?”

After a second or two of heavy silence, he drew a sharp breath and started talking—fast. Did he seriously think spitting out the words at high speed would make them any more palatable?

“There’s a dinner dance this Saturday night that we were supposed to invite you to attend. Mom thought I had told you about it, and I thought she had promised to give you a call. Luckily, we caught the mistake in time.”

“Lucky for whom?” she asked, even though she already had her suspicions.

“Us, actually.” He sighed. “Short notice or not, we really do need you to come.”

Damn, she really should’ve found a way to duck out on this conversation. “What’s the occasion and why is it imperative that I be there?”

“It’s a benefit dinner to raise money for a local community orchestra.”

She also had her suspicions as to what the answer would be to her next question, but she had to ask. “I repeat, Dad, why do I need to be there?”

“A major source of their funding got cut in half with no notice. The organization is scrambling to come up with ideas on how to make up the shortfall. We’re hoping the foundation would consider making a donation.”

Once again, he picked up the pace, his words tumbling all over each other. “Not that we made any promises. We both know better. I only said that you would be willing to listen to what they had to say. Once you have the facts, you’re absolutely free to make your own decision.”

Natalie stamped her foot in frustration. This was not how this should have been handled, and her parents knew it. The organization should have put together a written request with all the pertinent facts and figures instead of presenting their case at a social event. Praying for patience, she did her level best to remain calm. “Dad, you know that our annual budget is already spoken for and has been for months.”

“Yes, yes, of course. But I also know that you hold back some money every year in a discretionary fund that you can use when something unexpected comes up.”

It was hard not to resent being backed into a corner as she continued to point out the salient facts. “That’s true, but those funds are intended to cover emergency expenses that crop up on existing projects.”

Even as she spoke, she did a mental calculation of her own personal budget. Her grandmother had left her a trust fund that Natalie rarely touched, preferring to live on the salary she drew as the director of the foundation. If her parents had made a habit of pressuring her to use the foundation’s money on their pet projects, she’d be more inclined to refuse outright. But they rarely asked and only when they both felt the situation warranted it. “I’ll hear what they have to say. That’s as much as I can promise. Make sure they know that.”

“They know that’s all they can expect. Even if the foundation can’t make up the entire shortfall, even a little bit would help. If you’ve got a pen and paper handy, I’ll give you the address, etc.”

She didn’t have time for that. “Have Mom email me the details. I have plans for the evening and really need to get going.”

Before she could say goodbye, her father started talking again. “I’ll do that, but there’s one more thing. Rest assured I haven’t forgotten the conversation we had at the art gallery the other night, but your mother insisted I tell you this next part.”

Natalie could guess what he was about to say and was tempted to respond with one of her grandfather’s saltier expressions.

“Honey, we’re both aware that right now you’re not interested in rekindling any kind of long-term relationship with Benton. Having said that, your mother is sure he would be glad to play escort for one evening since his parents are also supporters of the orchestra.”

No way and on no day was that happening. On the other hand, if she turned up again without a date, Benton was likely to get the idea that she wasn’t serious about not wanting to see him again.

“Don’t worry, Dad, I have somebody I can ask.”

Another long silence. “You’re dating someone new?”

“Yes, I am.” And she wasn’t going to talk about it right now. “So thank Mom for her concern, but I can manage my own social life. I’ll talk to you both soon, but I’ve really got to hang up now. If you need to tell me anything else, use email. I won’t be taking calls tonight.”

Mainly because she didn’t want to face the inquisition that would be forthcoming the second her father relayed her message to her mom. She wouldn’t be able to avoid the discussion indefinitely, but hopefully she’d bought herself enough time to talk to Tino about the dinner. She had no idea if he would actually be willing to go with her and wouldn’t blame him in the least if he didn’t. She’d also have to let him know that it was a black-tie affair, which meant a tuxedo.

Picking up the chef’s knife, she vented her frustration on the poor, innocent carrots and other vegetables for the salad. Darn it all, anyway. She should have known better than to return her father’s call. It had been only a matter of time before the two halves of her life—the public and the private—crashed into each other, but she’d really been hoping to put it off for a while longer.

Granted, eventually she and Tino would have to dive into the deep end of the social pool as a couple if they were going to continue to see each other. She just wished it wasn’t going to be so soon and especially at an affair where they’d be bound to spend time with her mother and father, not to mention her ex-fiancé and his parents. Maybe it wouldn’t be so hard if she wasn’t the only one who believed that the breakup with Benton wasn’t a temporary aberration on her part. If one more person even hinted that he’d be willing to forgive her if she were to ask him nicely enough, she was going to go ballistic.

She finished assembling the salad and checked on her pasta e fagioli soup. The rich scents of tomato sauce and fresh basil helped to soothe her badly frayed nerves. Comfort food, indeed. After tasting the broth to see if it needed another sprinkle of salt, she turned her attention to slicing the rustic loaf of bread she’d picked up at her favorite bakery on the way home from work.

All in all, it was a pretty simple meal, but it was one of her favorites. She’d already warned Tino not to expect anything too fancy, but she hoped he wasn’t disappointed. She quickly set the table with her grandmother’s everyday china.

With dinner under control, it was time to add some finishing touches to her own appearance. She changed into a soft blue sweater that brought out the color of her eyes. Paired with skinny jeans and black ankle booties, the outfit hit the right note for a casual evening at home. She touched up her lipstick and checked her hair. She’d thought about wearing it up, but Tino seemed to prefer it down and loose.

The doorbell signaled she’d just run out of time for any further primping. After a last look in the mirror, she headed for the entryway. One final deep breath before she opened the door did little to ease the flurry of jitters in her chest. What did help was seeing that Tino looked every bit as nervous as she felt. He looked scrumptious in jeans and a crew-neck sweater that accented his sleekly muscled build. The deep red color brought out the warm tones of his skin. And if he wasn’t her date, she might actually hate him for having such long lashes framing those dark eyes.

He held out a bottle of wine along with a bunch of small, bright pink lilies. “Sorry, I know I’m a little early.”

“Only by a minute or two.” She accepted the bouquet and motioned for him to come inside. It was amazing how crowded the foyer seemed with the addition of one man. Odd that she’d never noticed that happening when Benton used to stop by. On the other hand, she couldn’t remember ever feeling quite so…so aware of him on a physical level as she was of Tino from the first time she’d laid eyes on him. It was as if she stood high on a mountain pass where the air was too thin to really catch her breath.

The sensation wasn’t unpleasant, but it was definitely perplexing. “Thank you for these. Alstroemeria happens to be one of my favorite flowers. They come in such amazing colors.”

“I’m glad you like them.” Tino gave her a quick kiss and then stepped back to sniff the air. “I don’t know what you’re cooking, but it smells wonderful.”

“I warned you that I don’t do fancy, but I make a mean pasta e fagioli soup. Come on into the kitchen. I need to get these in water and then check on dinner.”

Then she headed down the hall and let her handsome guest follow as he would.

—

Tino watched Natalie take off at hyperdrive speed, faster even than her usual quick pace. Either she was worried the flowers wouldn’t last another five minutes without water or else he wasn’t the only one a bit nervous about how this evening would play out. Rather than crowd her, he took his time hanging up his jacket on the hall tree before following her toward the kitchen. Well, and also so he could admire the way those jeans hugged her curves and imagine just what it would be like to get his hands on that fabulous ass.

Her spiky-heeled boots only added to the sexy sway of her hips as she walked. God, he hoped his tongue wasn’t hanging out, especially because she paused halfway down the hall to glance back to make sure he was following. Her dimples made a brief appearance before she continued on her way, which left little doubt that she knew exactly the effect she was having on him.

By the time he walked into the kitchen, she was straining to reach a vase in one of the cupboards. At five foot nothing, anything beyond the first shelf was a definite stretch for her. Using the tips of her fingers, she’d managed to tug the heavy vase to almost within her reach, but at the moment it was teetering precariously on the edge of the shelf. Tino gave it even odds whether it would fall into her grasp or tumble past her waiting hands to shatter on the floor. To avert the potential danger, he hurried to the rescue.

“Here, let me get that.”

He reached over her head to lift the vase down to the counter. As he did so, he tried not to think about the soft press of her body against his or the sexy scent of her perfume. A gentleman would back away as soon as the near disaster had been avoided. Evidently he didn’t fit that description.

Instead of retreating to the safety of the other side of the room, he gave Natalie just enough room to turn around but kept her trapped between him and the counter. She didn’t seem to be in any hurry to escape, either. Her hands settled on his waist as the corners of her mouth tipped up in a hint of a soft smile.

“If you plan to make a habit of rescuing me, I’m going to have to find a way to reward you. Any suggestions?”

“All kinds of them.” He stared down at her and let her glimpse the real hunger he was feeling even if it wasn’t for her soup, no matter how delicious it smelled. “However, it would be a shame to let all the hard work you put into fixing dinner go to waste.”

She trailed one hand upward to settle over the center of his chest, her smile widening when his pulse picked up speed under the warmth of her palm. “So true, but the good news is that dinner is ready. We’re having soup, salad, and sourdough bread.”

“That sounds great.” He let her slip away. “Although I notice you didn’t mention any dessert.”

Her tongue darted out to quickly lick the corner of her mouth. “Don’t worry, Gianelli. I’ll come up with something I’m sure you’ll find…most satisfying.”

The image of her welcoming him into her bed, into her body, flashed through his mind. He couldn’t help it. He groaned. And brat that she was, Natalie laughed.

“Maybe I should get dinner on the table.”

He couldn’t have agreed more. “Is there something I can do to help?”

Anything that would distract him from wondering how sturdy that pedestal table actually was. Right now, he very much wanted to toss his hostess down on top of it and conduct a few hands-on tests to find out. Unfortunately, she derailed that train of thought.

“Why don’t you open the wine while I serve the soup and salad? I thought we’d eat in here instead of the dining room. It’s cozier.”

Really? As Natalie put the finishing touches on dinner, he studied the room. The table and chairs were obviously high-end antiques, but he preferred furniture with clean lines rather than covered in so many curlicues. The matching hutch was crammed full of china in a pink floral pattern, the kind made for a woman’s delicate hand, not a soldier’s callused fist. The rows of hand-painted plates decorating the walls didn’t help matters.

The bottom line was that it didn’t feel at all cozy to him, although it probably wasn’t fair to compare it to the kitchen at his mother’s house. That room had been the center of action for the Lukash clan. He and his brothers had done their homework at the table while Joe had worked on his crossword puzzle and Marlene had baked an endless supply of cookies for the men in her life. She did have good china, but she’d wisely kept it safely tucked away out of the reach of the rambunctious boys she’d taken into her home and her heart.

This room, with its decidedly feminine décor, wouldn’t have survived long around Tino and his two brothers back in the day. As far as he was concerned, the only warm and welcoming feature of this kitchen was Natalie herself.

After pouring the wine, Tino carried the cut-crystal glasses over to where Natalie stood in front of the stove. She dipped a teaspoon into the broth and held it out for him to taste. “Think it needs more salt?”

He wrapped his hand around the delicate bones in her wrist to steady her hand as he gently blew on the hot liquid before tasting it. As he sipped the rich broth, he kept his gaze pinned on hers, enjoying the small intimacy. Her eyes stared into his as her breath hitched just a bit.

“Perfect.”

The single word hung in the air between them. Was she wondering if he meant her or the soup? In truth, he wasn’t sure himself. Finally, he released his hold on her and stepped back. The small distance gave both of them room to breathe.

She blinked hard before turning her attention back to their dinner. “Would you mind setting the salads and bread on the table while I dish up the soup?”

He did as she asked while she served up the rich soup. Everything looked and smelled delicious even if it seemed odd to eat such rustic fare with linen napkins, bone china, and sterling silver flatware. Maybe that’s how Natalie’s family always set the table, not that he was going to ask.

When they were seated, he made an effort to start a conversation. “Did you visit your grandfather this week?”

“Yes, I did. He seemed to be feeling a little more energetic this time, but that might be because his ongoing war with the beagle next door has escalated again.”

Tino looked up from buttering a thick slice of the bread. Did people actually do battle with beagles? Judging from Natalie’s grin, the fight was more entertaining than dangerous.

“Okay, I’ll bite. Exactly what does canine combat look like?”

She laughed. “Well, recently an innocent bystander came close to being a casualty. Digger—that’s the beagle he’s been feuding with—dug up one of Grandpa’s prize rosebushes. Luckily, the gardener was able to salvage the poor plant.”

“How did your grandfather retaliate?”

“He ordered a complete blockade of the fence line between the two yards. He thought a row of decorative rocks along the bottom edge of the fence would prevent the dog from digging his way under again.” She paused to sip her wine. “Evidently Grandpa badly underestimated Digger’s determination to frolic in what he clearly sees as an extension of his own yard. The day after the rocks were put in place, he found Digger sleeping in the sun on the wicker loveseat out on the patio.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad.”

“Ordinarily it wouldn’t have been.” Natalie grinned. “But that rosebush I mentioned? The little rascal dug it up again and then dragged it up on the loveseat like some kind of prize he’d captured.”

Tino tried to imagine how his mother would react if some neighbor’s dog insisted on tearing up her yard. He wasn’t sure what she’d do, but it wouldn’t be pretty.

“What does the dog’s owner say about what he’s been doing?”

“I doubt my grandfather has ever told them. Grandpa considers Digger a worthy opponent and would never risk doing something that would cause the little beast any problems.”

“I think I’d like your grandfather.”

His comment clearly pleased her. “I’m guessing the two of you would really hit it off. Maybe one of these Tuesday mornings you could come with me to visit him. He doesn’t get much company, and I’m sure he’d appreciate seeing someone besides me.”

“If I’m not helping my brother on the job, I’d like that.”

After that, the topic of conversation drifted from one topic to another. Tino had seconds on the soup. Afterward, she made coffee and served it with a plate of brownies. They took their cups and the goodies down the hall to the living room. Just like the kitchen, most the furniture looked as if it had been in place for eighty years or more. Afraid neither of the chairs would support his weight, he settled in the corner of the sofa, the only piece of furniture in the room that looked as if it had actually been bought for comfort.

Even better, Natalie sat down next to him, close enough that he could feel the warmth of her leg against his. He was about to sip his coffee when he noticed the tight grip Natalie had on her own cup.

“Is something wrong?”

“No, not really. Well, maybe.” She bit her lower lip and finally gave him a worried look. “It turns out that I have a favor to ask of you.”

He set his coffee aside and angled himself to look more directly at her. “And that’s a problem?”

“It’s just that I’m afraid you’ll say yes when you really want to say no. I promise it’s okay if you do. It’s short notice, and you might not want to go, anyway. I wouldn’t want that.”

He did his best to wade through the jumble of words she’d just spouted. “You don’t want me to say yes or you don’t want me to feel like I have to say yes?”

She nodded without specifying which answer was right. Not very helpful. It was time to take control of the conversation.

“Let me start by saying that my brothers will testify that it’s nearly impossible to get me to do something I don’t want to do. With that in mind, why don’t you ask me whatever it is that has you so wound up? I promise I’ll give you an honest answer.”

“All right, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.” She drew a deep breath and unleashed another barrage of words. “My dad called tonight. He and Mom were supposed to invite me to a black-tie charity event this coming Saturday night, but they dropped the ball and forgot. They want me to be there because the community orchestra the dinner is being held for just lost a major part of their funding. My folks are hoping the foundation can fill in some of the gap in the group’s budget.”

Natalie seemed to have run out of steam before actually getting around to asking the favor she needed. That was all right. He could read between the lines.

“You need a date for the dinner, and you’re afraid you’d be imposing if you were to ask me to take you.”

She nodded. “That’s it in a nutshell. As I said, it’s short notice, especially considering it’s a black-tie dinner with dancing.”

Before he could respond, she added, “And then there’s the fact that I’ll likely be the only person there that you’d actually know.”

In short, an evening spent in hell. It didn’t take much imagination to picture a room full of people who wore their wealth like a second skin. They might enjoy donating money to good causes, but would they enjoy spending time with the people their money helped? He bet a few would look down his own background and that of his brothers as well, especially the time they each spent bouncing from one foster home to another until the Lukashes had taken them in permanently.

He shoved the memories of those ugly days to the back of his mind. Either he did this for her or it was time to cut bait and go home. One look at Natalie’s worried eyes, and his decision was made. She already meant too much to him to walk away without at least giving himself a chance to handle her world.

“I’ll be glad to go with you, but I’m guessing there’s more to it than you being concerned about me having to come up with a tuxedo to wear.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and tugged her a little closer. “Are you worried about me meeting your parents?”

“No, not at all.” She shook her head and sighed. “Okay, maybe a little.”

She was worrying at that luscious lower lip again. “Come on, Nat, tell me what’s really wrong.”

“My ex-fiancé and his family will also be there. My parents actually suggested that I ask him to escort me to the dinner. Did I mention that his folks and mine are good friends? Or that none of them understand why I broke up with Benton? By their standards, it should’ve been a perfect match even though it wasn’t.”

Just when he’d thought he’d gotten a handle on the situation, she confused him again. God knows, this Benton guy was probably better suited for a woman of Natalie’s education and background.

“Would you be happier if he did take you? I wouldn’t like it, but I’d understand.”

All right, that was a lie. Even if her ex was a better fit for her parents’ social circle, the last thing Tino wanted to do was encourage her to spend time with a man she’d once considered marrying. That her parents were still trying to shove her back at the guy didn’t help Tino’s mood in the least.

“No, I absolutely would not be happier going with Benton. I will go by myself if you would rather not get dragged into this. I certainly wouldn’t blame you if you don’t.”

Her words and another gulp of coffee washed away the large lump that had taken up residence in his throat. “Then it’s agreed. I’ll be happy to take you to the dinner.”

“Are you sure?”

Clearly, she remained unconvinced, which meant she was picking up on his own misgivings. Doing his best to convey a confidence he didn’t really feel, he tried to reassure her. “Yes, I’m sure. I’ve attended formal dinners before even if I wore a dress uniform instead of a tux. And contrary to what my idiot brothers would tell you, I’ve even been known to carry on intelligent conversations with total strangers.”

He paused to tip her face up to look at him more directly before adding, “And finally, I love to dance. Holding you in my arms out on the dance floor will be reward enough for me going. Got that?”

Then he sealed the deal with a kiss, one meant to rock her world and ended up rocking his as well. He gave in to the temptation to tangle his fingers in her soft-as-silk hair, the better to hold her captive while his lips plundered hers. But he was quickly reminded that this woman was no one’s pushover. She broke free of his embrace long enough to climb onto his lap, straddling his thighs. He slid forward on the couch cushion and tugged her closer, bringing himself down to her eye level to make sure she saw that he meant every word he’d said.

The fact that the position centered her core right on top of his raging erection was only a side benefit.

Before picking up where they’d left off, she rewarded him with one of her dimpled smiles. “Yes, sir, message received. Dinner, conversation, and best of all, dancing.”

“Good.”

Her eyes darkened as she cupped his face with her hands. “Now, I think we’re about ready for the dessert I mentioned.”

She rocked forward and back, punctuating her words. In response, he cupped her ass with his hands as he lifted his own hips to maintain that connection. With his blood running hot in his veins, he whispered, “Tell me we aren’t talking about the brownies.”

The heat in her smile kicked it up a notch. “Those are for…after,” she said as she peeled off her sweater and sent it flying.

“Perfect.”

This time they both knew he was talking about her. He desperately needed to get skin to skin with this woman. When his shirt joined hers on the floor across the room, Natalie purred and leaned in close enough that the tips of her breasts brushed across his chest. Even through the lace of her bra he could feel the way her nipples had beaded up, ready for his touch. Or, better yet, his mouth.

He splayed his fingers along the fine bones of her rib cage and lifted her close enough that he could nuzzle that seductive valley between her surprisingly full breasts. With a flick of his tongue, he savored the flavor of her skin and the sound she made when something he did pleased her. Natalie moaned as he suckled first one breast and then the other, using his tongue and teeth to drive them both crazy.

Within seconds, even the thin layer of lace between them was too much. He supported her with one arm as he used his other hand to release the clasp on her bra. She was right there with him, sliding the straps off her shoulders to reveal the peaches-and-cream beauty beneath.

“God, Natalie.” He palmed both breasts and dragged his gaze up to meet hers. “So damn beautiful, like the rest of you.”

His comment clearly pleased her. “You sweet-talker. There’s only one problem—you’re talking, not doing.”

He laughed. “I guess I just got my marching orders.”

Without warning he surged to his feet, holding her high against his chest. The only question was whether they should head upstairs to her bedroom or take advantage of the plush rug on the floor in front of the fireplace. In the end, there was no contest. Why waste the energy it would take to muscle them both up all those steps when it could be put to a much better use right where they were?

He settled Natalie on the rug. “I’ll be right back.”

Without waiting for her to respond, he returned to the foyer where he’d hung his jacket. He pulled a handful of packets out of the inside pocket and headed right back to where a warm and willing woman waited for him.

When he returned to the living room, it was to discover Natalie had been busy during his short absence. The lamps at either end of the sofa had been turned off. In their place, the gas fireplace was alight, bathing both his woman and the room in a soft glow. The flickering shadows from its flames danced across Natalie’s skin as she waited for his return.

She’d also grabbed several of the toss pillows off the couch. Right now, she was lying on her stomach, her arms crossed on top of two of the cushions and her hair a golden waterfall tumbling down around her shoulders. The sight brought him to a screeching halt. Even in his hottest dreams, he’d never imagined such simple beauty. Her back was elegant, and those skinny jeans definitely showed off her backside to its best advantage. She’d also kicked off her boots, revealing her pretty feet. Damn.

“I saved you a spot.” She patted the pillow next to hers. “Why are you staying all the way over there?”

“I’m admiring the view and thinking about what all I’m going to do with you…to you when I finally get there.”

Her eyes lit with interest as her dimples made another appearance. He noticed she had another set right above the top of her jeans. And if he wasn’t mistaken, the very top edge of a tattoo was peeking out right between them.

He tossed the condoms on the floor within easy reach. As soon as he did, she rolled over onto her back, once again letting him look his fill. Maybe it would’ve been smarter to leave his jeans on for the moment, but right now they chafed against his skin as his hunger for her grew exponentially in intensity. It was time to join her on that rug and get the party started.

He toed off his shoes and stripped off his jeans, boxers, and socks in one fell swoop, basking in Natalie’s approval-laced smile. When she reached for the snap on her jeans, Tino knelt at her feet and brushed her fingers out of the way.

“Let me,” he murmured as he smiled and ran his hands up the inside of her calves to her thighs. Before reaching for the tab on her zipper, he moved up her body to kiss her breasts, licking and suckling each of them in turn until she kicked her head back on the pillow and arched her back off the rug. “Like that, do you?”

Without waiting for her to answer, he moved to the side and continued to lavish his attention on them while he finally unfastened the snap on her jeans and slowly worked the zipper down to make room for his hand to slide inside. Her curls were already damp and hot as he sought out the center of her hunger with his fingertips. It didn’t take long to bring her right to the edge, but he immediately backed off.

“Tino!” she complained.

“We’ll get there, but I don’t want to rush this. There’s only one first time for us, and I want it to be memorable.”

She tried to tug her jeans down as an enticement, but he captured her hands with one of his and held them prisoner. When she surrendered, he rewarded her with another long kiss before stripping off her jeans and the lacy panties underneath.

After releasing her hands, Tino positioned himself to do some exploring. In the soft light from the fire, he considered the sharp contrast between the gentle curves of her body and the hard planes of his own. So different and yet so perfect for each other. But where should he start? Finally, he kissed the pulse point at the base of her throat before nuzzling his way from the peak of one breast to the other and back again.

From there, he moved on down her body until he reached the center of her heat, which tasted both spicy and sweet at the same time. Natalie writhed under his ministrations, making him think maybe it was time to send her flying. Using his fingers and tongue, he took great pleasure in working his lady into a frenzy that had her screaming his name.

More than a little pleased with himself, he stretched out alongside her and propped his head up with his hand to look down at her flushed face. “Let me know when you’ve caught your breath and want to start round two.”

Natalie gave him a sultry look. “I’m ready now.”

In a quick move, she captured his erection in a tight grip and worked her hand down to the bottom of his shaft and then back up to the blunt tip. He closed his eyes and moaned as the waves of pleasure washed over him. Natalie laughed softly and intensified her efforts, making it clear which of them was now in the driver’s seat. He willingly surrendered, easing onto his back to offer her free rein.

The expression in her eyes took on a hungry look. “It’s my turn to have some fun.”

Then she put that sassy mouth to good use, damn near killing him in the process. He needed to stop her before it was too late. He threaded his fingers through Natalie’s hair to hold her head still. “Honey, you’ve got to let me catch my breath before this gets completely out of hand.”

She glanced up at him with a siren’s smile. “If you’re sure that’s really what you want.”

Hell, no, that’s not what he wanted, but it was necessary. He fumbled around to snag one of the condoms, knowing he had seconds at best before he’d lose control and take her any way he could. With that done, he studied his companion. “Nat, I want you so damn bad. When you thought of this moment, how did you see it playing out? Tell me what you want, and I’ll do my best to make it happen.”

Her eyes were luminescent as she studied him. “There are a lot of intriguing possibilities, but I’ll let you lead this particular dance.”

Her accompanying smile warmed Tino from the inside out, once again bringing his body back to full attention without a single touch. When she leaned in close to kiss him softly, her tongue teased his into a final game of foreplay before rolling over onto her back in blatant invitation.

Tino covered her body with his, loving the slide of her smooth skin against his. As tempting as it was to immediately join his body to hers, he took pleasure in tormenting them both a little longer by rocking against her core a few times. Natalie responded by digging her fingertips into the muscles of his back. “Quit teasing, Tino.”

The moment finally upon them, he stared down at her, wanting to remember every second of what came next. “I’m not sure I can be gentle about this.”

Natalie’s hands trembled a bit as she reached up to cup his face, her smile full of wicked promise. “I can take it. Don’t stop and don’t hold back.”

A soldier knew when he’d been given a new mission, one he was determined to carry out to the best of his abilities. Tino spread Natalie’s legs wide and buried himself deep within her welcoming heat with a series of hard and fast thrusts.

Natalie watched his every move as she kept up a litany of encouragement, her words driving him on. “Please, Tino! I want more! Just like that.”

Their bodies slammed together over and over again, each flex of his hips adding power to the lightning storm building between them. Her skin flushed rosy, and he couldn’t resist the temptation to savor the sweet taste of her breasts again. After shifting their positions again, he tongued and teased one nipple while he massaged her other breast over and over again.

She clasped her hands around his head and lifted her ankles high around his legs, pressing her body even closer to his.

Panting and working his hips hard, Tino murmured words that were dark and bright and nearly incoherent as he fought to wring every possible ounce of pleasure from their first coupling. Finally, the storm broke. Natalie arched beneath him, keening out his name as her nails dug into his back. At the same time, he shuddered in release, pouring out his own pleasure deep within the hot grip of her core.

Reality was slow in returning, and for the longest moment, he was both blind and deaf to the world beyond this beautiful woman’s arms. But even within the confines of that small space, there was one truth he knew down deep in his soul: if there was ever going to be one single perfect moment in his life, this was it.


Chapter 13

It was Saturday morning, and the community center buzzed with activity. Natalie had come in early to work on her lesson plans for the evening computer classes. The only problem was that she couldn’t maintain her focus for more than a few minutes at a time. Images of a certain man kept slipping in and around the edges of her mind to distract her, and suddenly she’d find herself staring off into space instead of working. No other man, and especially no other lover, had ever dominated her thoughts like this. She wasn’t quite sure what to make of it.

She hadn’t seen Tino since he’d left in the wee hours of Thursday morning. On his way out, he’d kissed her one last time. He’d meant it as a gentle goodbye, but the embrace had come close to fanning the embers of their passion back into a raging inferno again. Only the fact that they both had to be at work in a few hours had lent strength to her determination to shoo him out the door. But as he drove away, she’d immediately regretted her decision to let him leave. Both she and her home had felt strangely empty without Tino’s electric presence there to fill them both up.

Maybe he’d felt the same sense of loss because he’d called her before he’d driven more than a few blocks to tell her how much he missed her. They’d also talked at least once a day since. Considering some of the comments he’d made in those conversations, she really hoped that he was alone when he’d called. Not only had he pointed out a few of his favorite highlights of their evening together—including a few favorite positions—he’d also offered her a detailed list of possibilities they should try next time.

She couldn’t help but admire his creativity.

With any luck, they could try out a few his suggestions later tonight. She hoped to spend the shortest time possible at the fundraiser, so the two of them could move on to the more enjoyable part of the evening they had planned. The moment when they would once again be alone behind locked doors couldn’t come soon enough. And who knows? Maybe this time they might even make it as far as her bed, not that she was complaining about a little rug burn on her backside or her knees. Their evening together had been so…so…absolutely amazing.

“Natalie Kennigan, I’m guessing—or at least I’m hoping—that handsome Tino Gianelli put that smile on your face.”

Drat, she’d been caught daydreaming again. There was no use in trying to lie to Rosalie. “Yeah, he did.”

Feeling a little wicked, she added, “Several times, in fact.”

Natalie laughed when her friend’s mouth dropped open in shock. “I think that’s the first time I’ve ever known you to be at a total loss for words.”

Rosalie blinked twice before she managed to speak again, but it didn’t take long for her to get back up to speed. “It’s about damn time, my friend. I want details.”

Then she fanned herself. “Well, one or two. At my age, it’s important not to overload my imagination. It could set off a tidal wave of hot flashes. Just tell me he was good in bed.”

This was going to be fun. “I hate to disappoint you, but I wouldn’t know.”

“But you said—”

It was time to show mercy on her friend. “But I can tell you this much: he was damn good on the rug in front of the fireplace.”

Rosalie gave a low whistle as she perched on the edge of Natalie’s desk. “Girlfriend, you’ve just flooded my head with a whole slew of hot images.”

Natalie’s skin heated up, partly from embarrassment, partly from remembering just how Tino had looked sprawled on the rug after their second go-round—or maybe it was their third. Not that it mattered. The important point was that he might not appreciate being the target of the female equivalent of locker-room talk. It was time to rein in the conversation or at least take it in a different direction.

“Seriously, Rosalie, he’s such a nice guy. Tonight he’s taking me to one of those endless black-tie dinners I get roped into even after I told him my folks and Benton’s family would be there.”

Her friend recognized the change of topics for what it was. “I’m glad Tino is treating you right, Natalie. It’s a nice change from that pompous ass you were engaged to.”

Funny how she didn’t feel the urge to defend her ex-fiancé. It wouldn’t do any good anyway. The one time Rosalie had met Benton, it hadn’t gone well at all. After countless requests, Natalie had finally managed to convince him to visit the center and regretted it within minutes of his arrival. She’d been embarrassed by the way he’d paraded through the place without even bothering to fake any interest in what she and all the volunteers were trying to accomplish there.

She’d finally given up trying to help him see past the faded paint and scarred floors to the possibilities and suggested he leave so she could get back to work. He also hadn’t liked that she’d refused to leave with him. If she remembered correctly, his parting shot was something about her wasting her grandfather’s money and her time on people she had nothing in common with no matter how she liked to pretend otherwise. When she didn’t return his calls for several days, he’d finally showed up at her door with two dozen roses and an insincere apology. Maybe refusing the flowers and handing him back her engagement ring had been impulsive, but she’d yet to regret her decision to end things between them.

It shouldn’t have taken her so long to figure out they weren’t the perfect match their families thought they would be. Down deep, where it really mattered, their core values were far too different for them to make a go of it. At least she’d realized it in time.

“You’re right about that. Tino is nothing like Benton.”

“And that’s a good thing.” Rosalie frowned. “Which reminds me, why isn’t Tino here to help out today?”

“He called me last night to say he needed to help his brother this morning. Jack runs their family business, but Tino also works on jobs when Jack is shorthanded. Otherwise, he mostly handles the finances for the company.”

“What kind of business is it?”

“They do construction.”

That much was true, although he’d never mentioned the kind of construction they did. She’d noticed Tino was remarkably closemouthed about his past, but she hadn’t felt inclined to ask too many questions. For one thing, he’d spent the past ten years in the army and didn’t seem eager to offer up many details about that time in his life. By all reports, it was clear that transitioning from active duty back to civilian life wasn’t always easy. If he needed time, she’d give it to him.

Rosalie was laughing again. “Well, I can see I’ve lost your attention again.”

Natalie grimaced. “Sorry for drifting off like that. I could claim that I was struck by sudden inspiration for my lesson plans, but I try not to lie to my friends. I can’t seem to stay on track today.”

“Not a problem. There’s nothing like new love to mess with a girl’s mind.” Then her friend patted her on the shoulder. “I’ll let you get back to work.”

Good idea, or it would be, if she could get her mind back on the work at hand instead of her plans for the evening. She and Tino would do their best to get through dinner, listen to the plea for foundation money, and hopefully squeeze in a few dances before escaping back to her place.

She crossed her fingers that the time at the country club would fly by so they could get down to the real entertainment for the evening.

—

Tino hustled his ass around to Natalie’s side of the car to open the door for her. Granted, she was perfectly capable of getting herself in and out of the vehicle on her own. However, this was one of those occasions when he needed to bust out the fancy manners that his foster parents had taught him. Joe had made it clear that all women deserved to be treated with courtesy, but he’d been especially adamant about that being true when the woman in question was special. Natalie definitely fell into that category.

He offered his hand to her and felt the usual surge of heat that happened every time his skin came into contact with hers. Her smile made it clear that she’d felt the same tug of hunger as she climbed out of the car.

“Thank you.”

“My pleasure.”

She settled her hand on the crook of his arm as they made their way toward the entrance to the country club. “Did I mention how handsome you are in that tux?”

“You may have once or twice, but I’m glad you think so.”

Especially with what the damn thing had cost him. He hadn’t gone cheap on the one he’d picked out, and then he’d coughed up a sizeable bonus to get it altered in time for tonight. If he and Natalie continued seeing each other, this wouldn’t be the only one of these fancy dinners he’d have to attend. Damned if he’d embarrass her in front of her family and friends by showing up in a rented tux.

He was well aware that Natalie wasn’t exactly calm about this first venture into her world as a couple. It showed in the tight grip she had on his arm and in the way she kept scanning the crowd as they started up the steps together. The only question was who she was more worried about them running into—her parents or the ex-fiancé.

Even the worry in her eyes didn’t detract from how stunning she looked. She’d pulled her hair up in a twist and left a few strands down to frame her face. The black dress showed off her curves perfectly. The neckline dipped just low enough to be enticing without revealing too much, while the hemline hit just shy of her knees and showed off her legs to great advantage.

But as good as it all looked on her, he couldn’t wait to strip it all off and get to the warm and willing woman underneath. Evidently he was broadcasting rather too loudly what he was thinking because Natalie tugged on his arm. “Down, boy. You’re about to meet my parents.”

She nodded toward the couple who stood a short distance in front of them watching their approach. “Best not let them know what we have planned for later. They’re not naïve, but there’s no use in rubbing it in their faces.”

“Good thinking.”

He pasted what he hoped was a more innocent smile on his face while Natalie guided them over to where her parents waited. It was hard to judge what they were thinking, but at least they didn’t look openly hostile.

Natalie released her hold on his arm to step forward to hug first her mother and then her father. Then she stepped back to perform the necessary introductions. “Mom, Dad, this is my friend, Tino Gianelli. Tino, these are my parents, Tracy and Randall Kennigan.”

Her father’s handshake was firm and quick, but her mother was a little slower to release his hand, her study of him a little more analytical. Yeah, he was damn glad he splurged on the tux, because appearances might matter to this woman. He wouldn’t have wanted to come up short in that department.

It was clear that Natalie had gotten her unruly curls from her father and her beauty from her mother. Despite the obvious similarities, they both seemed to lack the spark of innate warmth and charm that drew people of all walks of life to their daughter.

“It’s nice to meet you both.”

Mrs. Kennigan’s smile remained tight. “And you as well, Mr. Gianelli. It was nice of you to jump into the breach to escort Natalie tonight on such short notice.”

“It was my pleasure.”

That was true even if he’d also dreaded the whole affair. Natalie had needed his support this evening, and he’d do his best to blend in with this world of wealth that was second nature to her. He mentally crossed his fingers that he’d do them both proud.

With that in mind, he moved closer to her and put his hand on the small of her back, saying without words that he was more than a last-minute escort. “Especially because she promised there’d be dancing.”

That clearly surprised her mother. “You like to dance?”

“I do. My mother insisted that my brothers and I learn our way around a dance floor.” He glanced at Natalie. “I’m especially fond of the salsa, but I like more conventional styles nearly as much.”

Then he turned his attention back to her mother. “Perhaps you’ll save a dance for me as well?”

Her husband spoke up for the first time. “Oh, man, you just made my wife’s entire evening with that offer. I manage to not embarrass myself too much out on the dance floor, but I’ll never impress anyone with my skills.”

His wife protested. “Now, Randall, you know you’re not that bad.”

Randall laughed. “And that kind of lie is one reason I love this woman. She refuses to see my many faults, starting with the fact I have two left feet.”

Tracy looked past the other people filing into the building. “I suspect we’re in the way here. Maybe we should go on into the ballroom.”

Natalie took Tino’s hand as they followed her parents down the hall. She deliberately hung back just long enough to give him a teasing grin. “Way to butter up my mom. How did you know she liked to dance?”

He tilted his head down closer to hers as they walked. “You said you do. I figured you must have gotten the dance gene from one of your parents. It was a fifty-fifty shot it would’ve been her. Besides, offering to dance with your dad would’ve been a bit awkward.”

“So true.” Her accompanying laughter rang out, drawing attention from several people, including her parents. Natalie didn’t seem to notice or perhaps just didn’t care. She rested her head against his arm and whispered, “Although I would have paid good money to see that happen, especially if it was that salsa you mentioned. You’d both look so handsome out there tearing up the dance floor in your tuxedos.”

“Okay, now that’s just mean.”

“Gee, I’m sorry, Tino.” She batted her eyes at him. “Remind me to find some way to make it up to you later.”

“It’s a deal. I may even have some suggestions on exactly how you can do that.”

He let her see the heat in his eyes as he considered the possible apologies he’d be up for when they were alone. Unfortunately, that wouldn’t be for hours yet, and right now her parents were waiting for them to catch up.

He carefully banked the fires and braced himself for an evening of small talk with strangers, starting with the couple who had just joined Natalie’s parents. They wore the same air of understated wealth. What made them stand out from any number of people in the surrounding area who met that same description was the way the woman stood staring at him. Natalie tensed up the second she saw them.

Once again he spoke just loud enough for her to hear. “You okay? Is there something I should know?”

She turned to face him, her smile definitely a bit brittle around the edges. “That couple is Mr. and Mrs. Humboldt, my ex-fiancé’s parents. I was really hoping we wouldn’t run into them right off the bat or, better yet, at all.”

He raised his hand to brush a tendril of hair back from her face. “We’ll be fine. I’m guessing they’re not the type to relish making a public scene.”

“Public spectacles are definitely not part of their usual repertoire, but that doesn’t mean they won’t get in a few digs along the way.”

Tino might have developed a façade of sophistication, but he’d also learned how to fight dirty when the occasion called for it. “Let them bring it on. After ten years in the army, I can handle any flack they might send my way. I promise to be polite—”

She cut him off. “I’m not worried about that, Tino.”

“Well, maybe you should be. I was going to add that I promise to be polite unless they say something to upset you. Then all bets are off.”

He halfway expected her to object, but she didn’t. Instead, her chin took on a stubborn tilt as she laced her fingers through his and they started their final approach. “That road goes both ways, Soldier Boy. I won’t let them slice and dice you, either.”

Their plan in place, they closed ranks and stepped into the line of fire.

Randall performed the necessary introductions. “Tino Gianelli, these are our friends Barry and Gloria Humboldt. Tino is a friend of Natalie’s.”

Mr. Humboldt was the first to speak. “Natalie, dear, you look charming as always.”

After a dismissive glance in Tino’s direction, Mrs. Humboldt’s greeting came across a little more barbed. “Benton will be disappointed to learn that you felt the need to bring another date to the dinner, which leaves him the odd man out. Not to mention that Mr. Gianelli doesn’t know any of your friends.”

It wasn’t Natalie’s fault that their son didn’t know when to cut his losses and move on. Tino immediately put his arm around her shoulders. “I was only too glad to come with Natalie, and I’ve been looking forward to the chance to meet more of her friends. She mentioned that she and Benton were childhood friends.”

The woman bristled. “They are more than that. They were engaged to be married. I assure you her returning his ring came as a total shock to us all. They were such a perfect couple.”

Natalie clearly hadn’t thought so, but he’d already said more than he should have. Luckily, her mother stepped in to move the conversation to a safer topic. “Natalie, would you rather talk to the president of the symphony board before or after dinner?”

“Now would be great if he’s available.”

Tracy looked around the room. “There he is over in the corner. Shall we go see if he has a free moment?”

“Yes, let’s.” Natalie offered the Humboldts the barest hint of a smile. “If you’ll excuse us, we have foundation business to attend to now.”

As they followed Natalie’s mother through the crowd, Tino kept his arm around Natalie’s shoulders, making it clear to one and all that she was with him, and that he was more than a last-minute escort or simply a substitute for her ex-fiancé. Natalie nudged him with her elbow.

“For the record, round one went to you.”

“I’m not so sure about that, and we still have dinner to get through.”

“I know. That’s one reason I wanted to talk to the man from the symphony sooner rather than later. If things get too awkward over the shrimp cocktails and salads, we’ll be free to make our escape.”

He feigned distress. “What? With no dancing? But I promised your mother.”

She rolled her eyes. “Fine, it’s your funeral. You can even dance with Mrs. Humboldt if that would make you happy.”

He shuddered at the thought. “No way. I’m restricting myself to dancing with the Kennigan women tonight.”

“Good plan. Now let’s go see what this guy has to say for himself.”

—

Twenty minutes later he had a clearer picture of what Natalie dealt with on a daily basis. By the time Mr. Walters finished talking, Tino would’ve whipped out his own checkbook and funded the small community orchestra himself if he’d had the money. After a few more questions, Natalie had finally handed the man her card and told him to contact her office assistant to set up a meeting to discuss the matter further.

“If nothing else, I might be able to suggest a few other avenues you can pursue for additional funding, Mr. Walters. I know quite a bit about the charitable foundations in our area and can provide you with the names of others that might consider helping you for the long term.”

The man’s gratitude was obvious. “Thank you for your time, Ms. Kennigan. I fear we put you on the spot here, and you’ve been most gracious.”

She offered him her hand. “While it’s true that I prefer to handle such requests at my office, I do understand that these are unusual circumstances. I look forward to talking to you again.”

“That’s great. I’ll call your assistant first thing Monday morning to set something up.” He then shook Tino’s hand. “Thank you for your patience, Mr. Gianelli. Enjoy the rest of your evening.”

Walter looked considerably happier now than he had at the beginning of the conversation. They watched him walk away before turning back in the direction of their own table. “You’re going to give them the money, aren’t you?”

“If I can. I’ll have to do some number crunching before I can give him a final answer. The upside of what I do is that I get to help people. The downside is that there are always far more good causes than there is money to hand out.”

Rather than let her dwell on that, he changed the subject. “I don’t know about you, but lunch was a long, long time ago. I’m looking forward to dinner.”

“Me, too.”

But then her smile faded. “Or at least I was.”

Tino followed her line of sight to figure out what had made her unhappy. It didn’t take him long to figure out what—or rather, who—had taken the wind out of her sails. There were exactly two empty seats at the table, leaving them no choice about where to sit. The only question was which of them was going to get stuck sitting next to Mrs. Humboldt and which one was going to end up beside a man who could only be Natalie’s ex-fiancé.

“Would it be tacky to stop and flip a quarter? The winner gets first choice of seats.”

“Probably.” Her expression was more than a bit rueful. “Besides, I’m not sure there’d be a winner either way. My suggestion? Eat fast.”

He laughed and followed her the rest of the way to the table.


Chapter 14

As they approached the table, Natalie was torn between the urge to force Benton to move over next to his parents or to simply walk away from the whole situation. That would be cowardly, but what were her parents thinking to allow this seating arrangement? In what universe did it make sense to force her to sit between her ex-fiancé and her current boyfriend? Or worse yet, sitting between Tino and Benton’s mother, who clearly resented her for hurting her precious boy’s feelings? It wasn’t Natalie’s fault that no one had ever denied Benton anything he wanted.

When she met her mom’s gaze, her mother offered her an apologetic shrug. Good to know the awkward arrangement hadn’t been her doing, which meant either Benton or his mother had altered the seating arrangements at some point. Just great.

In the end, she let Tino decide which seat he wanted. Benton was already rising to pull out the chair beside his when Tino stepped between them to offer her the seat next to Mrs. Humboldt.

She thanked him for his courtesy even as she noted the flash of anger across Benton’s face as he dropped back into his own chair. By the time Tino was seated, the conversation around the table had resumed. A few more introductions were in order, but she’d leave that up to her mother as the hostess of this particular table.

A waiter appeared at their side with two bottles of wine. “May I pour you a glass of the red or the white?”

Natalie studied the bottles. “Tino, isn’t that the same white wine we had at dinner the other night? You know, the one that we both liked so much?”

“Yes, it is.” He barely glanced at the label before meeting her gaze head-on. The twinkle in the depths of his dark eyes served as a reminder that the wine they’d shared hadn’t been the only thing they’d both enjoyed that night—or even the best. They’d finished the bottle on the rug in front of the fire, with Tino licking up the last few drops that he’d drizzled on her skin right before he…Okay, now wasn’t the time for a stroll down that particular memory lane. Even so, she suspected she was blushing by the time he turned his attention back to the waiter.

“I haven’t tried that particular red, so I’ll have that. I’m always up for testing a new…vintage.”

She hoped she was the only one who’d noticed his slight hesitation. Was he trying to make her blush even more? Just to let him know she didn’t appreciate it, she gave his ankle a sharp kick. Tino winced while she smiled at the waiter. “We’ll both have the red.”

As soon as their glasses were filled, another waiter arrived with shrimp cocktails for everyone. With luck, the continuing rounds of food would prevent much in the way of conversation.

“So how long have you known our Natalie?”

So much for peace and quiet. Benton’s question had been spoken far louder than necessary, especially considering Tino was sitting right next to him. His question drew the attention of not only her parents but his own as well. He’d never been one for subtlety, but this was heavy-handed even for him.

“Long enough.” Tino reached for his wineglass as he spoke. Was he going to leave it at that? Maybe it was just her, but those two words seemed to convey a lot more information about their relationship than she was ready to share.

But after sipping the wine, he continued. “Sorry about that. My throat is a bit dry. As I was saying, I’ve known her long enough to know how special she is.”

As he spoke, he reached over to give her hand a soft squeeze, which only made her want to punch both men. They would all get through this evening without bloodshed if only Benton would discontinue the inquisition, but no such luck. “I would think that if you’d actually known her any length of time, our paths would have crossed before now. Our circle of friends isn’t all that big. How did you two meet?”

Natalie butted in to the conversation. “He volunteered to help out at the community center. We met when he saved me from a marauding bucket of green paint.”

Tino smiled at that, but Benton clearly didn’t know what to make of her explanation. “So you live in that area of town.”

Tino stared at Benton as if he were an interesting bug. “Why would you assume that?”

“Because the day I visited the center, all of the people working that day looked as if they lived in the neighborhood.”

No doubt meaning that they were poor and beneath his notice. Did he have to be such a snob? They certainly didn’t deserve Benton’s disdain. She was about to set him straight on that score, when Tino beat her to it.

“Actually, I don’t live anywhere near the center, but everyone I’ve met there has been terrific. Friendly and welcoming.”

Natalie suspected the look Tino had just given Benton said very clearly that the same wasn’t true of their present company. He sipped his wine again and continued talking. “My mother read they were looking for volunteers who had a specific skill set and thought I might be interested in helping out.”

Looking bored by the conversation, Benton asked, “And which skill set would that be?”

“My firsthand knowledge of the building trades.”

Benton went on point. “Oh, so is that how you make your living? As a carpenter or something similar?”

She held back the urge to sigh. Clearly, Benton thought everyone at the table would think less of Tino if he made his living with his hands. When had he become such a jerk? More important, how could she have ever been stupid enough to date him much less wear his ring?

Once again, Tino responded with far more civility than Benton deserved. “No, although my father was a general contractor. I worked for him summers until I finished high school.”

Mrs. Humboldt joined the conversation. “And after that?”

Tino didn’t bother to glance in the woman’s direction, instead keeping his gaze pinned on Benton. “I’ve spent the past ten years in the army. Most of that time, I was in the military police.”

That information apparently caught the attention of the gentleman on the other side of Benton, because he joined the conversation. “Where were you stationed?”

Tino leaned forward to better see the man. “Early on, I spent time in both Europe and Japan. Then I served several tours in the Middle East, split pretty evenly between Kuwait, Afghanistan, and Iraq.”

By now, everyone at the table had given up all pretense of carrying on their own conversations to listen to Tino and the stranger, who was speaking again. “We haven’t been introduced. I’m Stan Grant and this is my wife, Becky. I was a marine myself back in the day, and both of our sons have followed in my footsteps.”

Tino’s whole demeanor brightened. “My younger brother is a marine. Our father spent twenty years in the army, and my older brother was Special Forces until recently.”

“It doesn’t get said often enough, but thank you for your family’s service to our country.” Stan stuck his hand out to shake Tino’s, forcing Benton to sit back out of the way. “I bet your parents are damn proud of you and your brothers.”

Tino’s smile dimmed. “We lost Dad awhile back, but he did have an unfortunate reputation for bragging about us rather loudly whenever he got the chance. Mom has always been proud of us, too, but she’s not complaining about having two of us out of the military and back home.”

Stan’s wife joined the conversation. “As both a military wife and a military mother, I can empathize. One of our sons is back in the States for now, but the other is still in the Middle East.”

Her husband gave her hand a pat, maybe by way of comfort. Then he asked, “What are you going to do now that you’re out?”

Tino reached for his wine again. “I’m still considering my options, sir. My brother stepped in to take over running the family business after our father died, and I’ve been helping out some with that. I started working on a college degree while I was in the army, and I’m thinking about going back to school to finish it up.”

Interesting that he hadn’t mentioned that to her, another reminder that the two of them hadn’t talked much about the future at all. Before the discussion could continue, the main course of the dinner was served. At least Benton didn’t make any effort to engage Tino in any more conversation. Smart man. If he’d continued in the same vein, trying to make Tino feel uncomfortable in their company, he was only going to succeed in making himself look even more petty.

And with Benton, appearances were everything.

By the time dessert was served, the orchestra had started to play. Tino leaned down to whisper near her ear. “Do you want the first dance, or should I make good on my promise to your mother? I hate to leave you alone with you know who.”

“I’ll be fine. Go ahead and ask her. She’s been giving you hopeful looks ever since the orchestra started warming up.”

Tino gave her a quick kiss before heading around to the other side of the table to talk to her parents. Natalie watched as her mother accepted the hand that Tino held out to her and then followed him out onto the dance floor. Her father shot Natalie a quick grin and then turned to watch the pair.

The song had a fast beat, but Tino and her mother quickly found their rhythm. Wow, she’d never realized that her mom was that good, but then she’d seen her dance only with her father.

Her dad had angled his chair to watch his wife, but then he looked in Natalie’s direction. “You know, I’m not sure whether to be grateful to Tino for showing your mother a good time out there or to hate him for showing me up like that.”

She knew her dad well enough to know that he wouldn’t really begrudge his wife having a bit of fun, but she decided to give him a little grief anyway. “I could always give you a set of dance lessons for your birthday next month.”

He looked horrified by the prospect. “Very funny, little girl.”

But he winked at her before turning his attention back to the dance floor. Meanwhile, Benton slid over into Tino’s seat. She’d been expecting him to do something of the kind since his parents had gotten up to dance, leaving the two of them alone. She also wasn’t surprised to see him refill his wineglass. When he’d emptied the bottle in front of him, he reached over to avail himself of the one she and Tino had been sharing.

“So how have you been, Natalie?”

She turned her gaze back to the dance floor as she answered. “I’ve been good. Busy as usual.”

Benton moved on to another subject. “And your grandfather? Is he well?”

The man might be asking all the right questions to show he was concerned about her, but they sounded as if he was reading them off cue cards. “He’s grouchy as ever. I’ll tell him that you were asking about him.”

Not that her grandfather would care.

She turned the conversation back to Benton’s favorite topic—himself. “And how about you? Is work at the law office keeping you busy?”

He perked right up. “Yes, it is. Recently, I’ve been doing some work for one of the energy companies. Not contract work, but interceding with local officials on their behalf.”

“Sounds interesting.” Not really, but she could see how he’d love being a lobbyist for big-money companies.

Benton leaned in closer, enough so that his alcohol-laden breath brushed across her skin. “I’d love to tell you more about it over lunch next week. I think this could be my first real step toward getting involved in politics. With the right support, I could test the waters in next year’s elections.”

And she could guess exactly what kind of support he was hoping for. She hated to tell him, but there was no chance he’d ever get any money from her grandfather’s foundation to fund a political campaign. This wasn’t the time or the place to start an argument, so she continued to watch the dancers, hoping he’d take the hint that she wasn’t interested.

At least he was smart enough not to push her on that subject, but he continued to press her on spending time together. “Come on, Natalie, it’s just lunch. We could catch up on things. You can even tell me more about what’s going on with the community center project. Pick a time and place, and I’ll be there. My treat and everything.”

She finally glanced in his direction. “Under the circumstances, I don’t think that would be a good idea, Benton.”

The thin veneer of his charm slipped a bit as his gaze momentarily shifted from her to her mother and Tino out on the dance floor. “What circumstances are those?”

Did she really have to lay it all out there for him? She didn’t want to rub his face in it, but eventually he and his mother were going to have to accept the fact that she wasn’t going to come to heel no matter how hard they tried to convince themselves otherwise.

“I’m obviously seeing someone else now, Benton.”

He stopped short of rolling his eyes, but his expression was clearly dismissive. Clearly, he thought Tino was nothing but a momentary blip on their radar. “Come on, Nat, we’ve known each other our whole lives. I see no reason we can’t go back to being friends even if we aren’t lovers for the moment.”

And that was exactly why she had no intention of seeing him outside of these occasional, unavoidable social obligations. “I hope you’re not looking to rekindle something more than simple friendship with me. I’ve already made it clear that’s not going to happen.”

His grip on his wineglass tightened to the point she feared the crystal would shatter. “Of course it won’t, not if you won’t even give me a chance to make things right between us. You owe me that much.”

She didn’t owe him a darn thing, and she’d grown tired of having to remind him of that fact. But before she could come up with a response, Tino returned to the table with her mother. Benton immediately rose to his feet.

He held out his hand to her. “We can continue this discussion out on the dance floor.”

“No, we can’t. I promised this one to Tino.”

She brushed past him to walk around to the other side of the table to where Tino stood talking to her parents. His smile faded when he saw her headed for him. After glancing across the table to where Benton sat watching their every move, he wrapped his arm around her shoulders and drew her in close.

“What’s up?”

There wasn’t enough privacy to explain things, not with her parents sitting right there and Mrs. Humboldt and her son glaring at the two of them from across the table.

“I want to dance.”

“All right.” Tino paused to smile at her mother again. “Maybe we can squeeze in another round before Natalie and I have to leave.”

Her dad was the one who answered. “One more and that’s it. Too much of a good thing, and she’ll never be satisfied to shuffle around on the dance floor with me again.”

Her mother only laughed. “Oh, yes, I will. In fact, let’s dance now while the orchestra is playing a waltz.”

Tino plowed their way through the other couples, holding Natalie’s hand as she followed in his wake. He waited until they were lost in the center of the crowd before taking her in his arms. She’d been concerned that the difference in their heights would make dancing in close quarters awkward, but she’d worried for nothing. Within seconds, they were swirling across the floor as if they’d been dancing together for years rather than this being their first attempt.

Rather than bring up the problem with Benton, she lost herself in the beauty of the music and the warmth of the man who held her in his arms with such ease. For the moment, Tino seemed content to enjoy the dance, but she knew him well enough to know that eventually he would demand an explanation.

Sure enough, when the song ended and the orchestra immediately launched into a slower melody, he tightened his hold on her. “So what did our resident jackass say to upset you?”

“He wants to have lunch with me. Something about finding our way back to being friends again.” She rested her head against Tino’s chest, taking comfort in the soft beat of his heart. “He clearly wants more than that. I don’t.”

Tino muttered something unintelligible under his breath, and his hold on her tightened. “After this dance, I’ll have a talk with him.”

The last thing either of them needed was to make a huge scene. “No, please don’t. It’s my problem.”

She smiled up at him, hoping to quench the angry fire burning in his eyes. “Well, actually, it’s his. I doubt that many people have ever refused to give Benton something he wants, especially his parents. They think he’s perfect in every way and can’t imagine why I don’t see him the same way they do.”

“Well, just know I’d be glad to escort him outside to have a personal discussion with him on the issue.” He turned a predatory smile in the direction of their table. “You know, the kind of discussion I used to have on a regular basis with soldiers who needed a hands-on reminder on how to behave in public. Maybe nursing a sore jaw and a few bruises will convince him that things are over between the two of you.”

Was she a bad person for even considering his offer even if only for half a second? Probably. Besides, Benton was an attorney and wouldn’t hesitate to either press charges or file suit if Tino made a move against him.

“Eventually he’ll give up. I’m guessing his pride is hurting more than his heart. Looking back, it’s not like things were ever all that hot and heavy between us. Not like it is with you and me.”

What was Tino thinking now? If she had to guess, she’d say he was looking pretty pleased with himself. “What?”

“I think there was a compliment for me buried somewhere in what you just said.”

She replayed her words in her head. “There was? Are you sure?”

“Yeah, unless I’m mistaken, the bottom line is that you said I’m good in bed and he wasn’t.” He spun her around on the dance floor. “I’m not wrong about that, am I?”

She laughed. “I hate to feed your already well-developed ego, but you’re right. However, to be fair, I’ve only had that one evening with you as a basis for comparison.”

Tino was obviously a man who enjoyed a challenge. “Well, I wouldn’t want you to form such an important opinion on insufficient information.”

His eyes darkened to the color of bittersweet chocolate. “Why don’t we make our excuses and head back to your place? Once we’re there, I promise to make every effort to provide you with a lot of hard data to support your hypothesis.”

His teasing went a long way toward restoring her good mood even if he had her blushing. “I look forward to examining your, um, hard data quite thoroughly, but I’d rather not leave quite yet.”

“So Benton doesn’t assume that you’re leaving because of him.” Tino’s dark gaze shifted back toward the table. “You don’t want him to think anything he says or does has the power to influence what you do.”

“Got it in one guess. Is that all right?”

“Fine with me. I wasn’t kidding about loving to dance, and I don’t get many chances like this.”

Then he whispered near her ear, “Especially when it’s really foreplay for what comes later when I get you home.”

She shivered from the surge of hunger that danced along her skin. “I can’t wait.”

They spent the next three songs out on the dance floor. When the orchestra launched into a salsa, Tino’s face lit up. “Are you up for this?”

“Show me what you’ve got, soldier.”

He recognized that for the challenge that it was and led her through a series of fast steps that had her laughing and at the same time trying to catch her breath. She refused to let him outshine her, though, and took pride in keeping up with him. Almost, anyway.

By the time the final strains of the song faded away, she was more than ready for a breather and maybe a cold drink. Natalie followed as Tino led the way through the crowd back to their table. When he abruptly quit moving, she had to lean to the side to see what was going on that brought him to a stop. One glance had her wanting to curse.

Not only had Benton remained in Tino’s seat, but if she and Tino wanted to sit down, they’d be stuck sitting on either side of him. Darn the man, anyway. Why did he have to act like this?

And if she was aggravated, it was unlikely Tino was any happier. Rather than continue directly to the table, he slowed their steps as he looked around the ballroom. “Want to check out the bar? I’d like a shot of something stronger than wine. Besides, right now I’m not sure I could resist the urge to kick the bastard’s ass for him.”

There was no doubt he meant every word. She tugged his face down for a quick kiss. “I’d love a soft drink. Then maybe we should think about leaving.”

At least the line at the bar was long enough to give them both time to rein in their tempers. “I’m sorry, Tino. He’s never acted like this before.”

“It’s not your fault he can’t figure out how to let go.” He paused to sip his bourbon. “So, assuming you still don’t want me to school your ex in acceptable behavior, how do you want to handle this?”

Before she could answer, she spotted her father heading for them. “What now?”

They moved a short distance away where it was a little less crowded to hear what her father had to say.

“Natalie, your mother has developed a headache, so we’re going to leave. She thought you might like to walk out with us.”

“Is it one of her migraines?”

Her father shook his head. “No, it’s more of a big pain in the Humboldt region. Tino, we both want to apologize for the way Benton has chosen to behave tonight. I’ve never seen him act this way before.”

“No need to apologize, sir. It’s not your fault.”

“I know, but we’re the hosts at the table, and we certainly didn’t intend for you two to get stuck sitting between him and his parents. By the time we realized Benton had switched the place cards around, there wasn’t a way to change them back without causing a scene. We should have done it anyway.”

He turned his attention back to her. “So, what do you say we all call it a night? Your mother is waiting over by the door for us.”

Natalie set her soft drink down on a handy table and looped her arms through both Tino’s and her father’s. “I think that’s for the best. I just need to grab my purse.”

“Why don’t you go join your mother while I get it for you?”

She studied Tino’s all-too-innocent face for a second before nodding. It was hard to see if he was up to something, but she had no desire to cross paths with Benton again.

“I’ll be waiting.”

Tino nodded and headed off through the crowd toward the table. From the set of his shoulders and the way his hands had just curled into fists, maybe she shouldn’t have left it up to him to fetch her purse. When she started to follow him, her father tugged her back.

“Let him go, Natalie. He won’t do anything to embarrass you in public.”

She reluctantly let her father lead her over to where her mother stood next to the exit. “You just met him, Dad. How can you be sure?”

Her father shrugged. “I may have just met him, but it’s clear you matter to him. Assuming Benton won’t decide to be an even bigger ass than he’s already been this evening, there shouldn’t be a problem.”

That was a pretty big assumption, but there wasn’t much Natalie could do about it now. She could only stand with her parents and hope for the best.


Chapter 15

Tino flexed his fingers, trying to control his temper for the next few seconds. He was damned protective of the people in his life, and he didn’t like the fact Natalie’s ex had decided to be a jackass this evening. Not only had Benton been obnoxious to the two of them, he’d also put her parents in a difficult position. If the jerk was smart, he wouldn’t say a single word when Tino stopped by the table to claim her purse. Unfortunately, while Benton might be well educated on paper, he obviously lacked street smarts, the kind that would keep him from shooting off his mouth to the wrong person.

Making a scene was the last thing Tino wanted to do. This wasn’t the kind of affair that he normally enjoyed, but he wanted to fit in for Natalie’s sake. No doubt it wouldn’t be the last one he’d attend if the two of them continued to see each other on a regular basis. Right now, all he wanted was for the two of them to make good on their escape and move on to the real entertainment for the evening.

It was nice of her parents to come up with a way for all of them to make a graceful departure. Granted, he doubted freeing him up to go have hot sex with their daughter was really their intention, but he was grateful.

Meanwhile, he was back at the table. Mrs. Humboldt had made herself scarce, but her son was lying in wait. He leaned back in his chair and stared up at Tino over the rim of his wineglass. “Where’s Natalie? She promised me the next dance.”

Tino didn’t bother calling him on the lie. Arguing with a drunk was never a smart move, and Benton’s speech was slurred enough to make it clear he was feeling the effects of all that excellent wine he’d been guzzling. Tino hoped Natalie would be proud of his forbearance as he did his best to remain polite. “I’m sorry, but we’re leaving. Her mother isn’t feeling well.”

Benton sat his drink down, nearly missing the edge of the table. “Why does Natalie need to leave just because her mother has a headache? Besides, I bet you didn’t come in the same car as her parents.”

And what did that have to do with anything? Rather than respond, Tino reached past Benton to pick up the small black purse lying on the table.

Before he could get it, Benton slapped his own hand down over it. “So tell me, Gianelli, are you the real reason Natalie gave back my ring?”

His eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Because I’ve got to say, you two looked pretty damn cozy out there on the dance floor. I want the truth this time. Just how long have you two been seeing each other behind my back?”

Damn, did the man really want to end the evening with a nice crop of bruises? It was bad enough that he was embarrassing the other people around the table, but he’d just insulted the honor of the woman he’d professed to love.

“If you’re stupid enough to think that of Natalie, you don’t know her at all.” Tino grabbed the chain on the purse and yanked it free from Benton’s grasp. He glanced at the few people still at the table. “Now, if you’ll all excuse me.”

Meanwhile, Benton lurched to his feet and made as if to follow Tino. “Natalie can’t leave until we have that dance. She won’t appreciate your hustling her out of here just so I don’t have a chance to enjoy a little alone time with her. We both know you’re just a stand-in until she comes to her senses. No way she’d give up a man of her own social class for an unemployed, uneducated guy like you.”

Enough was enough. Tino stared at the other man as if he’d just crawled out from under a rock. “All things considered, Benton, I’d say she’s already done that. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve kept the Kennigans waiting long enough.”

He didn’t get away before Benton managed to block his way. “Listen here, you and that bitch can’t—”

Tino cut him off right there, crowding in close enough to force Benton into retreat, the first smart move the idiot had made all night. Tino’s tuxedo offered but a thin veneer of sophistication over a warrior’s need to defend those he cared about. Right now, he was about a heartbeat away from teaching Benton firsthand what that meant. He got right up in Benton’s grill. “Shut up while you still have all those pretty, white teeth, or we take this discussion outside.”

Luckily for Benton, his father returned in time to shove his way between his son and Tino. “That’s enough, Benton. Do what the man says and shut up.”

By now, people at several of the surrounding tables were openly staring at the confrontation. At least none of them had whipped out their phones to start snapping pictures. Now that Mr. Humboldt had his son under control, Tino walked away, still fighting the urge to lay Benton out flat on the ballroom floor.

As he rounded the edge of the table on his way toward the door, he caught Stan Grant’s eye. “I apologize for all of that. Regardless, it was nice meeting you and your wife. Please wish your sons the best for me.”

“I’ll do that.” The older man glanced in Benton’s direction and then back at Tino. “You showed more restraint than I would have. Your father was right to be proud of you.”

Okay, so maybe he hadn’t worn out his welcome with everyone. “Thank you, sir. Now, I’d better be going.”

As he wound his way through the tightly clustered tables, he risked a peek back over his shoulder to see what Benton was doing now. He and his father were having a heated discussion. The elder Humboldt looked more than a little disgusted when he finally all but dragged his son toward the men’s room at the back of the ballroom.

Good. At least one member of that family had the good sense to not let the situation deteriorate any further. On the other hand, his wife might have a different opinion on that considering she was now standing with Natalie and her parents. None of them were looking in his direction at the moment, but there was enough tension in their body language to make it clear that the conversation hadn’t been entirely pleasant.

It was time to put an end to this crap. He cleared the last of the tables and headed straight for Natalie. When he appeared at her shoulder, she offered him a tight smile. “Thanks for retrieving my purse for me. I would’ve hated to have left it behind.”

“It was no problem.”

She lifted her eyebrows just enough to let him know she questioned the truth of that statement. Okay, so she knew his encounter with Benton hadn’t gone smoothly. He gave her a quick kiss, needing that small connection with her. After wrapping his arm around her shoulders, he finally made eye contact with the other three people standing there. Tracy and Randall looked intrigued by their interaction, but Mrs. Humboldt’s displeasure was unmistakable.

Too bad. Tino wasn’t the one who’d made an ass of himself tonight.

Natalie’s father abruptly took charge of the situation. “I’m sorry, Gloria, we should be going so Tracy can take something for her headache.”

Personally, Tino thought Benton had been more of a pain in the ass than a headache, but he wasn’t going to nitpick.

Mrs. Humboldt gave Natalie’s mother a quick hug. “I hope you feel better.”

There was real concern in her voice, which came as a bit of surprise. He’d almost forgotten she and Natalie’s mother were close friends. Maybe the strain of having to spend time with the woman who had hurt her son had taken its toll on her. No doubt the realization that Natalie and Tino were involved in an ongoing relationship had been a real eye-opener for both her and Benton.

Tracy offered her friend a rather wan smile. Maybe the headache had been more than a simple excuse to leave. If not, she was one heck of an actress. “It’s nothing a couple of ibuprofen and a good night’s sleep won’t fix. I’ll see you at lunch on Thursday.”

Randall’s own smile looked strained. “Good night, Gloria. Tell Tom I’ll text him our tee time in the morning.”

“I will.” Turning her attention in their direction, she nodded at each of them in turn. “Mr. Gianelli. Natalie, don’t be a stranger.”

Then she walked away without waiting for a response. Meanwhile, Randall took his wife’s hand. “Once we’re outside, I’ll pull the car around to pick you up.”

“That’s not necessary. I can walk that far. I think the fresh air will actually help.”

The four of them made their way to the front entrance of the building and stepped out into the night. The late-evening air tasted sweet, a nice counterpoint to the stuffy atmosphere back inside the building.

It didn’t take long to reach the Kennigans’ Lexus. Her dad stuck out his hand. “It was nice meeting you, Tino, even if the evening ended up being a little rough around the edges. We’d love to have you over for dinner soon.”

“That would be nice, sir.”

Tracy already looked a little perkier. It was impossible to tell if the improvement was due to the fresh air or the chance to get away from the crowd. Probably both. “Thank you for the dance, Tino. You should know that I was the envy of my friends. A couple even asked if we’d be willing to share you the next time.”

Natalie looked horrified by the prospect. “Mom, please tell me you didn’t actually offer to loan him out!”

Her mother laughed. “Of course not. I just thought I should warn him.”

Randall opened the car door for his wife, clearly ready to be heading home. “Leave the poor guy alone, Tracy. It’s bad enough that he had to deal with the Humboldts tonight without threatening to ask him to dance with the entire menopausal set.”

Natalie snickered as she took Tino’s hand in hers. “And on that scary note, we’ll be going now. I’ll let you know if there’s anything the foundation can do for the orchestra.”

Her father nodded. “I know you’ll do your best.”

Tino let Natalie lead him away from her parents. He managed a quick wave before falling in step next to her.

When they were out of hearing, she said, “God, Tino, I’m so sorry about tonight. Seriously, if I’d had any idea the evening would turn out to be so awkward, I would’ve refused to attend at all. For sure I would never have knowingly subjected you to Benton’s appalling behavior.”

“It’s his problem, Nat, not ours.”

Well, except for the fact he was majorly pissed off about everything that had happened. For Natalie’s sake, he’d bent over backward to disguise himself as one of the crowd—starting with buying a tux he couldn’t really afford, and then dusting off all the good manners Joe had drilled into all of his sons. Anything to fit in with her friends and family. Despite his best efforts, the Humboldts had clearly pegged him as an intruder.

Worse yet, he was still fighting the adrenaline rush from that final confrontation with Natalie’s ex. Having no handy target for his anger, he channeled his frustration into a completely different direction instead. Offering her no warning, he tightened his hold on Natalie’s hand as he veered off the pavement and into the trees that lined the parking lot. Under the cover of deep shadows, he spun his woman into his arms and kissed her long and hard. When she gasped at the sudden embrace, he deepened the kiss as he lifted her high against his chest.

Pressing her back against the closest tree, he guided her legs up around his hips. Settling his raging erection right against her core, he flexed his hips several times, craving the connection that was only slightly hindered by the layers of clothing between them.

“Tino! What are you doing?” Natalie clung to his shoulders, her eyes wide with shock. At least she didn’t demand that he release her.

God knows, resorting to caveman tactics might not be the smartest move he could have made. Regardless, his instincts screamed for him to reestablish his claim on Natalie, to mark her as his now, and to make sure that she damn well knew it.

Natalie was slow to surrender, but she gradually melted into him. Her soft moan fanned flames, sending the fire perilously close to raging out of control. For sure he shouldn’t have his hands on her ass and his tongue down her throat right out there when any number of her parents’ friends could see them.

It took every bit of strength he had to dial back the heat. His voice was sandpaper rough when he whispered near her ear, “We need to go before I fulfill a favorite fantasy of mine. It involves taking a gorgeous woman up against a tree in the woods.”

Natalie’s voice was equally husky in the darkness, her own hands wandering down interesting paths. “Personally, I’ve always dreamed of a tall, dark warrior carrying me off to have his wicked way with me. Maybe we can check off two fantasies at one time.”

Damned if he wasn’t tempted. But then the headlights of a passing car skirted the edge of the shadows where they stood. “As much as I’d love to indulge in a little loving al fresco, maybe we should take this someplace a little more private.”

She actually looked disappointed. “Fine, be that way. But promise you’ll drive fast on the way home.”

“I promise.”

Then to prove he was that warrior who planned to have his wicked way with his lady, he swept Natalie up in his arms and carried her the rest of the way to the car.

—

Natalie hadn’t dated all that many men over the years, and none who were anything like Tino Gianelli. He’d shed all pretense of civilized sophistication between one heartbeat and the next, leaving her panting with need. After abandoning the minimal cover offered by the trees, they’d lasted as far as his car before indulging in another kiss that pretty much fried her brain and threatened to destroy any inhibitions she might have had. If that parking lot had been a little more deserted, she just might have learned if being taken on the hood of a car was as romantic as it would’ve been to let Tino finish what he’d started up against that tree.

She’d laughed and braced herself when Tino gunned the engine and peeled out of the country club parking lot. The tires had squealed and briefly fought for purchase on the road.

Tino shot her an apologetic look. “Whoops.”

After that, he reined it in and drove the rest of the way at or at least near the speed limit. Fifteen minutes later, they were on the final approach to her place. She wasn’t sure she would have survived the trip if she’d lived any farther away from the club.

She’d never been daring enough to try out the backseat of a car, but she was tempted to give it a shot tonight. She glanced over her shoulder and grinned. It would be tricky but definitely doable.

“Okay, woman, what has you smiling all wicked like that?”

Her grin kicked it up a notch. “I was checking out the backseat.”

Tino gave her a considering look. “Why?”

“I’m betting you can figure it out.” She trailed her fingers along the length of his thigh in case he needed more of a hint.

It didn’t take him long to connect the dots. “Another fantasy of yours?”

“I’ve never tried it and won’t ask if you’ve ever done it in a car.”

His initial silence was answer enough, but then he grinned. “I’d have to take the Fifth.”

But after another sideways glance in her direction, he added, “Although in the interest of total honesty, it was actually the bed of my dad’s old pickup truck.”

It was hard not to be a bit jealous of whatever lucky girl he’d been with, but she’d never expected him to have been a monk all these years. Tino must have noticed her smile had faded, because he reached over to take her hand in his.

“For the record, there haven’t been all that many women in my life. Between deployments and transfers, it was hard to connect with anyone on that level.”

Then he waggled his eyebrows with a playful leer. “But just in case you’re interested, we still have that old truck. You know, if you ever want to try it out.”

Was she a bad person for being tempted to give it a go? Before she could decide, she realized the car had stopped moving, and Tino announced, “We’re here.”

This time, Natalie didn’t wait for him to open the car door for her. She was out and waiting for him almost before he had a chance to turn off the engine. When they reached the front door, he drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I know this evening was rougher than either of us expected. Do you still want me to come inside?”

“Yes, I do,” she assured him, although she appreciated that he asked. “None of what happened was our fault, and I really am sorry how things played out. I will also say that I’ve never seen Benton be that much of a jerk. He takes his public image pretty seriously.”

Tino swooped in for a quick kiss. “Well, hearing that you’ve moved on and actually seeing it for himself are two different things. It probably hadn’t really hit him how much he’d lost until he saw us together. I’m done talking about him except to say the man was a damn fool for letting you get away.”

How odd to realize she’d somehow stirred such strong passion in even one man, much less two. Right now, the same hungry gleam that had been in Tino’s eyes when he’d almost taken her up against that tree was back in full force. It was clear that what was coming next wouldn’t be the same gentle seduction they’d enjoyed the last time.

She couldn’t wait.

Her hand was remarkably steady when she put the key in the lock and turned it. They’d barely cleared the doorway when Tino took her purse from her hand and tossed it on a nearby table. Then he swept her up in his arms for the second time in one evening and headed straight for the staircase.

When they reached the top step, he hesitated only long enough to ask, “Which room?”

“The last one on the left.”

Funny, that she was the one who sounded breathless when he was the one doing all the heavy lifting. Upon entering her bedroom, Tino settled her on the edge of the bed. Instead of joining her there, he took a step back. She hated even that much distance between them. But if he needed a moment, she’d give it to him as long as he didn’t retreat any farther.

Finally, he nodded as if he’d come to a decision. “Nat, I want you so damn badly, but after everything that happened tonight—not just with Benton, but afterward in the parking lot—my control is shot. I want to move slowly. To make things good for you…for us, but I’m not sure I can. Go slowly, that is.”

His voice had taken on that same rough and hungry edge it had had earlier in the deep shadows under the trees. She’d liked it then. She liked it now as the weight of his words sank deep within her, fueling the flames of her own hunger, her need for this man.

Smiling up at her handsome lover, she held out her hand to entice him back within reach. “I like slow and easy just fine, but we can save that for later. Right now, fast sounds good to me.”

For a brief second, the dark expression on Tino’s face lightened. “Lady, I love the way you think.”

Then he was right there within reach. He drew her back up to her feet and then framed her face with the warmth of his hands, tilting it up for the right angle to kiss her. Contrary to his claim, he took his time and teased her with soft brushes of his lips at the corners of her mouth. When she tried to protest, he finally got down to business, his tongue sweeping past the barrier of her lips to take possession of her mouth and quite possibly her soul.

She clung to his shoulders for support when suddenly her legs would no longer support her. Tino immediately broke off the kiss and eased her back down onto the bed and knelt at her feet as he slid his hands up her calves to pause at her knees. “You okay with this?”

Considering her lips were a bit swollen from his kiss, her smile might have been a bit ragged when she nodded. “So much more than just okay.”

Her answer clearly pleased him as he tugged the hem of her dress up out of the way. Without waiting to be asked, she braced her feet on the floor and lifted her hips to aid him in removing her panties and pantyhose in one motion.

Tino rocked back on his heels to undo his belt and then reached for the tab on his zipper. The soft slide of metal against metal was the only sound in the room, only barely discernable above the pounding of her heart. After shoving his pants down only far enough to free his erection, he held her gaze captive as he took care of protection.

With that warning, he positioned himself over her, taking her with one hard thrust and no hesitation. She expected the abrupt invasion to hurt, but her body was clearly ready for him. Had been, in fact, since they’d left the dance. Tino knew it, too, because he didn’t hesitate to set a pounding rhythm that left them both gasping.

The experience was an incredible hodgepodge of sensations. Her dress was bunched up around her waist while his cotton dress shirt felt slick and cool to her grasping fingers. It provided a sharp contrast to the few places where their hot skin came into direct contact. In only a few strokes, her body was already tightening, straining to reach completion.

Tino was having none of it. “Not yet, babe. It’s too soon.”

He slowed the pace, rolling his hips as he nearly withdrew from her body before once again burying the hard length of him deep within her core. He held them both still for the longest time before once again pulling back and then pushing in again, but only a little. Holding himself steady, he reached between her legs to flutter his fingertips over the center of her desire, fanning the flames into a full-out burn.

“God, yes, Tino! Just like that.”

She wrapped her legs around his lean hips in a vain attempt to take more of him, but he held her still. Clearly, he was determined to remain in charge this time. Once she quit struggling, he gave her what they both wanted—a hard, fast ride that had her screaming his name as he sent them both flying over the edge.


Chapter 16

Tino struggled to fill his lungs right now. It was as if the air in the bedroom had somehow grown thin. Considering how hot the sex had been, maybe they had burned up the entire supply of oxygen. His conscience whispered he should have used greater care with Natalie, but he couldn’t find it in him to regret a single second of the amazing roller-coaster ride they’d just been on.

Now they lay spooned together, still half-dressed and completely sated. Tino kissed the back of Natalie’s neck and breathed in the sweet scent of her skin. “Are you okay?”

She twisted to meet his gaze over her shoulder and greeted him with a siren’s smile. “Somehow ‘okay’ doesn’t do justice to how I feel right now.”

He tugged on the sleeve of her dress. “Considering we’re both still pretty much dressed, I suspect I rushed things a bit.”

Her answering laugh was a purr of pure satisfaction. “Do you hear me complaining?”

Well, no, he didn’t, but she couldn’t be comfortable with her dress all twisted up like that. For his part, he wouldn’t be surprised to learn he’d damaged his trousers and shirt in his rush to the finish line. All things considered, it was worth it.

Before retrieving the blankets they’d kicked to the floor, he decided to strip them both down to the bare skin for comfort’s sake. Okay, that was only partly true. His body was already stirring back to life and getting skin to skin with his woman was the perfect way to jump-start that process. Not that he wanted to rush the moment again.

He slowly lowered the zipper on the back of her dress and kissed each inch of skin that he revealed. Natalie curled forward, giving him better access even as she asked, “What are you up to now?”

“If you have to ask, I must be doing something wrong.”

“Must be.”

After nipping her on the shoulder as a small punishment for that remark, he set about ridding Natalie of the rest of her clothing. When he reached for the buttons on his own shirt, she brushed his hands aside to handle that task herself. When they were both satisfyingly naked, he pulled up the blankets to cover them both.

For a few precious moments, he soaked in the gentle warmth of the woman tucked in beside him, her head on his shoulder and the soft tumble of her hair scattered across his skin. This was peace, but it wouldn’t last. Already memories of the evening’s events were pushing back to the forefront of his mind.

Sure, there had been good moments scattered in among the dark ones, starting with the dances he’d shared with Natalie and even with her mother. Out on the dance floor, he’d fit in, had even been admired by at least the female half of the crowd. He’d also enjoyed the brief connection with the former marine and his wife. At least they had valued Tino’s service to the country and didn’t look down on him because he didn’t have a degree.

But overshadowing those few bits of brightness were the confrontations with the Humboldts, and most especially Benton. That man was a complete ass and obnoxious as hell. He’d made a fool of himself, but Tino had no doubt Benton’s behavior would be forgiven by his friends and family. It wouldn’t even come as much of a surprise if some folks felt he’d been the one who’d been wronged. After all, not only had Natalie dumped the man, but she’d brought the interloper into their midst.

“What’s going on in that head of yours right now? Considering how tightly you’re squeezing me, it can’t be good.”

He forced the muscles in his arm to relax and pressed a kiss on her forehead. “Sorry about that.”

“Is everything okay?”

Yes…and no. He went with the obvious lie. “Yes.”

Her pretty blue eyes stared up at him full of doubt. “Really? You’re not still upset about Benton’s behavior, are you?”

His anger came boiling out. “Hell yes, I’m upset that he disrespected you, Natalie. He actually accused us of cheating on him behind his back. I can’t tell you how close I came to teaching him some better manners with my fists. He may not know a damn thing about me, but he should damn well know you better than that.”

He wasn’t sure what reaction he expected to that little factoid, but it sure wasn’t having Natalie sliding up to settle her body over his. The sight of her sweet breasts was a definite distraction when she sat up and captured his face between the palms of her hands.

“Just so you know, that is exactly why I’m here with you and not him. You’ve known me a fraction of the time he has, and yet you see the real me. He only wants to see the person he wants to think I am or, more likely, the person he hopes can help further his political ambitions.”

All of that was good, but he had to wonder if she saw the real Tino Gianelli or only the one he pretended to be, hoping to fit into her world and her life. How could he ever know or even ask the question? Before he could figure out the right answer, he realized she was still talking. He’d missed part of what she’d said, but clearly she hadn’t noticed. Her siren smile remained firmly in place framed beautifully by those amazing dimples. “So, Tino Gianelli, I’m about to rock your world.”

And damned if she didn’t do exactly that.

—

Tino added two more pancakes onto the stack he already had warming in the oven and poured the last of the batter into the skillet. He had no idea how many Natalie could eat but figured they’d both worked up quite an appetite during the night.

The shower had shut off a little while ago, so she should be joining him any minute. The thought no sooner crossed his mind when he heard her coming down the hall toward the kitchen. He flipped the pancakes and then greeted her with a quick kiss and a cup of hot coffee.

Natalie paused in the doorway to sniff the air. “Wow, fresh coffee, homemade pancakes, and a handsome man in my kitchen! The perfect start to the morning. Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Nope, just have a seat. Everything is ready to go.”

They made quick work of both the meal he’d prepared and the cleanup afterward. All of which meant it was probably time for him to head back home. As much as he’d like to stick around, she hadn’t mentioned what her plans were for the rest of the day, and he didn’t want to presume that they might include him. With her busy work schedule, she might prefer to have some time to herself.

He dried his hands on the dish towel and hung it up to dry. “I guess I should be going. I’m sure you have stuff you need to be doing.”

She was already nodding, although she didn’t look all that happy. “Actually, I do have to be somewhere in just over an hour from now.”

Tino slipped on his tux jacket and shoved his tie into a pocket. “I’ll call you tomorrow and maybe we can make plans for next weekend.”

“I’d like that.”

Natalie followed him to the door where she wrapped her arms around his waist and laid her head against his chest. “I’ve had a wonderful time despite the problems with my ex and his mother.”

Tino held her close, loving the way she fit in his arms. “They were just a momentary blip on an otherwise spectacular night. Now, kiss me and then boot me out before I make you late.”

“Yes, sir!”

The kiss lasted longer than it should have for a simple goodbye. Damn, it was hard to walk away, and it didn’t help that she followed him out to the car. After this much time, he found it easy to tell when she had something on her mind. But before he could ask what she was thinking about so hard, she put her hand out to stop him from getting in his car.

“Look, do you like the zoo?”

Well, that sure came out of left field. “I haven’t been to the zoo in a lot of years, but I always enjoyed it. Why? What are you thinking?”

“Well, that’s where I’m going this afternoon. The foundation sponsored a special day at the zoo for a bunch of kids from the neighborhood around the community center. I’m guessing at least a few of them are from your basketball team. I don’t suppose you’d like to tag along.”

Anything to spend more time in her company. “I’d love to come, but I’ll have to go home and change clothes first.”

He gave his wrinkled shirt and slacks a pointed look. “I’d be a bit overdressed for the occasion if I showed up in a tuxedo, even one that looks like I slept in it.”

She laughed. “Just a bit. Do you want me to swing by and pick you up on my way?”

No way that was happening. He wasn’t ready for her to learn that he lived in a remodeled garage. Eventually, she’d find out, but not yet.

“I don’t want to risk making you late, so I’ll meet you there.”

“Sounds good. We’re set to arrive at eleven thirty. The plan is to walk around for a while, take a break for brown-bag lunches, and then sightsee for two more hours if the kids hold up that long.” She grinned. “Well, actually the adults will hit the wall before the munchkins do, but it’s undignified to admit that.”

He laughed. “I know what you mean. I’ve only helped Jay with the team a handful of times, but those kids flat wear me out. I swear, it was easier to ride herd on a bunch of new recruits out for a good time on their first liberty after basic training.”

“That’s why we always try to get as many adult volunteers as we can.” Her face flushed a bit pink. “But don’t think that’s why I invited you to come. I’m just tagging along to make sure everything goes smoothly. Well, and because I love the zoo.”

“I believe you, and I’ll do my best to be there on time.”

Tino gave her another quick kiss before getting into the car. “I’ll see you soon.”

—

The kids gathered near the railing and jockeyed for position to see the zebras grazing a short distance away. While they chattered among themselves, Rosalie sidled up next to Natalie. It was tempting to start talking to one of the kids, but that would only be postponing the inevitable. The woman would eventually corner her. Maybe she could shorten the conversation if she started it herself.

“Yes, Rosalie, he’s good with kids and looks good in that Henley shirt.”

She paused to take a quick glance at her friend. Just as she suspected, Rosalie was grinning big-time. “What? I want a bottle of water out of the cooler and was going to ask if you’d keep an eye on my bunch while I’m gone. I’ll bring you one, too, if you’d like.”

Well, great. “Yes, I’ll watch the kids, and I’d love another water.”

“I’ll be right back.” Rosalie started to walk away but turned back. “And you’re right. He’s good with the kids, and he looks great. He also stares at you as if you’re the special on today’s dessert menu.”

Rather than continue a discussion she couldn’t win, Natalie moved up to stand next to the three kids Rosalie had been shepherding around the zoo. “So tell me, kids, which do you like better—the giraffes or the zebras?”

She let them each give their opinions, laughing at their reasons for their choices. Meanwhile, she noticed that Tino was no longer hanging out with the boys from his basketball team. It took her a minute to spot him standing a short distance back down the path. Who was he talking to with that worried look on his face?

Luckily, Rosalie was already back. She held out two bottles of water and a juice box. “I thought Tino might like some water, too. The juice is for his friend.”

A gap in the crowd finally revealed Tino’s young companion, a girl who looked to be about ten or so. “I’m not sure I’ve ever met her. What’s her name?”

“There’s no reason you should know Maya. I’m not sure what her story is, but I know she only recently came to stay with one of the local foster families. If she’s new to the system, it’s not surprising that she’s feeling a little overwhelmed by the crowds and hanging out with a bunch of strangers.”

She turned her attention back to her young charges. “Okay, boys, time to move on. There’s still a lot of the zoo left to see, and I don’t want you to miss out on any of the cool stuff.”

Natalie stayed and watched Tino as the others walked away. By this point, he’d knelt down on one knee to be closer to Maya’s eye level as the two of them talked. Natalie’s heart ached for the little girl, but it was nice to see that Tino had finally coaxed a smile from her. The man was a charmer, all right, and she loved that he would go to the trouble to help Maya relax enough to enjoy the outing.

As much as she wanted to spend time with Tino, she didn’t want to interrupt the pair’s animated conversation. Fortunately, he happened to look in her direction and immediately motioned for her to join them.

When she was within hearing, he performed the necessary introductions. “Natalie Kennigan, I’d like you to meet my friend Maya. We need you to settle an argument for us.”

“Nice to meet you, Maya.” She handed Tino his water and then offered the little girl the juice. “I’ve always found arguing with Tino here to be thirsty work. What do you two need my opinion on?”

Tino gave Maya an encouraging look. She waited until she’d stuck the straw in her juice before speaking. “He says elephants really are afraid of mice. I think that’s only in cartoons.”

Natalie laughed. “I’m with you on that one, Maya.”

Then she added in a stage whisper, “I think we both know who really is afraid of mice, and it’s not the elephants.”

She rolled her eyes in Tino’s direction, which set Maya to giggling while he looked mildly insulted. “Hey, now, you two! No fair ganging up on me like that.”

One of the parents approached them. “Maya, you better come along, hon. We’re moving on now, and it’s important that we keep the group together. I can’t make sure everyone is safe if we get too scattered in this crowd.”

The little girl’s smile faded a bit, but she took the woman’s hand without complaint. Tino watched her walk away with the oddest look on his face. Sadness, maybe, or even grief. Then the expression disappeared so quickly, Natalie almost doubted that she’d even seen it. Almost.

They fell into step with the rest of the group and wandered on down the path that looped its way through the zoo. “That was quite a conversation you had going with Maya. Was it all about elephants and rodents?”

“No. I’d noticed how she kept hanging back. All those matching green T-shirts help the adults to keep an eye on the kids, but it’s pretty easy for one little girl to get lost in the crowd.”

“Is she not having a good time?”

“Good enough, I suppose. It took some coaxing, but she finally said she’d only been at this foster home a few days. I’m guessing she hasn’t quite got her legs under her yet.”

“Did she say how she came to be in foster care?”

“Some temporary family thing.”

Tino unscrewed the cap on his water and took a long drink. Rather than press him for more details, she changed the subject.

“Are you busy Tuesday morning? I thought maybe you’d like to go with me to visit my grandfather. He always appreciates company, and he’d like to meet you.”

“If Jack doesn’t need me on a job, I’ll be glad to go with you. Any chance your grandfather plays chess?”

“He loves chess, but sadly the last time we played, he suggested we go back to playing checkers instead. I’m sure he’d appreciate a worthy opponent.”

Tino looked intrigued by the idea. “I’ll let you know after I talk to Jack.”

“Great.”

Then she skipped ahead several steps before adding, “Now, let’s go see the elephants and see if any of them are up in the trees after seeing a mouse.”

With his longer legs, it didn’t take him long to catch up with her, but at least the last of the shadows had disappeared from his eyes. “Very funny, lady. There will be retribution for that crack.”

She stuck her tongue out at him. “Oooh, I’m scared.”

“No, you’re not, but you should be. I will get even, and when you least expect it. The only reason you are safe right now is that I don’t want to scare the kiddies.”

He arched an eyebrow and took a step back to give her a top-to-bottom look that curled her toes. “Of course, if you’d rather, I’ll let you apologize for insulting my manhood later when we’re alone.”

His grin turned hot and wicked. “I can always borrow my dad’s pickup truck back from Jack if you still want to give it a try.”

What did it say about her that she was actually considering it? She wasn’t sure, but that wasn’t going to stop her. Unfortunately—or maybe fortunately—they’d caught up with the kids and their chaperones.

She shot Tino a flirty smile. “I’ll have to get back to you on that.”

“You do that.”

Before they could continue, Maya was back. She slipped her hand into Tino’s. “Can I walk with you?”

He smiled and said, “Sure thing, but we’ll have to ask your assigned adult if it’s all right.”

The little girl looked decidedly happier as they headed toward the woman, but Tino sure didn’t. He might be smiling for Maya’s benefit, but there wasn’t anything happy about the expression in his eyes. It was as if the sun had gone behind a cloud and the air around them took on a sudden chill. Now wasn’t the time to ask him what it was about the little girl that had him looking so grim when he thought no one would notice.

And truth be told, she wasn’t all that sure she wanted to find out.


Chapter 17

Early Tuesday morning, Tino followed her into her grandfather’s driveway. They’d come in separate cars. She had to head directly back to the office after their visit with her grandfather, and Tino needed to meet up with his brother.

She took a deep breath before getting out. Funny, but she was more nervous about introducing Tino to her grandfather than having him meet her parents. She’d never admit it to them, but Cyrus’s opinion carried more weight. Yes, she’d hoped they would like the new man in her life, but she actually wanted her grandfather to approve of Tino.

She also suspected Tino realized that there was more riding on this visit than just the chance to meet another member of her family. Instead of his usual T-shirt and jeans, he’d worn a sports shirt and khakis. “Ready for this?”

He nodded as he studied her grandfather’s home. She tried to see the sprawling brick house through Tino’s eyes. It had been built in the late nineteenth century by one of the lesser-known timber barons, who had spared no expense in the process.

Tino tipped his head back, maybe to better see the upper floor. “Nice place. My dad used to drive us through this area and point out the different elements of construction that went into building the various styles of houses. I’d guess this one has been around for a hundred and twenty years, maybe more.”

“You’re right on the money. It was pretty run-down when my grandparents bought it, but apparently it was love at first sight. It took a lot to restore the place to its former glory, but they both thought it was worth the effort. Although they did upgrade the wiring and plumbing, they kept as much of the original style as they could.”

Tino did a slow turn. “The grounds are beautiful, too. Someone did a nice job of planning the landscaping. Elegant without being fussy.”

His assessment pleased her. “That was my grandmother’s doing. Some of my fondest memories are helping her weed the flower beds and cutting bouquets to bring into the house. Grandpa always claimed I had a real eye for arranging the flowers, but I suspect he only said that to make me happy. I distinctly remember liking the way dandelions looked mixed in with roses.”

Leaning into Tino’s strength, she sighed. “I really miss Grandma, but I always feel close to her when I walk the grounds here. She was especially proud of the rose garden out back.”

Tino put his hand on the small of her back as they started up the steps to the door. “If it was one of her rosebushes that beagle dug up, I’m surprised your grandfather didn’t end up with a doggy-skin rug nailed up on the fence. You know, to serve as a warning to any other marauding critters in the area.”

That comment had her relaxing for the first time all morning. “That sounds like something Grandpa would threaten to do, but he’d never go through with it.”

Esther opened the door before they reached the top step. “Good morning. I’m glad you got here on time. Your grandfather has been watching the clock and mumbling under his breath about the darn thing running slow.”

Natalie hugged her and then stood back to perform the introductions. “Esther Carlin, this is my friend, Tino Gianelli. Esther is Grandfather’s housekeeper, but she’s really family.”

“It’s nice to meet you, ma’am. Natalie has regaled me with stories about your amazing baking skills.”

The older woman blushed but looked pleased. “I don’t know about amazing, but I try. I made some of Natalie’s favorite muffins today, but they’re nothing fancy. The day is nice enough that Cyrus might like to sit outside for a while. The sunshine would do him some good.”

That didn’t sound promising. “How is he feeling today?”

Esther’s smile dimmed a little. “As well as can be expected for a cantankerous old coot. He’ll perk up once you’re with him, though, and getting to visit with someone new will help. You know how he likes having an audience.”

“So true. He’ll also be happy to find out that Tino is a chess player.”

“Oh, yeah, he’ll love that. It’s not often he finds a new victim to play with.” Esther grinned at Tino. “Sorry, I mean a new opponent.”

Tino winked at Esther. “I’ll do my best to prove a worthy opponent—or victim if that’s how it works out. I guess it all depends on how well matched the two of us are.”

“Well, don’t let that old man run roughshod over you. He loves a challenge and will respect you more for standing up to him.”

Esther turned her attention back to Natalie. “I’ll let you wheel your grandfather out to the patio. By the time you get him settled in, the refreshments will be ready.”

“Sounds great, Esther. Now, we’d better go find him.”

She took Tino’s hand and led him toward her grandfather’s library. The old man was sitting in his wheelchair near the door. He was pretending to read the newspaper, but she suspected he’d been eavesdropping on their conversation with Esther.

“Hi, Grandpa, how are you doing today?”

“Not bad for a— What was it that woman called me?” His eyes narrowed as he continued, “Oh, yes, I remember now. A cantankerous old coot. I believe that’s how she described me.”

Natalie couldn’t help but laugh. “You know if you behaved yourself once in a while, she wouldn’t have a reason to complain about you. Besides, we both know I love you no matter how grumpy you get or maybe even because of how grumpy you get.”

“Brat, you’re as bad as she is.” Then he laughed as he held his cheek up for a kiss. “So, introduce me to your young man.”

“Tino, this is my grandfather, Cyrus Waines. Grandpa, this is Tino Gianelli, the friend I told you about.”

Her grandfather gave Tino the once-over and then stuck out his knobby hand. Tino stepped closer and shook hands with him. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir.”

Now that the introductions were over, it was time to head out to the patio. “Let’s go outside, Grandpa. Tino was admiring Grandma’s landscaping out front, and I’d like him to see the rose garden.”

Her grandfather normally didn’t have a problem with her pushing his chair for him, but this time he immediately spun it around and headed for the French doors that led directly to the patio. No doubt he didn’t like looking weak in front of Tino. She followed a couple of steps behind him in case he ran out of energy while Tino did an end run around him to open the doors.

Outside, Esther was just coming through the kitchen door carrying a tray piled high with goodies. Tino immediately veered off to take it off her hands. “Let me get that for you.”

Her grandfather watched the interchange. “Somebody raised that boy right. If that had been Benton, he would’ve parked his ass in a chair and expected Esther to wait on him hand and foot.”

No arguments there. “I know, Grandpa, but let’s not talk about him now. Not in front of Tino.”

She tried hard to make that sound like a casual request, but her grandfather straightened up in his chair and glared up at her. “What did that fool do now?”

Unfortunately, Tino had overheard their conversation. “He didn’t much like seeing me with Natalie and wasn’t shy about letting his displeasure be known.”

“Spoiled brat.”

“You won’t get any arguments from me on that score.”

While he talked, Tino set the tray down on the patio table and then pulled a chair out for Natalie before sitting down himself. At least he didn’t go into details about how ugly the encounter had gotten the other night.

“My granddaughter tells me you just got out of the military. Which branch were you in?”

“The army. I served in the military police.”

“Did you like it?”

“I did. But after ten years, I was ready to quit bouncing around the world. Also, my father died last year, which has been hard on my mother.”

Cyrus stared out toward the roses along the fence. “My condolences on your loss. It’s never easy to lose someone you love. Things haven’t been the same since I lost my wife.”

Natalie blinked back the burn of tears. Her grandfather might be a grump, but he’d clearly adored her grandmother. Just as with her parents, theirs had been a love match. After pouring the tea, she offered each of the men a muffin before taking one for herself.

Her grandfather took a deep breath and shook his head, maybe dragging himself out of the past. “You know, I was in the army back in the day. I did two tours in Vietnam.”

The two men exchanged a long look, maybe two warriors sensing they’d each found a kindred spirit. “I’ve read books about that war and talked to a few veterans along the way. It was tough duty.”

Cyrus shrugged. “Well, I’m guessing you’ve been through some rough times yourself.”

“Rough enough, sir.”

For the first time since they’d arrived, Tino’s smile didn’t reach his dark eyes. “My mom is really glad to have two of her three sons safely home and out of the service. Although she’d probably deny it, worrying about my younger brother keeps her up nights. Mikhail is a recon marine. He’s stateside right now, but that could change anytime.”

Her grandfather showed amazing sensitivity by redirecting the conversation. “Natalie tells me that you let her try out your power saw.”

Tino kicked his grin up a notch. “From what others have told me, that was mighty brave of me.”

She immediately protested. “Hey! You said I did great.”

Her grandfather’s laugh came out a bit wheezy. “The man’s not stupid, Natalie. What else was he going to say when he was trying to impress a pretty girl? I’m guessing the man would’ve said the same thing even if you’d cut a hole in the wall big enough to drive a truck through.”

She glanced toward Tino and waited to see what he had to say on the subject. “That’s true enough, sir. But in this case, I didn’t have to lie. She did just fine, especially for a first-timer. All she needed was a little coaching.”

“There’s not much my granddaughter can’t do when she sets her mind to it. I’m glad to hear that you recognize that about her.” He set his cup aside. “Now, what’s this I hear about your liking to play chess?”

—

Natalie sipped her tea and watched the two men hunched over the chessboard. When they’d gotten lost in the game, she slipped away to join Esther in the kitchen. Even from a distance, the intensity and determination to win that both men had brought to the game was palpable.

Esther joined her at the window. “Those two are having fun out there.”

“Yeah, they are, even though you wouldn’t guess it from those matching grim expressions.”

When Tino moved one of his pieces, her grandfather studied the board and then knocked over his own king with what could only be a curse. Even so, he was smiling when the two men shook hands and started packing the carved jade pieces back into their box. If she knew her grandfather, he’d want to rehash the game, examining each move that had led to his defeat.

Unfortunately, she needed to leave or she’d be late for a meeting, and Tino also had to catch up with his brother. “Well, I’d better get back out there. We should be going, and I suspect Grandpa needs his nap even if he’s too stubborn to admit it.”

“Yeah, he does,” Esther agreed. “I like Tino, by the way, and it’s clear that he and Cyrus have really hit it off.”

Natalie nodded. “I’m glad.”

“He’s important to you.”

There was no use in denying it. “Yes, he is. We haven’t known each other all that long, but he understands me better than Benton ever did even though he and I practically grew up together.”

She wished she could say that she understood Tino as well, but every so often she caught that odd glimpse of darkness in his eyes that left her puzzled and not a little worried. Of course, it could be herself she didn’t quite trust. After all, look how long it had taken her to realize that Benton’s value system was so different from hers. Regardless, she remained convinced that Tino had secrets, ones he had yet to share with her.

The man in question caught her staring at him. He smiled at her and pointed at his watch. She gave Esther a quick hug. “I’ll be back next week at the usual time.”

“Bring Tino with you and stay for lunch next time.”

“I’ll think about it.”

It spoke to how comfortable her grandfather was with Tino that he let him wheel him back inside. Natalie caught up with them in the library. “I take it Tino won.”

Her grandfather looked surprisingly pleased by that fact. “He did, indeed, sneaky bastard that he is. I’m still not sure how he managed to corner my king like that.”

Tino grinned. “We’re actually pretty evenly matched. You had me on the run early on.”

“I expect a rematch.”

“I look forward to it. Just name the day and time, and I’ll be here. Natalie has my number.”

“I just bet she does.” Her grandfather gave them each a long look. “Has she mentioned I want some great-grandchildren before I kick the bucket?”

“Grandpa!” Her face flushed hot. “Don’t embarrass us like that. We’ve only started dating.”

Rather than adding his own objections, Tino grinned and patted her grandfather on the shoulder. “I’ll take that information under advisement, sir.”

“You do that, boy. Now, you two have better things to do than hang out here with me all day.”

Still blushing, Natalie kissed him on the cheek. “I’d tell you to behave yourself, but I know a lost cause when I see one.”

Cyrus followed them to the front door. Natalie gave him one last hug. “I love you, Grandpa.”

“I love you, too, little girl.” He jerked his head in Tino’s direction. “And I have to say your taste in men has improved. It’s easy to see this one will give you strong, smart offspring. Not like that inbred fool you were engaged to.”

So much for her blush fading. “I’m glad you think so, but you’re going to scare him off if you keep talking like that.”

The old man didn’t back down. “Somehow I doubt that.”

Rather than argue, she grabbed Tino’s arm and all but dragged him out of the house. She could hear her grandfather laughing even through the closed door. “Sorry about that. Grandpa can be a handful sometimes.”

“I like him. I hope I’m that sharp when I’m that age.”

“Me, too, but that doesn’t mean I appreciate him talking that way in front of you.”

They’d reached her car. Tino trapped her up against the fender, one hand on either side of her. “What way? Don’t you want him to like me?”

“Of course I do, but that doesn’t mean I appreciated him talking like I’m a broodmare and you’re the lucky stallion he’s picked out for me.”

Tino’s laughter rang out loud and clear. “Now that fine image is going to be stuck in my head all day.”

She gave him a sharp poke in the chest with her finger. “All right, that wasn’t the best way to put it, but you know what I meant. It’s bad enough that every visit he nags at me about getting married and starting a family.”

“And that’s a bad thing?”

“No, it’s not, but I won’t rush into anything just to make him happy. As I’ve told him, I won’t settle for anything less than the kind of marriage he and Grandma had. It’s hard to imagine now, but he used to light up when she came into the room.”

Tino brushed her hair back from her cheek. “My parents were like that, too. I don’t know where you and I are headed, but don’t be embarrassed or unhappy because he thinks I might stand a chance of making you that happy. Personally, I take it as a compliment.”

Then he kissed her, keeping it light and easy. Stepping back, he added, “I’ll call you tonight.”

“I look forward to it.”

As she drove away, she realized the real problem she’d had with her grandfather’s comments. It wasn’t that he thought Tino might make her a good husband. It was that she was starting to think that way herself.


Chapter 18

Tino met up with Jack at the beach for a quick lunch before heading to the job site. “Sorry I’m late. We were visiting Natalie’s grandfather, and I lost track of time.”

“How did it go meeting him?”

“Fine. He plays a mean game of chess.”

“So you’ve met her parents and now her grandfather.”

Where was Jack headed with this? “Yeah. So?”

“So, little brother, it seems odd that none of us have gotten to meet her.” Jack stopped to point a fry at Tino before dunking it in ketchup and stuffing it in his mouth. “Tell me if I’m wrong, but I’ve got to wonder what, if anything, you’ve told Natalie about your past or us.”

A burst of what felt suspiciously like shame washed through his veins and left his face burning hot. “She knows I have two brothers, that we lost Dad, and that one of the reasons I left the army was to be close by if Mom needed me.”

“But not the specifics.”

“If by that you mean that we were adopted, then no, I didn’t tell her specifics.”

“Why the hell not?” Jack looked pissed, but his words came out cold and calm. “Unless you’re suddenly ashamed of our family, it’s her reaction that you’re worried about. If Natalie can’t handle where you came from, she doesn’t deserve you.”

Tino’s own temper might take longer to ignite, but it burned just as hot as his brother’s when it did. “Shut the fuck up about Natalie. You don’t know a damn thing about her.”

Jack’s fist pounded down on the table. “My point exactly. The woman obviously means a lot to you, but you haven’t even brought her around to meet Mom. I get that you might not want to spring the whole clan on her at once. God knows Mikhail is barely housebroken, but she’d love Mom. Everybody does.”

That was true. He’d never met a single person who could withstand Marlene’s warmth and kindness for more than a minute. If she’d managed to win over three surly teenagers who had more than the usual amount of bad attitude, a sweetheart like Natalie would be a piece of cake for her.

Tino’s anger blew away on the breeze as he stared out at the waves on Puget Sound. “I’m so out of my league with her, Jack. Her grandfather owns one of those huge houses Dad used to drive us by down in the city. I’m not sure what Cyrus did for a living, but he made enough money to fund the foundation that Natalie runs all by herself. Her father comes from money, too, so Natalie grew up around all kinds of wealthy people. She went to the best schools. Had every advantage.”

Might as well lay it all out there for Jack to see. “I also met her ex-fiancé the other night. He looks like a runway model even if he’s a complete bastard. He’s also an attorney in his family’s big-ass law firm. Then there’s the house she lives in. It’s stuffed full of expensive antiques. When she had me over for dinner, we ate off bone china using sterling silver flatware.”

Jack didn’t look all that impressed. “So?”

“So, I made it out of high school with a B average and spent ten years as an army cop. I’ve earned a few college credits along the way, but not enough for even an associate’s degree. I’d go back to school, but I have no idea of what I want to be when I grow up. With my military experience, I could probably get a job with one of the local police forces, but I can’t see me spending the next twenty-five years writing out speeding tickets and dealing with drunk drivers.”

He crushed his empty cup. “And in case you’ve forgotten, to cap it all off, I live in the garage at my mother’s house. That would be sure to impress Natalie’s parents, don’t you think?”

Instead of slapping Tino down for disparaging the place the three brothers had helped Joe remodel into a man cave for the three of them, Jack did something totally unexpected. He laughed. In fact, he laughed loud and long until his face was beet red, and he struggled to breathe.

After about a minute, he laid his head down on his arms on the tabletop, his huge shoulders still shaking. Okay, his reaction pissed off Tino big-time.

“What is so damn funny?”

Jack sat back up, clearly trying to rein in his amusement but failing miserably. “You are, little brother. You should see your face right now. I always figured when you got around to falling for somebody, you’d fall hard and fast. No wonder you’re running in circles like a dog chasing its tail.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

Although he suspected he knew and regretted asking the question for the simple reason that Jack was very likely to answer it. Sure enough, his brother’s eyes filled with what looked like sympathy.

“Have you given any thought to the possibility that she might be the one for you, little brother? Otherwise, you wouldn’t give a damn what she or her family thought about where you sleep at night.”

“Well, shit.”

The truth settled in Tino’s gut. What was he supposed to do now?

Meanwhile, Jack gathered up the remains of their meal and carried it over to the trash can. It was his brother’s way of giving Tino time to regain control. When he came back, Jack crossed his arms over his broad chest.

“You probably don’t want my advice, but I’m going to give it to you anyway, free of charge and everything. You gotta know that it wasn’t easy to tell Caitlyn about my fucked-up childhood or for her to share what her abusive bastard of an ex-husband put her through. But as hard as it was to rip open all those old wounds, we both knew if we wanted to make a go of it, we had to be honest about all that crap. Hell, most of the time I still can’t believe she wanted me anyway.”

It was Tino’s brotherly obligation to snicker even if there wasn’t much about this conversation that he found amusing. “Well, if it’s any comfort, Mikhail and I can’t believe it, either. God knows we’re both better looking, not to mention better dancers.”

Jack didn’t rise to the bait, a clear sign that he was zeroed in on his self-assigned mission. “Here’s the bottom line, little brother: If I’m right about what’s going on between the two of you, tell Natalie who you are and how you feel. If she’s the woman you think she is, then she’ll accept you as is.”

Then Jack’s big hand settled on Tino’s shoulder. “If she won’t, don’t just walk away—run.”

—

On Thursday morning, Natalie started past the basketball court on her way into the community center but then stopped. It looked different, better somehow. She wandered over to take a closer look. Sure enough, the poles that supported the baskets had both been painted and now stood perpendicular to the ground instead of being canted at an angle. A couple of two-by-fours had been added to prop them up, maybe to give the new cement time to solidify. The backboards and nets had been replaced and the lines on the court repainted.

Somebody had been hard at work, but she had no idea who it might have been. Refurbishing the court had been on her wish list of things to do, but the money allotted for the community center project had stretched only so far. She would like to thank whoever had stepped up to bat.

Inside the building, she set her things down in the computer lab and went looking for Clarence, knowing not much ever got by him around there. She found him pushing a huge dust mop up and down the gym floor. He stopped as soon as he spotted her.

“Miss Natalie, you’re here bright and early this morning.”

She held up the coffee and muffins she’d brought for them to share. “I needed to go over the lesson plans the other teacher left me for tonight’s class, and I won’t have time to do it after I get off work.”

He accepted the coffee and chocolate muffin as he led the way over to the stage to sit down. “You spoil me, young lady, but I’ve told you that before. You shouldn’t go to all this bother.”

“It was no trouble. I was going through the drive-up anyway, and it’s no harder to order two of everything.”

Once they were settled, she asked, “I noticed the basketball court outside has new hoops and fresh paint. Do you know who did it?”

Clarence washed down a bite of his muffin with a sip of coffee before answering. “It was your friend Tino. He, another man, and a teenager showed up with the materials yesterday afternoon. Right after they got here, Tyler and his friends came. Between the bunch of them, they got it all done in no time. It looks really nice out there.”

Tino did all of that? She’d seen him briefly on Tuesday when they’d both been at the center. His basketball practice had ended almost an hour before her computer class did, but he’d hung around until she finished up. No matter how many times she told him that she was perfectly safe walking to her car by herself, he insisted on waiting. All of that aside, he had to have everything organized to redo the basketball court by then, so why hadn’t he said anything? Maybe he wanted to surprise her, but that didn’t exactly make sense.

The odd look Clarence was giving her made her realize she’d been silent too long. “It looks great. I hope the kids who play out there all the time will appreciate what he did.”

Clarence nodded. “I thought it was smart of him to have the neighborhood kids help out. Maybe investing some of their own time and energy in the project will make them appreciate what they have more. I’d hate to see it get trashed again.”

“Me, too.” She checked the time. “Oops, I’d better get moving. I’ll only be here another few minutes, but I’ll be back this evening.”

“Can I ask a favor?” Clarence reached into one of his pockets. “I found this cellphone in the men’s room this morning. The battery is dead, but I’m pretty sure that it belongs to Tino or the other guy who was with him. I know it wasn’t in there before they came.”

He held it out to her. “Can you get it back to Tino? Even if he’ll be back tonight to coach the kids, he’ll be looking for it.”

She took the phone. “It does look like his. I can stop by his house on my way to the office.”

Not that she actually knew where he lived, but how hard could it be to track him down? She headed for the computer lab where a quick Internet search produced an address that wouldn’t take her too far out of her way. There were several different names listed with his, which seemed odd, but maybe it was an apartment building.

After letting her assistant know that she’d be a little later than expected, she reviewed the lesson plans and then hustled out to her car. Even if Tino wasn’t at home, she could at least leave him a note that she had the phone.

After entering the address into her GPS system, she took one last look at the refurbished basketball court. There were a lot of reasons she liked Tino, maybe even felt something stronger for him, but the way he’d bonded with the people at the center was right at the top of the list. Once again, she was struck by the difference between him and Benton.

After one wrong turn, she finally arrived at the address. She took a minute to study Tino’s home and found she liked it. For sure, there was something warm and welcoming about the neatly landscaped yard and the old-fashioned look of the house itself.

By comparison, the place Natalie had inherited from her father’s mother was fussy and overdone. She planned on gradually replacing a lot of the furnishings with stuff that was more suited to her own taste, not to mention a lot more comfortable. Purchasing the couch for the living room had been an important step in that direction, and she’d also moved her aunt’s old bedroom furniture to a guest room and bought a new set for herself. There was still a lot to do, but she didn’t have much free time to devote to the project.

It was time to get moving. She really hoped Tino didn’t mind her dropping in on him with no warning.

When she started up the driveway, an older woman stepped out on the front porch, clearly on her way out. Okay, this was awkward. Maybe this wasn’t Tino’s place after all. The woman had started down the steps before she noticed Natalie standing there.

“Hi, can I help you?”

Natalie remained where she was but held up the dead cellphone. “Maybe. Could you tell me if Tino Gianelli lives here? He left his phone at the community center yesterday. I thought he might be looking for it.”

The woman offered her a warm smile and joined her in the driveway. “You’re Natalie Kennigan, aren’t you? I should’ve recognized you immediately. I’m sure my son will appreciate your going out of your way to bring it to him.”

This was Tino’s mother? She looked nothing like him, but maybe he took after his father’s side of the family. “Yes, I’m Natalie, Mrs. Gianelli. It’s nice to meet you.”

Looking a bit puzzled, the woman said, “Actually, it’s Mrs. Lukash, but please call me Marlene. Any other time I would invite you in for some coffee, but I have to be at an appointment in a few minutes.”

She pointed back up the driveway. “But then you’re not here to see me, are you? Tino’s car is here, so I assume he’s home. If you knock on the garage door, he should answer.”

“I’ll do that.”

“You might need to knock a few times and then give him a few minutes to answer. His bedroom is upstairs on the second floor, so he might not hear you the first time.”

Marlene got in her car and drove away as Natalie slowly walked up the driveway and tried to make sense of the directions Tino’s mother had given her. Why would she knock on the garage door if his bedroom was on the second floor of the house? It was also interesting that their last names were different. He hadn’t mentioned his mother remarrying after his father died.

None of this was adding up. Suddenly, she had a bad feeling about how this was going to turn out. It was tempting to go into full retreat and simply drive away. That wouldn’t work. Marlene was sure to mention she’d been there when she got home from her appointment.

Bracing herself for whatever came next, Natalie raised her hand and knocked.


Chapter 19

Tino stepped out of the shower. As he dried off, he opened the bathroom door to let out the cloud of steam that had filled the small room. A sound coming from downstairs caught his attention. Who would be knocking on the garage door at this hour?

He yanked on the flannel pajama bottoms that he’d slept in and ran his fingers through his hair. He hadn’t shaved yet, so scruffy was as presentable as he was going to get. The knock came again before he reached the bottom step. Whoever was out there must be getting impatient, because the next round of knocking came faster and went on for longer. It was tempting to head back upstairs without answering the door. The last thing he wanted was uninvited company before he’d had his first cup of coffee.

Of course, it could be his mother needing something or, worse yet, Jack needing some grunt work done. He really didn’t feel like wielding a hammer all day, but he might as well get it over with. “All right, all right, I’m coming. Hold your horses.”

He threw the deadbolt and yanked the door open. But instead of his obnoxious brother, it was Natalie standing there, her hand poised to knock again. Her eyes went wide as she stared first at his face and then slowly lowered her gaze, taking a slow trip from still-damp skin on his chest down to his bare feet and back up again.

Finally, her mouth quirked up in a small grin. “I guess you weren’t expecting company this morning.”

Well, no shit. He wasn’t and most especially not her. Unable to think of anything else to say, he pointed out the obvious. “I was in the shower. Did you need something?”

That came out far more unfriendly than he’d meant for it to because she took a step back from the door and her fair skin flushed pink. “Sorry about dropping by unannounced. I would’ve called first, but I couldn’t. Well, I could have, but it wouldn’t have done any good.”

He was pretty sure that even if he’d already had a gallon of coffee to clear his head, her explanation still wouldn’t have made much sense. “Can you run that by me again? Maybe slower this time with shorter words.”

Natalie glanced past him to the annex, maybe wondering why they didn’t continue the discussion inside. It would only be good manners to invite her in, maybe even offer her some coffee, but there were reasons he’d never told her where he lived. Too late to change things now, his feet remained frozen in place and the words of welcome refused to come.

Before speaking again, she started rooting around in her purse. Finally, she dragged a familiar-looking cellphone from its depths. “I stopped at the community center this morning to do a few things in the computer lab. When I saw Clarence, he thought this was most likely yours and asked if I could return it to you. Apparently he found it in the men’s room right after you and another guy finished up working on the basketball court. I’m guessing that might have been your brother?”

She held out the phone. “Thank you for doing that, by the way. I was hoping to eventually get around to fixing it up, but other things had to take priority.”

“It was. My brother, that is, and you’re welcome.”

Although she wasn’t really the reason they’d done the work. And maybe he really was being a total jerk by making her stand out there in the driveway like some stranger he barely knew. Taking a half step back from the door, he gestured toward the small kitchen on the other side of the room. “The coffee should be ready by now. Would you like a cup?”

That she didn’t immediately leap to accept the offer told him all too clearly that he was sending her a fucked-up mix of signals. To offer her an easy out, he added, “Unless you need to get to work.”

She bit her lower lip while she considered her options. “I do need to get to work, but a quick cup would be nice. That is, if you’re sure it wouldn’t be any trouble.”

It would be trouble, all right, but not the kind she meant. He moved aside to allow her room to come in and then closed the door after taking a quick peek out toward the driveway. His mother’s car was gone, so at least he didn’t have to deal with introducing the two women in his life to each other. Then it occurred to him to wonder how Natalie knew to look for him in the garage instead of the house.

Right now, Natalie was standing in the center of the small living room, her eyes bright with curiosity as she studied their surroundings. “I met your mom, by the way. She was leaving for an appointment just as I arrived. She was nice enough to point me in the right direction.”

Well, great. Now he’d have to allow time in his schedule for an inquisition from his mother when she got home. Maybe it wasn’t too late to see if Jack could use an extra pair of hands today. That would give him an excuse to hustle Natalie back out the door and avoid his mother for a few hours.

And didn’t that positively reek of cowardice?

He headed for the kitchen and pulled two of the last three clean mugs down off the shelf. One had the Marine Corps symbol on it, although Jack had drawn a red circle with a slash across it just to irritate Mikhail. The rim on the second cup was chipped, but the only other option was one with an obscene message on the side that a buddy had sent one of his brothers as a joke. Mismatched dishes were only one of the downsides of three brothers sharing the place, using it mostly as a place to crash on their brief visits home between deployments.

He carried the coffee out to the living room where Natalie was studying the array of gym equipment in the corner. “I’m sorry if you wanted cream in yours. I ran out of milk yesterday and haven’t been to the store.”

“Black is fine.”

She sipped the coffee as she continued to look around. “So this is where you live.”

There was nothing judgmental about what she said, but he went on the defensive anyway. “My brothers and I thought someone should stay close by for Mom. She never complains, but we all know she gets lonely without Dad.”

Natalie’s expression was nothing but sympathetic. “That has to be hard for her. I’m sure she appreciates how you guys watch out for her.”

She glanced toward the staircase. “I’m guessing your bedroom is upstairs.”

He nodded. “Actually, there are three bedrooms up there and a full bath.”

Not that he’d invite her up there to look around or to try out his bed—his twin bed, the same one he’d had since he turned seventeen and moved into the annex with Jack. Mikhail had joined them a few months later when he’d turned seventeen, too.

“Amazing. I’ve never seen another place like it.”

No surprise there. “I doubt you’ve run into many people in your circle of friends who live in a garage.”

For the first time, she looked at him with a hint of anger in her eyes. “What is that supposed to mean?”

Knowing things were spinning out of his control didn’t mean he could stop them. “Just what I said. Nothing more.”

She set the cup down on the coffee table and stepped close enough to glare straight up into his eyes. “Are you by any chance under the impression that I judge my friends by where they live? If so, you don’t know me at all.”

“Oh, we both know how well I know you.” He injected enough heat into his words to make sure she knew he wasn’t talking about where either of them lived. “Remember, I’m the one who had you on your back and begging for more the other night. Hell, if we hadn’t gotten back to your house when we did, we’d have ended up naked in the backseat of my car.”

Natalie raised her hand as if to slap him, but then she dropped it back down to her side. He was almost sorry she hadn’t carried through with the impulse. He deserved it. Before he could apologize, she started for the door.

“Where the hell are you going? We’re not done here.”

Although considering what a jerk he was being, they might be done, period. Natalie waited until she reached the door before stopping to answer his question. She looked back at him with eyes gleaming with the sheen of tears.

“I don’t know why you’re acting like this and don’t care. Personally, I’m going to work. I’ve got responsibilities and people depending on me.”

Now he was getting mad, too. “Was that a slam because I don’t have a fancy job like Benton?”

“Don’t be an idiot, Tino. Have I ever once acted like I wanted you to be more like him?”

No, she hadn’t. He really needed to get his head straight before he screwed this up beyond any chance of fixing it. He ran his fingers through his hair in frustration. “Look, will you be at the center this evening?”

“Yes, I’m teaching my class then.”

“We’ll talk more then.”

“No, actually we won’t, Mr. Gianelli, and I’ll tell you why. I do my best to avoid spending time with fools and snobs. Right now, I’m pretty sure you qualify as both. So when you get done coaching the kids, don’t bother waiting around for me.”

She slammed the door on her way out hard enough to rattle the windows. The sound reverberated inside Tino’s head, leaving him feeling hollow and hurting. For one brief moment, he burned with the same pain he’d experienced when the police had told him that his parents were dead. Felt the same immediate sense of emptiness and dread about how the rest of his life would play out with this new gaping hole ripped in his heart.

But he wasn’t a kid this time, helpless and adrift in an adult world. He charged out of the annex to catch up with Natalie and beg her to let him hit the rewind button. She was already in her car with the engine running. Instead of driving away, though, she sat with her forehead resting on her arms, which were crossed on the steering wheel.

If she was aware of his approach, she gave no sign of it until he tapped on the passenger-side window. Her head snapped up. Seeing her pretty face streaked with tears kicked him in the gut.

“Natalie, honey, please let me in.”

Not that he deserved a chance to apologize. Evidently they’d found the one thing they could agree on, because she put the car in gear and drove off without a single glance back in his direction.

He watched until she was out of sight. Maybe she’d at least read a text from him. Unfortunately, one look at the blank screen on his phone reminded him that the battery had died, leaving him unable to communicate with her at all. Maybe that was for the best; he had no idea what he would say. He dragged himself back up the driveway to the annex. For now, he’d plug the phone into the charger, finish getting dressed, and then choke down some breakfast. Maybe by the time his phone came back to life, he would have figured out what words he could string together that might ease her pain and undo the hurt he’d caused.

He didn’t hold out much hope, but he had to try.

—

As Tino rolled the rack of basketballs out of the storeroom, Jay took one look at his face and backed away.

“Damn, man, you look like hell. If you’re sick, I can handle practice by myself.”

Just what Tino needed to hear. He went back in to get the box of jump ropes that they had the kids use for warm-up before practice. “I’m not sick.”

Well, actually he was. Sort of, anyway. That didn’t mean Jay or the kids were at risk. As far as Tino knew, being stupid wasn’t catching.

Jay still didn’t look as if he believed him. “Seriously, man, if you’re not up to coaching tonight, go home.”

“I’m fine, Jay. I just had a rough day.”

“If you say so.” The former Seal picked up one of the balls and took a shot at the basket from half court. “But I’ve got to say, I barely survived missions in some of the worst hells on this planet that didn’t leave me looking that bad.”

“Very funny.”

Jay walked back over to pick up another ball and took another shot at the hoop. Then he tossed a second one right at Tino. “I’m talking you look like three-day-old roadkill.”

The man definitely had a talent for apt descriptions. Tino felt like three-day-old roadkill. That didn’t mean he needed his face rubbed in it. “Jay, not now.”

Another ball went flying through the air. “The last time I saw someone look that bad, he’d had two root canals, and the pain medicine wasn’t working.”

Well, shit, this wasn’t helping Tino’s mood one bit. Earlier, his mother had dropped by the annex to let him know she’d been happy to finally meet Natalie. It hadn’t taken her three seconds to zero in on the fact that something had gone seriously wrong between the two of them while she’d been at the doctor’s office. Marlene asked him one simple question—who was at fault? When he’d admitted that it was undoubtedly his, his mother hadn’t demanded details. She’d simply said he was old enough to clean up his own messes and left him to figure out how to do it. Unfortunately, he hadn’t come up with a single idea on how to start.

The bottom line was that he didn’t need Jay busting his chops over the situation. Tino snagged one of the balls off the rack and heaved it at the other man. “You’re the one who’s going to be needing a dose of pain medicine if you don’t stop.”

Jay dodged the ball, grinning as he held his hands up in surrender. “Sorry, Tino. I’ll say one more thing and then shut my trap. In my experience, the only thing that leaves a guy looking that much like death warmed over is woman trouble. I recommend some big-time groveling and then pray like hell for forgiveness.”

Tino would be only too glad to do exactly that. Unfortunately, his text messages and phone calls had gone unanswered. When he’d stopped by the computer lab on his way into the building, Natalie had taken one look at him and turned her back. Rather than admit that she was currently pretending he was invisible, Tino said, “You can’t grovel if the woman in question won’t let you near her and won’t answer the phone. Besides, what makes you an expert on woman troubles?”

“We don’t have nearly enough time for that particular story right now.” Jay’s smile slowly faded. “But if it’s really too late for groveling to work, after practice is over, we can always hit the local watering hole to drown your sorrows in a fifth of scotch. Who knows, after a couple of shots, I might even regale you with my own tale of woe, which can only make you feel better about your own situation.”

The kids came charging into the gym. Tino took a deep breath and pasted a smile on his face, hoping they wouldn’t be able to tell it was fake. As he and Jay crossed the room to greet them, he whispered to his fellow coach, “I haven’t given up yet, but it may come to that.”

Although he hoped like hell it wouldn’t. The thought of never again knowing the spicy taste of Natalie’s kiss or the sweet slide of her skin against his made him physically ill.

Jay nodded. “I’ll keep my fingers crossed for you.”

“Thanks.”

As they got the kids started on their warm-up run, Tino added, “If I have screwed things up beyond repair, I may just take you up on that drink. I’ll even buy.”

Jay patted him on the shoulder. “Just so you know, you’ll be springing for the good stuff. If I’m going to kill my liver over the demise of your love life, I’ll want it to go out in style.”

For the first time since Natalie had driven away that morning, Tino laughed and meant it.

—

Maybe she should bang her head on the wall and be done with it. The class had been a total disaster since the first moment she had greeted her students. Sighing, Natalie studied her notes again and finally set the papers aside. It was too late to salvage the situation.

“I apologize, everyone. It’s just been one of those days for me, but that’s no excuse. Let’s call it a night. I promise that I’ll do better next time.”

Her students packed up their stuff and gradually shuffled toward the door. A few stopped by her desk on their way out to ask some quick questions. She did her best to answer them, hoping that none of them picked up on how much she wished they’d just leave. The fact that her life had gone off the rails that morning wasn’t their fault, and they deserved her best effort.

Maybe her grandfather was right. She did have a lot on her plate and should find another volunteer to teach the evening classes.

One last girl filed by her desk. “Good night, Ms. Kennigan. I hope you feel better soon.”

“Thank you, Haley. I’m sure a couple of aspirin and a good night’s sleep will fix me right up.”

Okay, that was a lie. There was no cure for a broken heart except time. Some distance might help, too, but that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. Not with Tino coaching basketball right down the hall several nights a week for the foreseeable future.

Earlier, when she’d stepped out in the hall before class, she could hear the deep rumble of his voice mixed in with the team’s laughter coming from the gym. How could he be so good with those kids and such a dumbass when it came to her? Clearly, he’d figured she’d look down on him for living right by his mom’s house. Where would he have gotten that idiot idea? If he’d only given her a chance, he would’ve found out she actually thought it was rather sweet of him.

With the huge television and assortment of gym equipment, the garage had obviously been made over into a man cave. However, there was nothing shoddy about the workmanship that had gone into its design. From the way he talked about his parents and his brothers, she bet there had also been a lot of love and care involved. Even now, her strongest impression was that the apartment was warm and welcoming.

Nothing at all like its current resident.

The memory of Tino’s anger and hostility right before she’d stormed out of his apartment had left her with a pounding headache that had hung on all day. Granted, he’d looked far different when he’d appeared in the computer lab doorway earlier, maybe even apologetic. She’d forced herself to look away before she did something stupid—like crying or, worse yet, running straight toward him in the hopes his arms would be open and waiting.

It took half an hour to shut down the computers and attend to a few other routine chores. When she was done, she stuffed her notes into her briefcase without bothering to keep them separate from the files she’d brought home to work on from the foundation. No doubt she’d regret that later when she had to sort it all out, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. All that mattered right now was getting out of there without having to talk to anyone.

After flipping off the lights, she locked the lab door and headed toward the exit. So far, so good. But then a familiar figure stepped into sight. As tempting as it was to turn around and head right back into the computer lab, that would be cowardly. Besides, Clarence had insisted he should walk her out to her car. She didn’t really want an escort, but apparently there’d been problems in the area lately, a few cars broken into and some vandalism.

Unfortunately, the only man in sight was Tino. She glanced back over her shoulder to see if maybe the janitor was waiting at the other end of the hall. No luck.

“I told Clarence that I’d make sure you reached your car safely.”

Great. She gritted her teeth to keep from cursing. “I’ll tell you the same thing I told him. I don’t need an escort. In your case, I also don’t want an escort.”

He winced. Good, a direct hit. That didn’t mean he walked away. When she brushed past him, Tino silently followed after her, but at least he hung back a short distance. Smart of him to give her some space. Outside, she realized that it was later than she’d thought. There were only two cars in the parking lot—hers and Tino’s. It didn’t help that the only streetlight in the area was burned out.

She would never admit it, but she was relieved not to be out there alone in the darkness right now, although she wasn’t exactly sure why. This was far from the first time she’d been at the center after hours. Over the months that the foundation had been involved in the project, she’d come and gone at all times of the day. Maybe Clarence’s comment about the break-ins had planted a seed of fear. More likely, her unease stemmed from the fact that she wasn’t feeling her best and the cause of that problem was still lurking a short distance away.

In fact, he was standing right by her car. What the heck did he want now? It was tempting to simply drive away, but she knew him well enough to know he’d keep coming back until she listened.

She rolled the window down a few inches. “What now, Tino?”

He squatted down until he was at her eye level. “I know you don’t want to hear this, but I am sorry for this morning.”

So was she, but not for the same reasons. She’d had such hope for the two of them. Just thinking of how things could have been only made her heart hurt. “Fine, you’ve apologized. Now, I need to go.”

She started to close the window but stopped. “And for future reference, don’t wait around to walk me out of the building. I’m a big girl. I can actually find my way home all by myself.”

Tino immediately grabbed the top edge of the window with both hands to prevent her from closing it. “Be pissed at me all you want to, Natalie, but don’t let that make you stupid about things. I know you have friends in this neighborhood, but that doesn’t mean you’re always safe here. If I’m not around, ask Clarence or even Jay to walk you out.”

The stubborn set to his jaw made it clear that he wasn’t going to let her leave until she agreed to his demand. “Fine.”

When Tino released his hold on the window, she put the car into drive and hit the gas. All she succeeded in doing was to kill the engine. Damn, damn, double damn. She turned the key in the ignition and prayed it would start. Luck was finally with her. This time she eased her foot down on the gas and drove away.

As she exited the parking lot, she checked her rearview mirror. Tino hadn’t moved. God, he looked so darn lonely standing there alone in the empty parking lot. Well, welcome to the club. She knew just how he felt.


Chapter 20

Tino knocked on the heavy wooden door and braced himself for an ass-kicking or at least a figurative one. He wasn’t even sure why he’d shown up, but ignoring the summons from Cyrus Waines would’ve reeked of cowardice. No doubt the old man wanted to rip Tino a new one for hurting his granddaughter.

Esther opened the door. “Tino, you’re right on time. Come on in.”

He followed her into the foyer, trying to look far more in control of the situation than he actually felt. “Mr. Waines left a message that he wanted to see me.”

“So I hear.” The housekeeper smiled as she pointed toward the library. “He’s waiting for you in there. I’ll be along with lunch for the two of you in a few minutes.”

Really? Since when did being called on the carpet require refreshments? He was about to say something when he realized that Esther had already deserted him. Well, he could stand there and dither or he could find out what the hell was going on. The door to the library was open just a crack. He was saved from having to decide whether he should knock or go straight in when the decision was made for him.

“The chessboard is set up in here.” Cyrus sat in the open doorway glaring up at him. “Or are you going to hide out here all day?”

Tino met the man’s faded gaze head-on. “I’m considering it.”

The old man’s hoot of laughter was a bit on the mean side. “Well, at least you’re honest about it. Now, get in here.”

Tino followed him into the library. Cyrus wheeled himself around to one side of a chess table set up in front of the window. He waved his hand toward the opposing chair. “Sit down. I get tired of having to look up at you.”

This was a different chess set than they’d played with before. Tino picked up one of the pawns and studied it. “Seriously? A storm trooper?”

“My daughter and son-in-law bought the set for me, knowing I love both chess and the original three Star Wars movies. They’ve bought me a bunch of different sets over the years. I guess it’s hard to come up with gifts for the man who has everything.”

He slid a pawn forward to start the game. “Well, everything except for a few great-grandchildren.”

Tino had been about to make his own move when Cyrus dropped that little bombshell. His hand was shaking only a little as he put his pawn into play. “Not sure where they’ll be able to buy some of those for you.”

“Don’t be a smartass, boy.”

“Sometimes I can’t help myself, sir.”

“Try harder.”

They lapsed into a long silence as the play continued. A few minutes later, Esther delivered the promised sandwiches and drinks. She set everything out on Cyrus’s desk. “Gentlemen, lunch is served.”

Her employer didn’t even glance up. “We’re in the middle of a game.”

Esther rolled her eyes. “Eat now or I’ll take it all away. As I recall, you really hate stale sandwiches for dinner.”

When she sailed out of the room without a backward look, Cyrus muttered an obscenity. “I sign that woman’s paycheck, so I know for a fact she works for me. You’d never know it by the way she acts.”

“Have you ever called her bluff?”

“Once.” Cyrus backed away from the table and headed for his desk. “How do you think she knows I hate stale sandwiches?”

Tino couldn’t help but laugh. It occurred to him that Esther and his mother would really hit it off, considering neither one of them was inclined to take any crap from the men in their lives. He studied the array of salads and sandwiches Esther had laid out for them. She’d outdone herself once again. “I love a good game of chess, but it would be a real shame to let this spread go to waste.”

“Yeah, but don’t tell her that. She’s impossible to live with as it is.”

“I’m guessing she’ll figure it out for herself when there’s nothing left but crumbs.”

His host looked a bit disgruntled by that thought, but that didn’t stop him from loading up his plate. Tino happened to glance across the room and spotted the woman in question hovering right outside the library door. She gave him a thumbs-up and disappeared from sight.

They made quick work of the meal. Tino even went back for seconds. He was going to need all of his strength to get through the game Cyrus had in store for him, and he didn’t mean the chess match they were about to resume.

When they once again faced each other across the board, Cyrus picked up right where he’d left off. “You disappointed me, boy.”

“How so, sir?”

“Don’t play coy with me. We both know you screwed up big-time when it comes to my granddaughter.”

No use in denying it. “Yeah, I did.”

“Did you really think it would matter to Natalie where you park your butt at night?”

Okay, that surprised him. Tino took Cyrus’s knight and set it off to the side. “She talked to you about what happened?”

“No, she talked to Esther. I eavesdropped. It’s the only way I ever learn what’s really going on around here.”

There went Tino’s bishop. If he didn’t get his head back into the game, it was going to be over in a few more moves. “Near as I can figure, I wasn’t thinking at all that morning. If I had been, I wouldn’t have screwed up so badly.”

“Well, that might be the smartest thing I’ve heard you say all day.” Cyrus’s knobby hand picked up his queen and parked it right in front of Tino’s king. “Check and mate.”

It was almost a relief to admit defeat on both fronts. Tino began resetting the chessboard, although he wasn’t sure he was up to a second game. Maybe Cyrus felt the same way, because he angled his chair so he could stare out at the backyard.

“That damn dog is out there again.”

Tino spotted the beagle sniffing around the edge of the yard. After a few seconds, the dog started digging like crazy. Tino tried to hold back a laugh but failed miserably. Cyrus gave in and grinned, too. “When you get to my age, you learn to appreciate a determined opponent. Sometimes aggravation is all you’ve got left to get the blood pumping in your veins.”

His smile faded. “My wife and I were happy together. That doesn’t mean the road was always smooth. We had us some fine battles over the years.”

The warmth in his voice made it clear that those memories were among his favorites. Tino could remember a few times when Joe had come slinking home with flowers for Marlene after they’d had words. “My parents had their moments, too.”

“Are you talking about your birth parents or Joe and Marlene Lukash?”

Tino leaned back in his chair and studied the wily old man. “Both, actually. Considering I’ve never told Natalie I was adopted, I know you didn’t overhear her talking about that.”

“No, I had someone check into your background.” Cyrus glanced at Tino. “You don’t like the idea of someone poking around in your personal business, but a man does what it takes to protect his family. For what it’s worth, I haven’t shared the information with my granddaughter and don’t plan to.”

Actually, Tino wasn’t as pissed off about Cyrus digging in his history as he probably should’ve been. “Why not tell her? Especially when it doesn’t matter anymore.”

It had been over a week since the last time he’d spoken to Natalie in the parking lot at the community center. He’d seen her, though. Even if she hadn’t been aware of his presence, he’d been out in the parking lot every night she was there. Once she was safely in her car, he faded back into the shadows, his duty done for the night.

“Okay, there you go veering off into stupid land again.” Cyrus stared up at the ceiling as if praying for patience. “Son, if it didn’t matter, the two of you wouldn’t both be dragging around town like a pair of the living dead.”

“But—”

Cyrus cut him off with a wave of his hand. “I might not know everything about your situation, but I know enough to understand what makes you tick.”

“With all due respect, sir, you don’t know jack. Look at this place.”

Tino could no longer sit still. He got up to pace the length of the room and back while the old man watched every step he took. After his second trip, Cyrus blocked his way and pulled a picture out of his shirt pocket. He held it up for Tino to see. “How about you look at this place instead?”

He studied the old black-and-white snapshot. It was a photo of a small cabin sitting on the edge of a creek. “So?”

“That’s where I was born. My mother gave birth to four kids in that place. I’m the only one who survived to adulthood.”

Tino didn’t know what else to say. “I’m sorry.”

Cyrus shrugged. “It was all a long time ago. My father and his older brother worked in the mines. Mom did her best to keep food on the table for the four of us. After watching those two men working themselves to death at an early age, I swore I’d never spend my days underground like that.”

“How did you escape?”

Because somehow that’s what he’d done. Tino was willing to bet that very few of the kids Cyrus had known in his youth now lived in a place like this. It also explained why he was so generous with his money and encouraged his granddaughter to invest it in the areas of town where other children might need a helping hand.

The old man stared out the window again. Tino would bet his last dime that he wasn’t seeing the manicured lawn or even the wayward beagle who’d moved on to digging a second hole.

After a few seconds, Cyrus finally answered. “I’d love to tell you that I had some grand plan for making something of myself, but I was just a dumb kid desperate to do anything other than breathe coal dust. I got my high school diploma and my draft notice in the same week.”

“You mentioned you served in Vietnam.”

“That I did. I’ll share my photo album with you one of these days. You’d find it interesting. My son-in-law is a good man, but he has no frame of reference for what it was like over there for us. How much it hurt to have friends who never made it back. You’d understand better than most.”

Yeah, he would. “I’d be honored, sir.”

Cyrus turned away from the window. “Enough about that. The point is that I don’t come from money, and my granddaughter knows that. It’s never bothered her one damn bit. Can’t imagine your background would, either.”

“Point taken.”

“Good. She is stubborn, though. You’re going to have to work hard to earn her trust again.”

Tino laughed. “You’re not the first one to tell me that. A friend, who was a Seal, told me I should do some serious groveling. I would, but she won’t let me get close enough to try.”

“I’m guessing you’ve got your own fair measure of stubbornness. If she matters enough to you, you’ll find a way. I’d hate to think you’re like that idiot Benton. That fool let her hand back his ring and never lifted a finger to stop her. He thought she’d come running back just because he’s rich and good looking.” Cyrus sneered. “Like my Natalie would be satisfied with that.”

He pointed at Tino. “Thanks to her father’s mother, she’s got her own money, enough to last her a lifetime. What Natalie needs is a man who understands her, one who is strong enough to face the kind of crap life likes to throw at people. Benton will never be that man. You, on the other hand, just might be.”

Tino wasn’t sure what to say to that. Luckily, Cyrus didn’t seem to need a response. “Now, do you have time for another game before that danged woman barges in here and starts nagging me to take a nap?”

“I’ll make time, sir.” Feeling better than he had in days, Tino parked his ass at the chess table and finished setting up the board.

—

Tino would be out there again. She just knew it. Oh, that man thought he was being so darn clever, sneaking around to watch her walk out to her car on the two nights a week when she taught class and his team had practice. That didn’t explain why he’d also shown up on Saturday evening for escort duty after the work party ended even though he hadn’t been there to help during the day.

And then there was Monday, which wasn’t one of her regularly scheduled nights at the center. Several of her students had asked if there was a time when they could use the lab to take practice tests for their upcoming GED exams. Obviously, Tino had bribed someone into spying for him, because he’d been in his usual space, waiting and watching as she’d left the building.

He’d also sent her chocolates, and not just any old box of chocolates. No, they were handmade and her absolute favorites. Horribly expensive, too. The sneaky jerk obviously had someone from her inner circle on his side. She’d tried telling herself not to accept any gifts from him, but it would’ve been a crime to throw the chocolates away. Really. That was her excuse for indulging herself with a bubble bath and several of the delectable treats.

On her regular visit to her grandfather on Tuesday morning, Esther had let it slip that Tino and Cyrus had gotten together to play chess. She shouldn’t begrudge her grandfather a little fun, but she did. After all, how dare he stay friends with the man who’d ripped her heart out? Why was she the only one still mad at Tino?

Good question. Why was she?

To her surprise, Clarence was waiting for her at the door. “Thought I’d walk you out tonight, Miss Natalie.”

“That’s not necessary, Clarence.”

“Most nights it wouldn’t be.” He held the door open for her. “But your guardian angel called to say he was running late. He’d kick my old ass if I let you go waltzing out there by yourself. And before you say anything, I’d do the same thing for any woman leaving the building this late.”

“Fine.”

As they walked out of the center, it seemed extra dark outside. One reason was that the sky was cloudy, and no moonlight could get through. But she was pretty sure that learning that Tino wasn’t there also contributed to the gloom out in the parking lot.

It didn’t help that the city still hadn’t fixed the burned-out lights across the street. She’d be making a call about it first thing in the morning. If that didn’t get some action, she’d sic her grandfather on them. Cyrus had several of the city council members on speed dial. If they wanted his continued support, they’d get someone out there pronto.

“I’ll see what I can do about the broken streetlights tomorrow, Clarence. There’s no excuse for it taking the city so long to get them replaced.”

“I’ve called myself, but you can see how much good that has done.”

They walked behind her car just as three teenagers came strolling toward them from the direction of the basketball court. Her pulse did a stutter step when the tallest one stopped to stare at her. “Hey, guys, look who we have here.”

He glanced at his companions. “Luck is with us. This is the rich bitch who has been fancying up the center. I’m betting she can get us into the computer lab and save us the trouble of breaking in. We’ll grab those shiny new computers and be gone before anyone is the wiser.”

“There’s one problem with your plan.” Clarence stepped out from behind the car to put himself between her and the trio. “She’s not alone. Now, you three best get moving if you know what’s good for you, because I’m calling the police.”

“Old man, we’re not scared of you or the cops.”

As Clarence started to dial, the closest boy pulled a piece of pipe out of his bag and lunged forward to knock the phone from Clarence’s hand. One of the others made a grab for Natalie, but she swung her briefcase at him, making solid contact with his head. He cursed and retaliated with a hard blow to her cheek with the flat of his hand. The impact sent her stumbling back against the fender of her car.

Meanwhile, the other two faced off against Clarence, fists flying. The scuffle didn’t last long, because Tino appeared out of nowhere. With a bellow of rage, he grabbed the nearest punk and flung him skidding across the pavement. The one with the pipe hit the ground next. Tino jerked the makeshift weapon out of his hand and immobilized the kid by twisting his arm behind his back. The teen fought to get free, but Tino held him prisoner with frightening ease.

Meanwhile, Clarence took the second teen to the ground and sat on his back to keep him there. The one who had attacked Natalie took off running, but she made no effort to stop him. It wasn’t until he was almost out of sight that she realized he’d stolen both her purse and briefcase in the process. It was tempting to chase after him, but that was the adrenaline talking. Her hands shook as she picked up Clarence’s phone to call 9-1-1.

While she relayed the necessary information, Tino kept his eyes pinned on her. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” Not really. Her face throbbed with pain while her heart threatened to burst out of her chest. “How about you, Clarence? Did they hurt you?”

The older man dabbed at a bit of blood on his face with his sleeve. “I’ll be fine. These two aren’t man enough to do any real damage.”

When the pair in question started cursing, Tino jerked harder on the teenager’s arm, knocking the breath out of him. “Shut your mouth before I shut it for you permanently. There’s a lady present.”

By that point, she could hear sirens. Seconds later, a pair of patrol cars tore into the parking lot with tires screaming and lights flashing. Two police officers took custody of the teenagers while the others took statements from the three adults. Natalie was proud of how calm she sounded as she answered their questions despite the fact that her teeth had a tendency to chatter. What really worried her was that the kid who had escaped had her keys and her wallet. If he wanted to come after her, he would have no problem finding her.

The waves of chills rolling across her skin had nothing to do with the cool evening air. Having finally relinquished his prisoner to the police, Tino moved up beside her and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. Just that quickly, she felt warm and safe. There was no missing the tension thrumming through his big body even though his touch was gentle and meant to comfort. That didn’t mean the man wasn’t enraged by what had gone down. No doubt she’d hear about it later. For now, she instinctively leaned into his strength.

The EMTs checked her for a concussion before offering her an ice pack to control the swelling on her face. After assuring them she was only a bit shaken up by the encounter, they turned their attention to Clarence. The older man had sustained a couple of minor bruises and a small cut on his chin. Otherwise, he was fine. All things considered, the encounter could’ve had a far worse outcome.

When the EMTs finished with Clarence, Tino asked him, “Would you like me to drive you home?”

The older man shook his head. “My ride will be here any minute. In fact, there she is.”

To Natalie’s surprise, Rosalie pulled up and jumped out of her car, ignoring everyone except for Clarence. “What happened? Are you all right?”

The man in question gathered the woman into his arms. “Now that you’re here, I’m a whole lot better, Rosie girl. I’ll explain on the way home.”

Natalie watched the pair in stunned silence. She’d always suspected there was something brewing between the pair, but Rosalie had insisted that Clarence had loved his late wife too much to look at another woman. Obviously, that had changed. Finally, her friend released her death grip on Clarence and turned her attention toward Natalie and Tino.

Rosalie’s expressive eyes widened as she took note of Tino holding Natalie so close. “How about the pair of you? Are you okay?”

Tino gave Natalie a slight squeeze. “We’re both all right except that a third kid took off with Natalie’s purse and briefcase, which had her wallet and keys in it.”

Rosalie shuddered. “Sweetie, that’s not good. Maybe you should come home with us for tonight.”

Seriously, when had Rosalie and Clarence gone from sparring with each other to becoming an “us”? This wasn’t the time for an inquisition. “I appreciate the offer, but that’s okay.”

The policeman who had taken charge of the situation joined the discussion. “I’m sorry to say it, Miss Kennigan, but she’s not wrong. These two gave up the identity of the third member of their crew to avoid being charged with the theft. With luck, it shouldn’t take us long to find him. However, until we do, you’re at risk. We can ask the police in your area to keep an eye on your place, but you’d probably rest better if you stayed with your friends.”

Tino stood a little taller but maintained his hold on Natalie. “I’ll be making sure Ms. Kennigan is safe. You have my number if you need to get in touch with her.”

Maybe she should object to Tino answering for her, but right now she was too tired to argue. She noted that he didn’t exactly say that she’d be going home with him, but she was willing to bet that everyone had jumped to that conclusion. There would be time enough to decide where she would crash for the night once they were away from nosy friends and busy policemen.

A second officer approached them. “Ms. Kennigan, I am sorry this happened. We’re all aware of the good work being done here at the center, thanks to the support of your foundation. My cousin’s boy is on the basketball team Jay Tobin has started, and I know a couple of the kids taking the computer course you’re teaching. It’s a damn shame that these idiots want to screw things up for everyone else.”

Her face hurt, and she ached from head to toe with exhaustion. Still, she mustered a smile. “Don’t worry. Nothing that happened tonight will affect the foundation’s willingness to support the center and this neighborhood.”

That seemed to reassure everyone concerned, and the police said they could all leave. She didn’t resist when Tino led her over to where he’d parked. Seconds later, they drove out of the lot with the police cars right behind them. Tino still hadn’t said where he was taking her. Right now, she really didn’t care.

All right, that was a lie. She didn’t want to go home nor did she want him to drive to her parents’ house. It was too much to hope for that they’d never find out about what had happened, but she wasn’t up to dealing with them tonight.

Tino finally broke the silence. “Here’s the way I see this all playing out. You have two choices. Well, actually three, but I’m operating under the assumption you don’t want to go running home to your folks. If that’s true, the first choice is that we can upset your grandfather by showing up on his doorstep to see if we can crash there for the night.”

The lights from a passing car outlined Tino’s face with stark clarity. The man was definitely furious and spoiling for a fight. She hadn’t yet decided if she was going to give him one. “And the second choice?”

“My place.” He shot her a quick look. “You can bunk in my room, and I’ll crash in my brother’s. Or I’m sure my mother wouldn’t mind if you slept in her guest room.”

Decisions, decisions. “I would rather not bother my grandfather. I will tell him and my parents what happened, but I’d rather not do it when I’m tired.”

“And frightened?”

She sighed. “Yes, Tino, I’m frightened. A little, anyway.”

A warm hand settled over hers. “Only a little? Because I’ve got to tell you that seeing those kids go after you and Clarence with a pipe scared the hell out of me. I’m only sorry I wasn’t there to walk you out myself.”

It wasn’t really his job to watch over her, but she couldn’t bring herself to point that out. “No need to apologize.”

She leaned her head back and closed her eyes. “Personally, I’m happy that no one was seriously hurt, and that they didn’t actually rob the computer lab. At least the police have a lead on the kid who stole my things. Even if I get it all back, I’ll still change my locks and cancel the credit card that was in my wallet.”

Tino released his hold on her hand. “That’s my girl. Always looking for the positive in any situation and then coming up with a plan of action to minimize the negatives.”

His words of praise would have pleased her more if they hadn’t been laced with just a hint of sarcasm. Besides, she wasn’t his anymore. It was amazing how much that idea still hurt.

They’d reached his family home. “So, are you coming in with me or should I go talk to my mother?”

In the end, there was only one right answer to that question. “With you.”


Chapter 21

Tino walked around to Natalie’s side of the car and opened the door for her. While he didn’t mind performing the small courtesy, it worried him when she hadn’t made any move to get out on her own. Clearly, the confrontation at the center had left her badly rattled, even if it surprised him that she had admitted she was scared at all. As much as he wanted to rant and rave about what had happened, he shoved his anger down deep inside. For now, she needed his protection, not his temper.

But, God, what if that asshole had gone after her with that pipe instead of Clarence? The old man clearly knew how to handle himself, but Natalie couldn’t have defended herself against that kind of attack. Hell, one blow could’ve killed her. It made him physically sick to know how close he’d come to losing her.

He offered her a helping hand when she finally tried to get out of the car. She made it on the second attempt and then nearly collapsed right there on the driveway. She might have hit the pavement if she hadn’t grabbed onto the car door for support. Tino muttered a favorite obscenity left over from his army days that he normally reserved for desperate times and scooped her up in his arms. After kicking the car door closed, he headed for the door to the annex.

Natalie struggled to get down. “I can walk.”

Right. A stiff wind would send her kiting across the backyard right now, but he couldn’t risk an argument that might draw his mother’s attention. If that happened, Natalie would end up sleeping in Ricky’s old room next door. Tino had no intentions of sharing his twin bed with Natalie, but he needed her right where he could watch over her.

He set her down but kept a steadying hand on her arm while he unlocked the door. Once inside, he led her over to the couch. “Sit and get that ice pack back on your face while I pour a couple of stiff drinks. Play your cards right, and I’ll even let you have one of them.”

As jokes went, it was pretty poor fare. Even so, Natalie made a valiant effort to smile. Her mouth twitched a bit more when he handed her a small dollop of bourbon in a plastic cup from the kid’s menu at a fast-food restaurant. He held up his matching one as he started pacing the floor, far too keyed up to sit down.

“Sorry, but the cut crystal must all be in the dishwasher. Remind me to fire the maid in the morning.”

A frown replaced the smile as Natalie’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Is that a dig of some kind, Gianelli? Because if so, tread lightly. I’m in no mood for any of your reverse snobbery. Not tonight. In fact, not ever.”

Maybe he had been poking fun at the differences in their lifestyles a bit, but at least he was smart enough to deny it. “Write it off as a poor attempt to lighten the situation.”

“Yeah, right.” She held up her glass. “Give me another, barkeeper, and maybe I’ll even believe you.”

He poured them each another shot and then put the bottle away. “Knock that one back, Blondie, and we’ll go upstairs to get you settled in for the night.”

She sipped her drink without protest, which probably spoke to how badly shaken she was by everything that had happened. It wasn’t like her to take orders without a fuss. Finally, Natalie pushed herself up off the couch and walked over to the small kitchen. He drifted after her, unhappy about even that small distance between them. His head told him that she was safe here in his home; his heart couldn’t get past the fear of what might have happened to her if his arrival at the parking lot had been delayed even another five minutes.

Natalie washed and dried her empty glass, treating it with the same care she would have fine crystal. Then she held out her hand to take his and did the same to it. “I halfway expect you to rip into me any second now about what happened.”

Tino leaned a shoulder against the wall, pretending a calm he certainly didn’t feel. “I plan to, but not tonight.”

“Why?”

Because right now she looked so damn fragile, as if the slightest wrong touch would shatter her. If he told her that, they would be having the fight tonight. The woman prided herself on her independence and strength. Had no one ever pointed out how tiny she was? Again, he went for the convenient lie.

“I’m too tired to do justice to the lecture I have planned. Tomorrow will be soon enough, when I’ve caught my breath and my heart has recovered from seeing you and Clarence being attacked. Be warned: there will be hollering, more than a few choice obscenities, and maybe even some strategic tossing of precious objects.”

A little spark was back in her sad blue eyes. “Well, I’m glad I get to rest up for it. I’d hate to miss any important nuances because I’m too tired to appreciate the performance.”

“Okay, now that we’re agreed on that much, let’s head upstairs.”

He led the way, taking the steps two at a time to buy himself a little time to check the condition of his room. Luckily, years in the military had only reinforced the housekeeping lessons he’d learned from Marlene and Joe. He kicked a stray sock under the bed and turned back the covers. At least he’d changed the sheets only the day before.

When Natalie appeared in the doorway, she obviously wasn’t too tired to study the narrow confines of his room with great curiosity. He tried to see it through her eyes and wondered what she was thinking, not that he was about to ask. Instead, he pulled a clean T-shirt out of his chest of drawers along with a pair of his gym shorts and handed them to her.

“You can sleep in these. The shorts will be huge, but maybe you can cinch in the drawstring waist enough so they’ll stay up.”

That was unlikely considering the difference in his size and hers. The image of her sleeping in just his T-shirt with nothing on underneath it filled his mind. Damn, he wouldn’t go there. He couldn’t, not and keep his hands to himself.

Meanwhile, Natalie clutched the clothes as if he’d given her a priceless gift. “You shouldn’t give up your bedroom. I can sleep on the couch downstairs.”

Actually, he liked the idea of having Natalie tucked into his bed even if he wasn’t sharing it with her. “I don’t mind. I’ll be right next door in Jack’s old room.”

“But—” she started to protest.

“My room is more comfortable. My brother pretty much stripped his bare when he got married and moved out.”

“If you’re sure.”

“I am. The bathroom is two doors down. I’ll lay out a clean toothbrush and a few other things you might need. Feel free to take a shower if you want. Clean towels are on the shelves over the toilet. Now, I’ll let you get yourself situated while I lock up downstairs.”

“Thank you again for everything.”

“You’re welcome.” He closed his eyes for a few seconds. “I don’t usually entertain guests, so give me a holler if there’s anything else you need. Toss your dirty clothes down the steps when you’ve changed. I’ll run them through the washer before I turn in for the night. It won’t take long to dry them in the morning.”

He almost made it out the door when she stopped him. “There is one thing I need, Tino.”

“What’s that?”

She tossed her makeshift sleepwear onto the bed before closing the distance between them. Her hands slid around his waist as she pulled him close for a quick hug. “If I haven’t said it enough, I really was glad that you were there tonight. Not just for me, but for Clarence, too.”

It was so damn tempting to heat up the embrace, but only a complete asshole would ask more than a little comfort from a woman who’d been through such a traumatic experience.

“Me, too.” He held her close for several seconds before stepping back out of reach. “You’ll feel better after a good night’s sleep. We both will.”

Not that he expected to have one with her just on the other side of a thin wall. He went into full retreat before he lost control and begged her to let him hold her all night long.

—

Natalie waited until the sound of Tino going down the steps to the living room below had faded before going in search of the bathroom he’d mentioned. It was late, and she was tired, but a shower sounded heavenly.

She smiled when she spotted the collection of toiletries that her host had provided her with. The shampoo, conditioner, and shower gel had all come from different hotels. He’d also laid out the promised toothbrush along with a disposable razor, a hairbrush, and a tiny bottle of body lotion. Right next to the motley collection was a bottle of ibuprofen.

Bless the man, he’d thought of everything.

Just like his bedroom, the bathroom was clean and orderly. Tino hadn’t had time to do a quick polish, so it had been that way before they’d arrived. Interesting, although maybe it was stereotyping on her part to think that a place shared by three brothers would be messier. Finding out the man liked things tidy added one more bit of information to the puzzle that was Tino Gianelli.

As she brushed her teeth, she studied the red mark where the teenager had smacked her. Her cheek still hurt, but at least it wasn’t swollen. With luck, by tomorrow, a little makeup would hide the evidence from the people at work, not to mention her grandfather and parents.

After stripping off her clothes, she stepped into the shower and pretended the heat of the spray would wash away the fear left over from the assault. It worried her that those boys had intended to steal the new computers. She’d have to see what she could do about installing a security system in the computer lab. There was no way she’d let some juvenile delinquents rob the other kids of a chance at a better future.

Ten minutes later, she dried her hair as much as possible with a second towel and pulled on the T-shirt Tino had given her. It hung more than halfway down her thighs and covered far more than most of her own nightgowns. She tried on the shorts. Even after cinching the drawstring as tightly as she could, they still threatened to slip down off her hips. One good tug would probably send them tumbling to the ground, but luckily no one was likely to test that theory.

Pausing to study her image in the mirror on the back of the bathroom door, it was just as she feared. She looked awful, especially with the red blotch on her face and her hair drooping down in wet ringlets. The oversized shirt and baggy shorts were just the icing on the cake.

The only way this night was ever going to end was if she went to bed and slept through the rest of it. She bundled up her dirty clothes and the wet towels. Tino must have been listening for the bathroom door to open because he was waiting when she tossed everything down the steps.

He ignored the soggy mess at his feet as he stared up at her. He might not have laughed out loud, but there was no mistaking the amused twinkle in his dark eyes.

“Not a word, Tino.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Then he gave up and snickered. “Think if I snapped a picture to post online, you might inspire a new fashion trend?”

“Stuff it, Gianelli. I’m going to bed.”

“I’m just saying.” Then his voice gentled. “Sleep easy, Natalie. You’re safe here with me.”

“I know.”

She meant that. With every fiber of her being, she knew the man staring up at her would stand between her and any threat from the world outside. She loved that about him. In fact, she loved everything about the man. Unfortunately, they still had some serious issues to work through, and tonight wasn’t the best time to start that process.

Even so, for the longest second, she stood poised at the top of the stairs, not sure which way to go—into the sanctuary of Tino’s room or down the steps into the temptation of his arms. Maybe she was a coward or simply too tired to take that first step. In the end, she offered him one last smile and went to bed.


Chapter 22

When he checked on her, Natalie had fallen into a deep slumber, probably thanks to a combination of the bourbon and exhaustion. Lucky her. Tino had given up on sleep an hour after he’d crawled into bed. It was tempting to lurk in the corner of his own room and watch over Natalie, but he headed back downstairs to flop on the couch. Late-night television had nothing to offer, and the book he was reading didn’t hold his attention for more than a page or two.

He went back to pacing the floor. Damn, he had to do something, had to talk to someone before he exploded. Right now, it was a toss-up between heaving the weights at the wall or calling his brother. Since the first thing would wake up Natalie, he reached for his cellphone. It rang half a dozen times before he heard a deep grumble coming from the other end of the line.

“Jack?”

“Right on the first guess, you damn idiot. Who the hell else would be answering my phone at this hour?”

There was another voice in the background. Well, crap, he’d also woken up Jack’s wife. “Tell Caitlyn I’m sorry for bothering her.”

“I will, but she knows you wouldn’t call for no reason. The only question is whether you need both of us or just me.”

“Just you.”

Tino could tell that Jack was up and moving around. “Can we handle whatever it is on the phone or do you need me to come over? Don’t tell me I need to come post bail, because that could’ve waited till morning.”

“Smart ass. Remember the day you tore the annex up throwing the weight set around? And how much work it took us to put it back together?”

“Yeah.”

Neither of them would forget that day. Jack’s foster son, Ricky, had almost been killed by his stepfather. Jack had held it together until the boy was safely in the hospital, but then he’d returned to the annex to explode in a destructive fury. Tino had come just as close to losing Natalie tonight.

“I’m on the verge of seeing if I can outdo your performance.”

His brother sighed. “I’ll bring the truck in case I don’t get there in time, and we need to spend the rest of the night patching drywall and painting.”

Knowing his brother was on his way did a lot to help Tino regain control. “Good thinking. We’ll need it anyway for an unscheduled job tomorrow. I’ll explain when you get here.”

“I should be there in half an hour, maybe a little longer if I stop at the all-night doughnut shop on the way. If you want, I can pick up a couple of venti hot chocolates to go with them.”

“I want.”

—

The forty minutes it took for Jack to finally arrive were some of the longest of Tino’s life. Pacing the width of the small living room reminded him too much of his time in the military watching the prisoners trapped in the confines of a tiny cell. Prowling outside in the yard was out of the question, because he might wake up his mother. The last thing he wanted was to have her join this party. His nerves were at the breaking point when he finally spotted Jack’s truck.

It was about time. At least his brother was smart enough to kill the headlights and the engine before coasting into the driveway, lessening the chance of drawing Marlene’s attention. Tino found it easier to breathe as his brother silently joined him in the annex.

Jack crossed the room to sit at the kitchen table. He plunked down two cups of hot chocolate and flipped the lid open on a box of doughnuts. After picking out a maple bar, he shoved the rest across the table toward Tino when he sat across from him.

Jack didn’t pussyfoot around. “So what has Natalie Kennigan done to get your knickers in a twist?”

Still trying to act more in control than he was, Tino leaned forward to study the doughnuts. Good, Jack had remembered to get the ones with chocolate sprinkles. He waited until he’d eaten the entire thing before saying, “She came pretty damn close to getting killed tonight.”

As an ex–Special Forces soldier, it took a lot to shock Jack. Tino took some pride in the fact that his bald statement had clearly done the job. Jack sat up straighter, his doughnut forgotten for the moment, as he asked rapid-fire questions. “What the fuck? How did that happen? Is she okay?”

Tino glanced at the ceiling, reminding himself she was sleeping, safe and sound, upstairs. “Keep your damn voice down. I brought her back here to spend the night. She’s okay for now, but that’s due mostly to stupid luck.”

He sipped his hot chocolate, but the rich taste did nothing to wash away the bitter taste of fear. “God, that is one stubborn woman. It’s not enough that she’s put her heart and soul into the work she does for her grandfather’s foundation. No, she’s got to teach classes herself and then go waltzing around in a deserted parking lot at night. I used to hang around after basketball practices to walk out with her, but that ended after we quit seeing each other.”

“Like that would’ve kept you from keeping an eye on her.” Jack shook his head and reached for another doughnut. “And I’m guessing she’s smart enough to suspect you were still pulling guard duty.”

“Probably, although she never complained about it. Maybe that’s a sign she was getting over being pissed at me.”

A man could hope, anyway. But back to the story. “The kids on our team had something going on at school tonight, so practice got canceled. I was on my way to keep watch anyway when I got caught in a traffic jam. Knowing I wouldn’t get there in time, I called Clarence, the janitor at the center, and asked him to walk out with her. I arrived just in time to see three teenagers attack the pair of them.”

The images of what came next played out in horrifying slow motion inside his head. “The ringleader went after Clarence with a piece of pipe. Stupid kid got more than he asked for, because Clarence did himself proud fighting back. The second punk waded in, making it two against one while the third guy went after Natalie. She whacked him on the side of his head with her briefcase, but I doubt she did much damage. She’s such a little bit of a thing and no match for someone nearly twice her size.”

He squeezed his cup hard enough that the lid popped off. Too bad it wasn’t that kid’s neck he had in a death grip. “That asshole smacked her hard and took off with her purse and briefcase. That was right about the time I got there. I disarmed the one with the pipe while Clarence flattened the other one. The police hauled those two off to jail. At least they gave up their buddy, probably hoping to save their worthless asses from doing hard time.”

He sneered. “Lot of good that’ll do them. The cops have them dead to rights on assault with a deadly weapon, not to mention they admitted in front of multiple witnesses that they were there to rob the computer lab. Not sure how many other charges the cops will come up with, but I hope they throw the book at them.”

By that point, Jack was looking pretty damn fierce. “Little bastards deserve a good ass-kicking. Better yet, sign them up for boot camp and then see what the army can do to straighten them out.”

Tino reached for a second doughnut. “The same thought crossed my mind, although maybe it’s too late for those three. There’s more hope for some of the other kids I’ve met at the center. You know, like the ones who helped us restore the basketball court. They have attitude, but they’re basically good kids.”

Jack paused to take a bite out of his third doughnut. “They reminded me a lot of Ricky back when he was living on the streets and skirting the edge of serious trouble. God knows where he’d be now if he hadn’t wised up and came to live with us. Look at him now—an honor student and making plans for college.”

Jack’s pride in his adopted son was well deserved. The boy had grabbed hold of the chance he’d been given and worked hard to turn his life around, something he had in common with Jack, Tino, and Mikhail. None of them had had much of a future ahead of them before Joe and Marlene Lukash had taken them in.

Jack glanced up at the ceiling. “So back to the woman upstairs. What are you going to do about her?”

“Hell, I don’t know. I have her grandfather’s blessing to try to patch things up with her, but I’m not so sure about how her parents feel about me and their daughter.”

His brother shrugged. “I’m guessing an ex-soldier with a small construction company wasn’t exactly the kind of guy Caitlyn’s parents envisioned as the ideal husband for their daughter. But as it turns out, all they care about is that I make her happy.”

So now they’d finally come to the crux of the matter. “Your situation was completely different. You both have jobs you love and a son you love even more.”

Tino paused to look around the annex. “I’m an ex-soldier living in his mother’s garage. I have no job and no prospects of one. What have I got to offer a woman like Natalie? You’ll see where she lives in the morning when we go change all the locks on her house. Did I mention the kid who stole her stuff has her wallet and keys?”

His brother waved that aside. “Fine, we’ll take care of the locks. Right now, I’m more interested in why you think you’ve got nothing to offer her. You might not have told her everything about your past, but she knows enough. Are you saying that it bothers Natalie that you’re still figuring out what you want to do next or that it bothers you? That somehow you don’t feel worthy of a woman like her?”

Jack leaned forward, elbows on the table, his hands clenched in fists. “Because if it’s that last bit, you and I are going to have one of those discussions that leaves both of us bruised and bloody. No one gets to say you aren’t good enough for her.”

His fists slammed down on the table. “Especially not you, because you should fucking well know better. Didn’t Dad teach you a damn thing? How many times did he say a man’s worth is defined by his character and by his actions, not his bloodline? By what he stands for and against?”

Yeah, Joe had said those things. Both Jack and Mikhail had good reasons to worry about the gene pools that had spawned them. But in Tino’s case, both of his parents had been good people. He shoved his chair back and stood up. “I’m going upstairs. You can let yourself out.”

For a big man, Jack was quick on his feet. He planted his stubborn ass between Tino and the steps. “I’m not going anywhere until I’m sure you’ve got your head on straight. That’s why you called me over here in the first place.”

Tino glared right back at him. “I needed to talk to someone. Mission accomplished, so leave.”

“Not happening, little brother. Besides, by the time I get home, I’d just have to turn around and come back here so we can go get the locks and stuff we need to make your woman’s home safe again.”

Tino wasn’t sure about Natalie being his woman, but he wasn’t going to argue the point right now. Besides, it was a relief to know Jack was going to hang around, not that he’d admit it to the big jerk. “Fine, but I’m sleeping in your room. You can have Mikhail’s or flake out on the couch.”

“I will.”

Jack started to move out of the way, but then in a surprise move, he wrapped his huge arms around Tino in one of those awkward man hugs. “I know what you’re feeling for Natalie has sent your world into a tailspin. Been there, done that. But believe me, it’s so worth it.”

Tino fought his way free from his brother’s grip. “It’s not the same.”

“Yeah, it is. You just need to figure out what you want to do next before you screw up the best thing that’s ever happened to you.”

At least this time Jack didn’t try to stop him from heading up the steps. When he reached the second floor, he meant to go straight to bed even if it was unlikely he’d actually sleep. Instead, he found himself standing outside of the door to his own room. Moving with great care, he let himself in, planning to stay only long enough to make sure Natalie was sleeping peacefully.

As he watched over her, Jack’s reminder about Joe’s words of wisdom echoed through his mind. “Dad, I sure wish you were here right now.”

As soon as he whispered the words, another memory came crashing back. A few days after their father’s passing, the family attorney had informed the three brothers that Joe had entrusted him with three letters, one for each of his sons, to be delivered upon Joe’s death. The lawyer had suggested they hold onto the letters until some point in time when they most needed their father’s advice.

Evidently that time had come, because right now Tino was stuck at a crossroads with no idea which way to turn. Maybe he should see what Joe had to say.

He tiptoed across the room to where he’d taped the envelope on the back of a family picture he’d hung on the wall over his desk. On the way back out of the room, he paused by the bed.

“I love you, Natalie Kennigan.”

There, he’d said the words and felt better for admitting the truth, even if only to himself. Now, he needed to find a way to quit spinning his wheels and move forward. Because once he figured out who he wanted to be for the rest of his life, he might just find the courage to see if Natalie might want to share that life with him.

In the quiet of the room next door, he turned on the small lamp on the bedside table and studied his name on the envelope. “Okay, Dad, here goes.”

He pulled out his pocketknife and carefully slit open the envelope. He tried telling himself that he was moving slowly to make sure that he didn’t damage the letter, but that was a lie. When Jack had read his own letter last year, he’d said it felt a bit like losing Joe all over again. Tino hadn’t understood the sentiment at the time; now he did. This was the last conversation he and Joe would ever have.

That didn’t stop him from unfolding the piece of plain white paper covered with Joe’s familiar handwriting. He swiped at his eyes with the hem of his T-shirt because the blur of tears made it nearly impossible to decipher his father’s message. By his third reading, every word in the letter was permanently etched in his memory.


Dear Tino,

I’m sorry, but if you’re reading this, it looks like I won’t be there to remind you regularly of how much I love you, son. Always have, always will.

Having said that, you came to us thinking you had to be perfect to earn your place in our hearts. That somehow you had to fit our image of who you should be. Don’t tell my wife I said this, but my response to that whole idea is to simply say, “That’s bullshit!”

The truth is that real love and acceptance are freely given and should not have to be earned. You walked in our door and filled our hearts with joy. We might not have given birth to you, son, but you and your brothers gave purpose and real meaning to our lives. It was that simple.

I get that your experiences before coming to live with us have left you cautious about letting people get too close.

It’s not your fault that the idiot relatives who took you in after your folks died made you feel as if you weren’t worthy to be part of their family. You should never have had to try to change who you are just to fit in. They were fools with small hearts with no room for anything but their own selfishness. The fault was always theirs, Tino, never yours.

When you finally meet the right woman, let her see the real you, the man you are meant to be and not some fictionalized, perfect you. If the lady is worthy of your heart, she’ll love you, warts and all. You know, like Marlene loved me.

You have so much to offer others. Whatever you choose to do with your life, I know you’ll make me proud.


Love,

Joe



The paper was a bit wrinkled by the time Tino finished poring over the letter one last time. He smoothed it out before sliding it back into the envelope. Like Jack, Tino knew he’d just been given his marching orders by their father. Tino needed to get off dead center and figure out what he wanted out of life and how to get it.

After all, a soldier needed a plan in order to achieve his objective. With that in mind, Tino stretched out on the bed and made a mental inventory of everything that made him happy and gave him a sense of purpose. Natalie was at the top of that list. Once he accepted that much, everything else fell into place.

Now it was time to get some sleep. Tomorrow was going to be a busy day.


Chapter 23

Natalie came awake slowly as the scent of freshly brewed coffee lured her from the hot dream she’d been enjoying. The details were a bit hazy, but it definitely involved her, Tino Gianelli, and that rug in her living room. As much as she hated leaving her dream world behind, it was time to get moving.

She opened her eyes to instant confusion. This wasn’t her room and definitely not her bed. A second later, everything came into focus. This was Tino’s bed, and she was wearing Tino’s clothes. Other details from the previous evening flooded back—the fear, the theft, and the police. She bolted upright and waited for her pulse to return to normal. The incident was over and done with. Time to move on.

It was early, but that was okay. She had a lot to do if she wanted to get to work on time. For starters, she needed to stop by her house to change outfits—no way she was going to show up wearing the same clothes she’d had on the day before, even if Tino had washed them for her. Of course, unless the police had already retrieved her purse, she couldn’t get inside her own house until a locksmith could come out and open the door for her.

Then there was the dreaded call to her parents to tell them what had happened. They weren’t exactly in the loop when it came to what went on at the foundation or the community center, but she couldn’t risk them finding out on their own. She’d also have to stop by her grandfather’s house. He’d handle the news better once he saw that she was truly all right. Getting there might be a problem. Her car was still at the center, and she didn’t have the keys or money for a cab. She’d already imposed on Tino enough without asking him to chauffeur her all over town.

It spoke to how frazzled she was that she couldn’t figure out how to fix any of it. Maybe a cup of coffee would help jump-start her brain. She cautiously stepped out into the hall and paused to listen at the door to the next room. The soft rumble of snoring made it clear that her host was still asleep. Tino must have set the timer on his coffeemaker before he went to bed last night.

After a quick stop in the bathroom, she crept down the stairs, trying not to make any noise. The man had definitely earned his rest. Her to-do list would have to wait until he woke up. For now, she’d help herself to a cup of coffee and then put her clothes in the dryer.

As it turned out, she wasn’t alone. A complete stranger was making himself at home in the kitchen. She let out a loud squeal before she could help herself. The man spun around to face her, sloshing hot coffee on his hand in the process.

“Son of a—” He cut the curse off midway through. “Sorry. You startled me.”

Then he grinned. “So, I’m guessing from the look on your face, Tino didn’t let you know that he asked me to come over last night.”

He wiped his hand on his jeans before holding it out to her. “I’m Jack McShane, Tino’s smarter and better-looking big brother.”

She grinned as her hand was swallowed up in his huge one. “Natalie Kennigan.”

“I figured as much from the way Tino described you, but it pays to be careful.”

Before she could decide what to make of that, another voice joined the party. “God, Jack, make it sound like I have women over all the time, why don’t you?”

Neither of them had heard Tino follow her down the steps, or at least she hadn’t. Jack’s smirk said he’d been fully aware of his brother’s approach. “My bad. Sorry, Natalie, but I couldn’t resist jerking his chain a little.”

While Tino glared at Jack, she studied the two men. Tino had dark, wavy hair and brown eyes, while Jack had bright green eyes and reddish-brown hair. They were close in height, but built along vastly different lines. Then there were the different last names, neither of which were the same as their mother’s.

Obviously, there was an interesting story behind all of the confusion, one that Tino had yet to share with her. She wouldn’t press for details now, but it was another reminder that they needed to talk about a lot of things, and soon.

“Look, I’m going to go dry my clothes.”

Because standing there in Tino’s shirt and shorts felt awkward, especially in front of his brother. Tino finally turned his attention to her. “I dried them last night. They’re folded on top of the dryer.”

“Great. Well, then, I’ll go get dressed so I can get out of your way.”

She didn’t make it two steps before she was surrounded by two walls that hadn’t been there two seconds before. With both brothers topping out at over a foot taller than she was, Natalie had to tip her head back at an uncomfortable angle to see their faces.

“What?”

Tino answered first. “We need to do something about breakfast for all three of us, so don’t be in too much of a hurry. I can get by skipping a meal, but Jack is a real bear if he doesn’t get fed regularly.”

She expected Jack to deny the allegation, but instead he said, “It’s a shortcoming on my part, but he’s right. You can ask my wife when you meet her or even our mom. She’s right next door.”

Like she was going to go knocking on their mother’s door wearing Tino’s shirt and shorts. She put her hands on her hips and gave each man a hard look. “Okay, guys, what’s really going on? Why the delay tactics?”

Jack looked over her head at his brother. “It’s only six o’clock. The building supply store doesn’t open until seven.”

What did that have to do with anything? Oh, wait. Maybe Tino was supposed to help Jack on a project today. “Look, if I’m keeping you from your job, I can call my folks and have one of them pick me up.”

Tino’s hands came down to rest on her shoulders. “That’s not it at all. We’ll need you with us at the store to pick out the replacement locks for your house and to tell how us many we need. Afterward, we’ll head over to your place and get started on replacing the ones you have.”

“But I was going to call a locksmith this morning. Besides, haven’t I already taken up enough of your time?”

She almost got lost in the warmth of Tino’s dark eyes as she waited for him to answer. He brushed a strand of her hair away from her face. “My time is all yours today, starting with getting the locks taken care of. While we get started on that job, you can check in with the police about your purse and briefcase. Once we know what’s going on, we’ll either go retrieve your stuff or take your spare car keys back to the center to pick up your car. From there, I’ll follow you over to your grandfather’s. He and I have our regular chess game this afternoon, anyway.”

They have scheduled games? Since when? “You do?”

“Yeah, he beat me last time and promised me a rematch.”

She’d have to have a talk with Cyrus about him hanging out with Tino later. Right now, she had enough on her plate. “If I go along with this plan, I’m going to insist on paying your going rate for the work.”

Jack spoke up again. “Look, I’ll let you two hammer out the details while I start breakfast, assuming you’ve got food in the fridge, little brother. If not, I’m going over to Mom’s and see if she’ll feed me.”

Tino winced. “Let’s not bother her this early. I can make a quick run to pick up some breakfast sandwiches.”

A knock at the door had both brothers going on point. “Too late, Tino. I’m guessing Mom spotted my truck in the driveway and wants to know what the hell is going on.”

Once again, Natalie was painfully aware that she was wearing Tino’s clothes with nothing under them. It was tempting to bolt upstairs to hide in Tino’s room, but what was the point? As soon as the guys filled Marlene in on what had happened, she was going to find out Natalie had spent the night in her son’s apartment. Nothing had happened, and they were both adults, anyway. It wasn’t as if she and Tino were even dating right now.

She remained frozen in place as Jack pushed past her to open the door. While he talked to their mother, Tino shifted to put his arm around her shoulders. “She doesn’t bite, Blondie. Besides, Mom would’ve been the first one to insist you stay with us the minute she found out your place wasn’t safe.”

“Seriously? She would have invited me to sleep in her son’s bed?”

He leaned down to whisper near her ear, “Maybe. She’s pretty determined to get all three of us married off. Something about wanting a bunch of grandkids. Before you hold that against her, remember she’s not the only one talking that way. When your grandfather and I played chess the other day, he mentioned wanting the same thing from us, well, from you anyway. But considering it was me he was talking to, I have to think he pictured me being actively involved in the process.”

Her face burned hot. “Really? I can’t believe he said that again. I’m sorry if it embarrassed you.”

Oddly enough, Tino didn’t look at all upset about the prospect. To make matters worse, he gave her a quick kiss as his mother and brother watched. He winked at her before saying, “Hi, Mom. You remember Natalie.”

“Yes, of course. I’m really sorry about what happened last night, and I’m glad you didn’t try to go home. Sometimes I wonder what this world is coming to, but I’m sure you slept well knowing my sons were standing guard. If there’s anything I can do to help, please let me know.”

Tino cleared his throat. “There is one thing, Mom. Any chance we can raid your kitchen this morning? I’m out of both milk and eggs.”

Marlene was clearly a little exasperated. “Now, there’s a surprise. How many times have I told you that groceries don’t magically appear in the kitchen? You actually have to go to the store once in a while. I swear, Tino, if it was just you, I’d make you settle for cold cereal. But after what Natalie has been through, she deserves better.”

Natalie hid a smile when Tino shuffled his feet. “Come on, Mom, don’t embarrass me in front of the lady.”

Jack cracked up. “No, go ahead, Mom. I want to watch.”

Their mother gave her other son a disgusted look. “You weren’t any better when you lived here, Jack. I didn’t raise either of you to be helpless, but I’ll go get things started. Come on over whenever you’re ready.”

Natalie held in her own laughter until Marlene was out the door. “I really like her, Tino. She’s tough.”

“Yeah, she is. She had to be to put up with a lot from the three of us. Dad, too, for that matter.”

“Amen to that.” Jack set his coffee cup down on the counter. “I’ll head over to Mom’s to grab a quick shower and then help her put a meal together. See you in a few.”

That left her alone with just Tino, who still had his arm wrapped around her shoulders.

Feeling awkward, she said, “I’ll grab my clothes and get dressed.”

But when she tried to step away, he stopped her. “Are you okay?”

“Getting there.”

“Good.”

He seemed to want to say more, but maybe that was only wishful thinking on her part. She had so many questions about him, his family, and what was going on in that head of his, ones she was afraid he’d never answer.

“Um, I can’t get dressed unless you actually let go of me.”

“And if I don’t want to let go?”

Something about the way he was looking at her made her think he meant something more than just moving his arm. Again, was that only wishful thinking? As her grandfather was fond of saying, no guts, no glory.

“Then I think you need to think things through and make up your mind what you do want, Tino. You send so many mixed signals that I can’t make heads nor tails of what you’re thinking. But once you’ve figured it out, you know where to find me.”

His dark eyes looked down at her with such…hunger was the only way she could describe it. It made her want to drag him down onto the nearest horizontal surface and have her wicked way with him. Unfortunately, that wasn’t a good idea for so many reasons, starting with the fact that his brother and mother were just next door and expecting them for breakfast.

When he didn’t immediately respond, she said, “Okay, I’m going to get dressed. If your mom is nice enough to cook for us, the least we can do is show up before it gets cold.”

She picked up her clothes and started up the steps with Tino right behind her. When they reached the top, he finally spoke. “Natalie, we’ll do whatever it takes to get your life back on track today. Afterward, I’ve got to take care of some personal stuff, but I promise I’ll be back in touch soon.”

“Okay.” She cupped his cheek with the palm of her hand. “But when you’re done doing whatever you need to do, we need to have a long talk. I’ve got questions.”

He turned his head to press a kiss on the palm of her hand. “I don’t doubt that. I promise I’ll have answers.”

“Good. Now, we need to get moving. Your mom is waiting.”


Chapter 24

“I hear you had some excitement last week.”

Jay waited until the waitress set down the beers they’d ordered before continuing. “Clarence told me what happened. I’m glad no one was seriously hurt.”

Tino met Jay’s gaze as he sipped his beer. “Yeah, a few bumps and bruises, but no real damage done. We lucked out because the police caught the kid who had stolen Natalie’s purse and briefcase right away.”

Jay’s grip on his beer tightened until his knuckles turned white. “I hope you changed her locks, anyway, just to be safe.”

“Yep, first thing. I figured she’d sleep better even though the cops were pretty sure they grabbed him before he’d had time to do anything with her personal information.”

Staring down at the table, Tino thought about the three kids who had attacked them. “From what the cops said, the guy who stole her purse and one of his buddies will most likely do hard time, because both already have records. Only eighteen years old, and the dumbasses have already managed to screw up their lives big-time. On the other hand, it was a first offense for the third one, and he’s still a juvenile. Not sure what that will mean for him.”

Jay leaned back in the booth. “What do you want to happen to him?”

That was one of the questions that had kept Tino up the last couple of nights. “I want him to have a chance to change the path he’s on. If that doesn’t happen, eventually he’ll end up in the cell right next to his two friends.”

Jay smiled as if something in Tino’s answer had pleased him. “You and I both know nothing is likely to change the trajectory for kids like him, not unless someone steps up to convince them that there is another way.”

“Yeah.” And the weight of that knowledge had settled right on Tino’s shoulders.

Maybe Jay was feeling some of that weight, too. “So, providing it’s not already too late for him, what are you willing to do about it? And is it only this one kid you want to save or do you want to do more than that?”

That was another question Tino had been contemplating. “I want to do something for kids like him, although right now I have no idea what that might be. Our basketball team is a good start for the younger kids, though. I really believe we’ve got a good chance to do something positive with them.”

It was time to share some good news. “On that subject, there’s a reason I asked you to meet me today. I had a long talk with my family this week, and we want to sponsor the team in the memory of our father, Joe Lukash. Back in the day, he and Marlene stepped up to turn things around for the three of us. We want to do the same for these kids. We’ve got you covered for equipment, dues, shoes, whatever you need. Come up with a dollar amount, and I’ll write the check.”

“Holy shit!” The former Seal looked like Santa had just dumped a shitload of presents under his own personal Christmas tree. “For real?”

Tino grinned. “For real. But there’s a price.”

“Anything, man.”

“Like I said, I want to do something for the older kids, too. Not sure what, but something. Intramural sports might be a good place to start, especially if we can recruit some other local vets to help coach them. Maybe if these kids get to know the men and women who have served their country, it might inspire them to reach for more. At the very least, that they deserve a chance to make something of themselves.”

“Like you and your brothers did.”

Tino nodded. “You, too, I’m guessing.”

Jay stared at some point on the far wall of the bar before finally answering. “Yeah, me, too.”

“One of these days, you’ll have to tell me something about your own background. All I know right now is that you were a Seal.” He offered Jay a sly smile. “And don’t think I’ve forgotten your promise to tell me about the lady in your past.”

Holding up his half-empty beer, Jay said, “I haven’t forgotten, but I’m not a cheap date. One drink isn’t nearly enough to make me go all chatty on you.”

“I never thought it was.” Tino checked the time. “Unfortunately, I can’t stay and ply you with liquor today, but let’s set aside time to brainstorm ideas about how to get the ball rolling about some kid programs soon. I’ve got someplace I need to be tonight, and I have another stop to make on the way.”

“Sounds serious, man.”

“Serious as death.” Because if things didn’t go as planned, the disappointment might just kill him.

Jay toyed with the cardboard coaster that had come with his beer. “I’m guessing it has something to do with Natalie Kennigan.”

Never let it be said that the man wasn’t observant. “Yeah, it does.”

Jay reached across the table to clink his beer bottle against Tino’s. “Well, Soldier Boy, I will keep my fingers crossed that your mission is successful.”

“Thanks, Squid. That means a lot.”

“But if it all goes to hell and you need a drinking companion, you have my number.” Jay finished his beer and slid out of the booth. “Having said that, my money is on you, especially if Natalie is as smart as everyone says she is. You’re a good man, even if you did pick the army over the navy.”

Tino defended his choice. “Joe was army.”

Jay clearly wasn’t impressed. “That didn’t stop your younger brother from joining the marines.”

“True enough.”

By that time, they’d reached the parking lot. Jay stopped to stare up at the sky. “Thanks again for sponsoring the team, Tino. My mom always said what goes around comes around. Maybe by doing something good for the kids, you’ll get what you need in return. I hope so.”

Tino glanced at his companion. “Why?”

“Because then maybe there’s hope for me, too.”

Then Jay disappeared into the darkness, leaving Tino staring at his back.


Chapter 25

Natalie wanted to stomp her foot in frustration. Her favorite relative was being a royal pain and refused to explain himself. “Look, you asked me to stop by for no particular reason knowing full well I have work to do, and now you won’t let me leave. Why?”

“Because I said so.” Cyrus glared at her one last time before wheeling his chair around to disappear back into his library.

“But, Granddad—”

She started after him, when the doorbell cut her off mid-protest. Rather than follow him, she called out, “I’ll get it, Esther.”

Her grandfather was back. “Well, it’s about time.”

Who was stopping by that had her grandfather fuming like that? Only one way to find out. She opened the door and then wished she hadn’t. What was Tino doing standing on her grandfather’s front porch? She hadn’t seen him or heard from him in over a week. Yeah, he’d told her he had some things to take care of, but he could’ve kept in touch by email or sent her a text message. Heck, even a tweet would’ve been better than total silence. Surely, she deserved that much.

And yet he’d clearly been in communication with her grandfather.

Her mood took another turn toward the dark side. She picked up her purse and jacket. “Well, Granddad, look who’s here. I hope you and your chess partner have a long and happy life together.”

Tino muttered something unintelligible, most likely a string of curse words he hadn’t really meant her to hear. Her grandfather joined in. “Dammit, Natalie, don’t go off half-cocked. We can explain, or at least he can.”

She rounded on her grandfather, ready to really rip into him, when Tino planted himself right in front of her. “Don’t be mad at Cyrus. This is all on me.”

Right now, she was in no mood to play favorites and gave each of them a dirty look. “You’re obviously here to see him and not me. Fine. Pretend I was already gone before you got here.”

Because if she stayed another minute, she would either start crying or throwing things. Maybe both.

“I don’t blame you for being angry, Natalie, but let me explain.” Tino crooked his finger under her chin and lifted her face so that she had no choice but to look at him when he added, “Please.”

She’d always been a sucker for his dark eyes. That didn’t mean she had to surrender completely to his whims. “Fine, you get five minutes. After that, or if I don’t like what you have to say, I’m out of here.”

Her grandfather rejoined the conversation. “Why don’t the two of you go into my library to have your talk.”

Natalie kept her eyes pinned on Tino, but she didn’t hesitate to let her grandfather know she wasn’t any happier with him. “So you can sit outside the door and eavesdrop?”

When he didn’t immediately respond, she glanced in his direction. His guilty expression said it all. Esther joined the conversation. “I’ll take him back to the kitchen with me and ride herd on him as long as necessary.”

At least one person was on her side. “Thank you, Esther.”

The old man clearly didn’t appreciate having his plans thwarted, but at least he surrendered to the inevitable. “Fine, I’ll go. Tino, that package you were waiting for is on my desk in the fancy bag.”

Then, with one last defiant look at her, Cyrus wheeled his chair around and took off toward the back of the house with Esther following right behind.

When they were out of sight, Tino stepped back and swept his arm in the direction of the library door. “Shall we?”

Now that the two of them were alone, her anger was replaced by something more akin to stage fright. She didn’t know what part she’d been assigned in this play, and she clearly didn’t know her lines or how she was supposed to act. Once they entered the library, Tino closed the door. “This might take awhile, so I think you’d be more comfortable sitting down.”

Tino waited until she was situated on the leather sofa before continuing. Rather than look in her direction, he stood in front of the fireplace and stared into the flames. What was he seeing there? Whatever it was, it clearly wasn’t making him happy.

Finally, he spoke. “I’ve owed you an explanation for a while now. But before I could do that, I needed to find answers to some pretty hard questions I’ve been asking myself.”

After checking his watch, he glanced back over his shoulder in her direction. “No matter how this plays out tonight, I appreciate that you’re willing to listen at all.”

The five minutes she’d promised him were ticking away far too quickly. Maybe she’d been too rash. “Don’t worry about the time limit, Tino. That was my temper talking. I’m here for the duration.”

“Thank you for that, Nat. I appreciate it.”

He drew a deep breath and started talking. “As you’ve probably guessed, Marlene Lukash and her late husband weren’t my birth parents. My real folks were killed in a car wreck when I was a kid. After that, I got passed around to various relatives until the last one finally turned me over to the state.”

She gasped and then immediately regretted it when Tino quit talking. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. I know this can’t be easy for you.”

Tino shrugged. “It is what it is. As things turned out, getting thrown into the foster system at that point was the best thing that could have happened to me. My relatives didn’t want me, but Joe and Marlene did. They’d already found Jack, and it wasn’t too long afterward that Mikhail moved in with us.

“You’ve met Jack and know we don’t look a thing alike. Mikhail has blond hair, blue eyes, and looks like some damn Viking who just parked a dragon-ship out in the Sound.” Tino’s expression turned fierce. “We don’t share the same DNA, but we’re still brothers down to the bone. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for them, and that road goes both ways.”

She believed him. In fact, she was a little jealous. As an only child, she’d always wanted a brother or sister of her own. “It was easy to tell that you and Jack are close.”

“Yeah, we are. He’s four months older than me. Mikhail is six months younger than me and the baby of the family.”

Natalie tried to picture having three sons all so close in age. “Your poor mother! I bet the three of you were a handful.”

Tino didn’t bother denying it. “Yeah, I’m guessing we each gave her a few gray hairs along the way, but Marlene was up to the job. Besides, Joe made damn sure we showed her the respect she deserved.”

“He sounds like an amazing man.”

She figured he had to be. After all, look how his sons had turned out. The one she was most interested in had drifted back to staring at the fire. “We all went into the military because of him. He said the army had been the making of him, and we all wanted to be the same kind of man he was.”

After a slight hesitation, he added, “But that wasn’t enough for me. I actually wanted to be him.”

“And that was a problem?”

“Yeah, because if I couldn’t be Joe, I didn’t know who I really was.”

With that blunt statement, Tino paced the length of the room before returning to the same spot by the fireplace. After a few seconds, he started talking again. “When my parents were alive, I knew who and what I was—the absolute center of their universe. After they died, I lost my identity. My relatives didn’t want me at all, but they did want the small trust fund my parents left for me. I have no idea how they got full access to it, but they burned through the money pretty damn quickly.”

His smile was bitter. “I tried so damn hard to fit in, to make them accept me as just another one of their family. I acted like their kids, talked like them, even deliberately failed in class just like them. In the end, all that gained me was a bad school record and an even worse attitude. How pathetic was that?”

This strong man looked so darned lost and alone that she could no longer sit still. She joined Tino in front of the fireplace and leaned against him, offering what comfort she could. “But all that changed when you moved in with Joe and Marlene.”

“Yeah, it did. Joe gave me what came to be known as The Talk, outlining their expectations of me and what I would get in return.” His arm slid around her shoulders as he pulled her in closer. “I’ve never once regretted accepting the deal he offered me.”

He laughed just a little. “In fact, Jack offered those exact terms to the teenager he and his wife adopted. Since we were already in our teens by the time Joe and Marlene formally adopted the three of us, they thought we should keep our original last names. However, Jack didn’t give Ricky that choice. His mother and stepfather didn’t want the kid, so we made him ours instead.”

Her heart hurt for Ricky, but also for the man standing next to her. “I’ll never understand some people.”

“Me, either. Which brings me to why I’ve been missing in action. As my mother has kept reminding me, it’s past time for me to decide what I want the rest of my life to look like. I’ve been working on figuring that out.”

The flickering light from the fire revealed the lines of exhaustion that bracketed his stern mouth. She would support his decision whatever it was, but she was almost afraid to hear what he had to say if it had been such a hard one for him. “And have you?”

“Yeah, I have.”

“Okay, Gianelli, lay it all out for me.” She aimed for bright and cheery but wasn’t at all sure she’d succeeded.

“See, the problem was I’ve always made a habit of trying to fit the image of whatever it was I thought people expected me to be. For my folks, I was the perfect son. For my relatives, I was a pain in the ass, just like their kids. For Marlene and Joe, I cast myself in the role of being just like Joe.” He stopped for a second. “In my defense, we all three did that to some degree. We all went into the military to honor the man who had given each of us a second chance.”

“I’m sure Joe was just as proud of his three sons as they were of him.”

“I really hope so. But now I’ve left the military behind, and there’s no one telling me who I should be next. Hell, I even considered turning myself into another Benton. You know, so I could fit into your world. As it turned out, I couldn’t stand the thought of being such a selfish prick even if I totally rocked that tuxedo.”

Maybe she shouldn’t have laughed, but she did. “You’re right about the tux, but I shudder at the thought of there being two of him in this world. So if you’re not going to be Benton the Second, what did you decide to try next?”

Natalie held her breath as she waited for him to answer. If he had reenlisted, she would support his decision even if she couldn’t stand the thought of him leaving Seattle to serve in some dangerous place on the other side of the world.

“I enrolled in college this past week. I had to take a bunch of tests and get the transcripts from the online classes I’ve taken over the years to figure out where I’ll be starting out.”

“That’s great!” Especially because it meant he’d be remaining in the area. “What are you going to major in?”

“A few things happened to point me in the right direction. The first one was coaching the team with Jay. The second was working with those kids to fix up the basketball court, and the last was when those three idiots attacked you in the parking lot at the center. Two of them are being treated as adults, but the third one is a juvenile. I want to help kids like him get a fresh start on life, and maybe help others keep from getting into trouble in the first place.”

All of that came out in a rush, as if he wasn’t sure how she’d react. “That’s perfect, Tino. It’s clear that you have a way with kids. And because of your own background, you also have a far better understanding of what at-risk kids are going through.”

He definitely looked relieved. “I’m glad you feel that way, but there are some downsides to this plan.”

“Which are?”

“Depending on how soon I can get into the right classes, it could be as long as three years before I get my degree. While I’m in school, I can only work part-time, most likely for Jack in the family business. Even when I graduate, I’ll never get rich.”

What could she say to that? Knowing Tino, honesty was the only way to go. “My grandfather taught me that some things are more important than having money, Tino. He would give up every dime he has to have even one more day with my grandmother. I’m sure your mother feels that same way about Joe. Doing what you can to offer other kids like you and your brothers a better life is a far better legacy to leave the world than a pile of cash.”

He stared down at her. “I hope you mean that, Natalie.”

“Of course I do. Why do you think I work so hard to stretch every dollar my grandfather’s foundation spends to help as many people as possible?”

“What about your parents? Didn’t they want a different life for you?”

Yeah, they had. She was struck by a sudden truth. “Maybe you’re not the only one who tried to take on a role that didn’t really fit. I think that’s what happened when I accepted Benton’s proposal. Marriage to him would’ve been just the first step in becoming someone I never want to be. Looking back, I realize that for a short time I lost sight of the real me.”

Tino clearly wasn’t convinced. “But you seemed at home that night at the country club. Those people are your peers.”

“The truth is that I’d rather hang out with Clarence and Rosalie at the community center. Even if my folks might have chosen a different path for me, I know they just want me to be happy.”

In a sudden move, Tino lifted her up in his arms. It wasn’t the first time, but she suspected she would never get tired of him sweeping her off her feet. He deposited her on the sofa. “Stay there.”

When he seemed satisfied that she’d obey his abrupt command, he walked over to the desk and picked up a small bag. He carried it as if it was fragile or maybe precious to him. Rather than joining her on the couch, he planted his feet right in front of her.

“Brace yourself, Natalie, because I feel like I’m jumping out of a plane and praying my parachute will open.” He offered her a crooked grin as he dropped down to one knee. “You being the ’chute, you see, because none of the plans I’ve made mean a damn thing if you’re not part of them.”

By this point, her heart was in her throat, and her hands shook so hard that she grabbed onto the sofa cushion for support. Tino kept talking.

“I have been plotting with your grandfather this past week. Right after the last time I saw you, I gathered up every scrap of courage I could muster and asked for his permission to propose to you. He not only approved, but he also gave me your grandmother’s engagement ring so I could have the diamond put in a new setting. He thought you’d like that connection with her.”

He pulled a small box out of the gift bag and held it out. It was a relief to see that his hands were as twitchy as hers were as he lifted the lid. “Natalie Kennigan, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

Tino drew a ragged breath and continued. “I think I’ve loved you since that first day when you smiled at me with that streak of green paint on your pretty face. I may never be rich, but I will love you every day of our life together.”

He paused one more time, his smile so achingly hopeful. “So, what do you say? Want to take a chance on an ex-soldier who shares your dream of making the world a better place?”

There was so much she should say to this amazing man who understood her so well. When she couldn’t manage to string all those words together, she settled for the ones he most needed to hear.

Holding out her finger so he could slip the ring in place, she said, “Yes, Tino Gianelli. And for the record, I love you, too.”

Tino immediately surged to his feet and lifted her high against his chest as he kissed her hard and fast to seal the deal. The familiar heat and hunger she’d been missing for so long flashed hot. But before things got too far out of hand, the door to the library slammed open, and her grandfather rolled in with Esther hot on his heels carrying a tray full of champagne glasses.

Natalie gasped when her parents and Marlene Lukash filed in right behind them. A second later, Jack McShane followed his mother into the room along with a teenage boy and a woman who had to be Jack’s wife.

“Took you long enough, boy.” Her grandfather’s grin went from ear to ear. “Do you have any idea how hard it was to keep this bunch quiet while you dillydallied around? Hell, I was afraid this champagne would turn into vinegar before you finally got around to proposing.”

Then he popped the cork and sent a spray of the bubbly wine flying through the air. “Esther, drinks all around!”

—

Tino was relieved that his brand-new fiancée looked as shell-shocked by the sudden appearance of their families as he felt.

She blinked up at him. “I take it you weren’t expecting this kind of turnout.”

He slowly lowered her back down to the floor. “Not at all. I had planned to pick up the ring and then head over to your place to surprise you. Your grandfather is quite the schemer.”

“Yes, he is. It’s too bad your younger brother couldn’t make it.”

No sooner had she said the words, when Mikhail appeared in the doorway. “Damn it, Jack, couldn’t you have held them back long enough for me to get out of the bathroom? I came straight from the airport and hadn’t had a chance to make a pit stop along the way.”

Jack grinned. “You snooze, you lose, little brother.”

The teenager joined in. “Yeah, Uncle Mikhail, next time plan ahead.”

They all laughed when Mikhail responded by cuffing his nephew on the back of the head. For Tino, listening to his brothers and nephew squabble was pure heaven. He leaned down to whisper, “Are you sure you want to throw your lot in with that bunch?”

“As long as you are part of the deal, you bet.”

Then she nodded toward the far corner of the room where her mother and his were in deep conversation. “I don’t want to scare you, but I’m betting they’re planning our wedding for us.”

“No doubt about it. Want to elope? Like maybe tonight before they can figure out what we’re up to?”

“And deny my mother the chance to play mother of the bride for her only daughter? Good luck with that, not to mention your mother is looking pretty excited, too. If you’re brave enough to disappoint them both, I’m all for it.”

Yeah, that wasn’t happening. “Okay, a big wedding it is. Next question—preferably starting tonight, where do you want to live? There’s the annex, which unfortunately includes my brother Mikhail. If you’d rather, I’ll pack up and move into your place. Or we could live here with your grandfather. He strongly hinted he’d like that.”

The woman who had captured his heart and given his life new meaning frowned as if it was a hard decision. Then she grinned at him. “There’s only one answer to that question, Tino. I don’t care where we are as long as I’m with you.”

“Good answer, Blondie. Good answer.”


Epilogue

For the second time in just over a year, Marlene Lukash slipped away from the wedding reception to share good news with her late husband. Tino and Natalie had ended up holding their wedding in Cyrus Waines’s home, taking advantage of the beautiful rose garden as a backdrop. Right now, everyone was inside enjoying the catered dinner and waiting for the dancing to begin.

“Joe, you should see how happy Tino is right now. You’d really love his wife. Natalie is this little bit of a thing, so bright and so pretty. I swear, I can’t imagine any other woman more perfect for our son. I hope the world is ready for what the two of them want to accomplish.”

She’d give anything to hear her husband’s voice and for him to be there to share this special moment in their son’s life. It hurt knowing that wasn’t going to happen, and she suspected the man who had just joined her out on the patio knew just how she felt.

Cyrus Waines wheeled himself over to where she stood staring up at the night sky. “Don’t stop talking to Joe just because I’m here, Marlene. I talk to my wife out here all the time. Makes me feel closer to her and not so damn alone.”

She smiled down at Natalie’s beloved grandfather. “My boys probably think it’s crazy, but they don’t say anything. I was telling him how perfect your granddaughter is for our son.”

“I think pretty highly of Tino, too, and not just because he makes her happy. He’s a good man, one I would be proud to call my friend even if he wasn’t marrying into the family.”

Before she could respond, the doors to the library opened again. Tino smiled at them both. “There you two are. The photographer is waiting to take a few more million pictures, and the deejay is ready to start the music. I hope you wore your dancing shoes, Mom, because all three of your sons and your grandson are jockeying for position on your dance card. As the groom, I’ve claimed the first dance with you while Natalie and her father do their thing.”

Cyrus shooed him away. “We’ll both be along shortly. I’m not sure your mother is finished talking with Joe.”

Tino’s dark eyes gleamed with understanding. “Tell Dad hi for me, Mom, and that his letter…well, tell him I read it. Message received and understood.”

“I will. That will mean a lot to him.”

Tino retreated, allowing her to spend a few more minutes with Joe, even if only in her mind. Cyrus followed him back inside, leaving her alone again.

“I miss you, big guy, but don’t worry about me. Our boys do their best to make sure I don’t get too lonely, and our family has grown so much.”

A star overhead seemed to twinkle extra bright for a few seconds. Maybe Joe really was up there listening to her. “I’m so happy that two of our boys are happily married and getting on with their lives.”

The first notes of music floated on the night air. She twirled slowly once, twice, three times, pretending for a few seconds that she was back in her husband’s arms as he sent them both spinning across the dance floor.

It was time to head back inside, but she stopped just short of the door to offer one more smile to that sparkling star. “Two down, one to go, Joe. I don’t know about you, but I can’t wait to meet the woman who makes our Mikhail smile like our two daughters-in-law do his brothers. Until then, good night, big guy. I’ve got some more dancing to do.”


To Sharon and Bob…Here’s to friendships that bridge both decades and distance! Thank you for all the laughter and great memories.
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Chapter 1

Mikhail Wanjek was awake. The only question was why? For damn sure he didn’t want to be. After two failed attempts, he finally located his cellphone on the bedside table and pried one eye open long enough to check the time.

Ten o’clock. Really? It was less than two hours since he’d crawled into bed after working the shift from hell. On their last call, the house had already been fully engulfed in flames by the time his crew had arrived on scene. The only positive outcome was that the family had made it out before the fire reduced their home to little more than a blackened skeleton. The stunned grief in their eyes as the hungry flames destroyed everything they owned would haunt him for days to come. Just one more nightmare in his already extensive collection.

When he’d finally gotten home, he’d been too tired to do more than strip naked and fall facedown on the mattress. Sleep had overtaken him seconds after his head hit the pillow. No way he should be conscious yet.

After tossing the phone on the table, he burrowed back under the covers. But before he could dive deep into blessed oblivion, the same racket that had jarred him awake in the first place started up again, this time with a vengeance. Okay, he was going to kill somebody just as soon as he figured out who was responsible.

Well, not really, even if the idea was tempting.

He rolled over to the far side of the bed and lifted the blinds just far enough to peek out the window. Even that small slice of sunshine stabbed his eyes like a jagged knife, which set off a throbbing pain in his head and added to his anger.

Just as he feared, someone was standing off to the side of his front porch. He couldn’t see who it was, but Mikhail wanted nothing more than to ignore his uninvited guest and stay right where he was. Unfortunately, the intruder had other ideas. This time the chime of the doorbell was followed by the sound of a fist knocking on his front door.

Mikhail surrendered to the inevitable and crawled out of bed. Pausing only long enough to yank on yesterday’s jeans, he stumbled down the hall toward the front door. His two brothers were the only people who ever dropped by without calling first, and they both knew he’d pulled a long shift at the fire department and would be sleeping. If they had decided to bother him anyway, he would take great pleasure in kicking their inconsiderate asses for them.

Even half-dead and this damn tired, he could still lay them out flat. They knew it, too.

The doorbell chimed again just as Mikhail unfastened the deadbolt. He yanked the door open, already rehearsing the stream of curse words he planned to unleash on his favorite relatives. Except that it wasn’t Jack or Tino standing on his front porch. Instead, it was a leggy brunette he knew for damn sure he’d never seen before. Despite the fatigue fogging up his head, he knew that much was true. He wouldn’t have forgotten a face like that.

At least he managed to cut off the obscenity that had been his planned greeting and substituted a mumbled, “What?”

Judging from the way the woman retreated half a step, the single word had come out a lot more unfriendly than he’d intended. Before he could fall back and regroup, the woman started talking a mile a minute.

“Hi, I’m your new neighbor, Amy Short. I hope you like brownies.” She offered him a bright smile as she shoved a plate into his hands. “I’ve been meaning to introduce myself since I moved in early last week, but this is the first time I’ve caught you at home.”

She paused and gave him an expectant look.

His brain finally caught up with her rapid-fire words. “I do. Like brownies, that is.”

She evidently expected more in the way of a response, because she continued to stare at him. Her gaze briefly dropped down to his bare chest before her dark eyes once again locked onto his. He replayed her last words in his head. Oh, right. Introductions were in order.

“Mikhail Wanjek. I just got off work.”

What else? When nothing brilliant came to mind, he added, “Welcome to my neighborhood.”

He hadn’t meant it to be funny, but evidently he’d come off sounding like Mister Rogers. Amy’s laughter rang out brighter than the sunshine beating down from overhead. Ordinarily, he would have enjoyed listening to her slightly husky voice, but right now it was all he could do to stay vertical. He leaned against the doorjamb for support. “Was there something you needed? Otherwise, I’d like to go back to bed.”

It was a testament to how tired he was that he wasn’t even tempted to try to take her there with him. Her smile dimmed. “I’m sorry I woke you up. It didn’t occur to me that you might work nights.”

“It’s okay. Thanks again for the brownies.”

Mikhail started to close the door, hoping they were done. But even if he was, she clearly wasn’t. Amy put her hand on the door to keep it from closing completely. “Look, I won’t keep you, but I need to talk to you about our common boundary line.”

As she spoke, Amy pointed toward the rickety cedar fence that separated his yard from hers. Mikhail gave it a brief glance. “What about it?”

“I’m getting a dog soon. Which means I need to fence my backyard. Since the stretch between our houses is in such poor shape, I would like to replace it at the same time as I do the back and the far side of my yard. I wanted to make sure it was okay with you.”

He was well aware that his fence was in poor condition, but so far it had ranked pretty low on his own to-do list. Since moving in three months back, he’d been concentrating on making the interior more livable. “Can’t this discussion wait a bit? I can’t think straight right now.”

At least until he had a few more hours of sleep under his belt. He realized that she was talking again, and he’d missed half of what she’d said.

“…the cost since I’d like to get it done soon. I just thought I should let you know first. Now, I’d better let you get back to sleep.”

Considering the other repairs that he’d already started on his own place, he’d have to crunch some numbers before committing to the project. But before Mikhail could ask again if they could talk about it more later in the day, she’d already walked away. Damn, he had a feeling that hadn’t gone well.

Holding the door open just a crack, he stared at her retreating back, enjoying the view. Those jeans fit her slim hips like a second skin, and he liked the way her ponytail bounced as she moved. He could be wrong, but he was pretty sure Amy was the most attractive woman he’d met in a long time. Certainly since he’d left the Marine Corps behind to move back home to the Pacific Northwest. It would be a damn shame if his fried brain had screwed up any chance of friendship with his pretty new neighbor.

He’d have to try to make a better impression the next time their paths crossed. Meanwhile, it was long past time to hit the rack again. He carried the brownies into the kitchen for later, but at the last second he snagged a couple to eat on his way back into bed. Mmmm, extra fudgy with big chunks of walnuts, just the way he liked them. They ranked right up there with his mother’s, which was saying something.

Later, he’d return Amy’s plate as an excuse to talk to her again and let her know how much he’d enjoyed her thoughtful gesture. Maybe a bottle of wine or a bouquet of flowers from his mother’s garden would go a long way toward smoothing any ruffled feathers. Something else to think about later. For now, he followed the siren call of his bed.

He tossed his jeans back on the floor and sighed contentedly as the soft cotton sheets settled against his bare skin. For the second time that morning, he was asleep within seconds.

—

Amy wandered around the backyard, letting her imagination run wild about how the place would look six months or even a year from now. She’d been living in the house for only a week, so there was a lot left to do just to get settled in. But when she tired of unpacking her extensive book collection or arranging the kitchen cabinets, she came out here to enjoy both the fresh air and the possibilities.

She couldn’t wait to start marking out flower beds and haunting the local nurseries for just the right plants. All of that would have to wait until she could get the fence situation taken care of. She’d gotten two estimates for the cost of installing a six-foot-high cedar fence around the entire yard. A third contractor said he could come out next week, but he’d already told her that the two estimates she’d gotten weren’t out of line with the current costs of materials and labor.

She had no reason to doubt his word, but she’d really been hoping that he would come up with a bottom line that wouldn’t give her sticker shock. At least all three contractors had told her that she could save a little bit if she tore down the old fence herself. With only the one side of the yard that was fenced right now, how hard could it be? That’s why she’d approached her neighbor about the matter.

She found her gaze drawn toward Mikhail Wanjek’s house for about the twentieth time since leaving his front porch three hours ago. The real estate agent who’d sold her the house hadn’t been able to tell her much about her new neighbors, only that the house on that side had sold a few months before to someone moving into the area from out of state. Amy wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting, but Mikhail wasn’t it.

Thanks to her four older brothers, she was used to being around tall men who made her feel petite even at five foot eight. However, she was sure Mikhail had a couple of inches on even Will, the tallest of the lot. Add in the rumpled blond hair, icy blue eyes, a well-sculpted bare chest, and those low-slung, faded jeans with the snap unfastened, the man was sex on a stick.

Too bad he’d been a bit of a grump. To be fair, she’d obviously dragged him out of a sound sleep. Besides, after growing up with four older brothers, it would take more than a fierce frown to scare her off.

At least he’d agreed that the fence needed to come down, a job she was about to tackle. After talking to Mikhail, she’d gone grocery shopping and then made a quick stop at the neighborhood hardware store to pick up leather gloves to protect her hands from splinters and a crowbar to pull the boards apart.

These days, her energy level had vastly improved, but she didn’t want to risk overdoing things. It wasn’t as if she was on a specific timetable. If she did one eight-foot section a day, she’d have the fence down within the week.

She spread a plastic tarp, figuring cleanup would be easier if she kept all the debris corralled in one spot. One last trip back inside to get a bottle of cold water, and she was all set. Getting started was harder than she’d expected, but she finally managed to work the end of the pry bar between the railing on her side of the fence and the first board. She threw all of her weight and strength into it and finally succeeded in opening up a gap. One more try resulted in success, even if the nails made an awful sound as they pulled free of the wood.

The second board came off with far less effort, but the third one split down the middle with a loud crack. She winced, for the first time thinking about the man next door who might still be sleeping. No one had ever told her that demolishing a fence would be such a noisy proposition. After she finished removing this one last board, she would abandon her efforts until later in the day.

Using a pair of pliers, she tried to work the nail free from the railing, but it had to be all stubborn about staying right where it was. She released her grip on the pliers long enough to flex her hand before trying again. Still no luck. Frustrated, she tossed the pliers on the ground and squeezed through the hole she’d opened up in the fence. Maybe pulling on the board from the other side might loosen it up a bit.

She got a good grip on both sides of the wood and gave it a hard yank. When it immediately broke free, Amy went stumbling backward, fighting hard to regain her balance. To her surprise, instead of hitting the ground, she landed hard against a solid wall of irate male. She had years of experience dealing with that particular species, the only difference being that the ones she was most familiar with were all related to her.

At least Mikhail made sure she was steady on her feet before ripping into her. “Want to tell me what the hell you think you’re doing?”

She would have thought the answer to that question was obvious, but maybe he was still suffering from lack of sleep. “I’m tearing down the fence.”

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “I can see that. Let me rephrase my question. Why are you out here trying your best to hurt yourself?”

Okay, enough was enough. “I can handle tearing down a few boards.”

Those piercing blue eyes made it abundantly clear that he seriously doubted the truth of that statement, but at least he didn’t say it out loud. “Have you ever done any demolition work before?”

“Well, no.”

He bent down to pick up the board she’d dropped and handed it to her. “Then why are you doing it now?”

She tossed the broken piece of wood back through the gap in the fence with a little more effort than was really needed. “Because the contractors both said I could save a little money by tearing out the old fence myself.”

Mikhail folded his arms across his broad chest and stared down at her. “I thought we’d agreed that we’d talk more about the fence later. You never said that you were going ahead without us discussing the cost or a specific time frame.”

“That’s not how I remember it. I said that I wanted to replace this section at the same time I fenced the rest of my yard. I distinctly remember saying I’d pick up the entire cost because I was the one getting a dog and needed the fence done soon.”

When he started to shake his head, she wanted to stomp her foot in frustration. However, she’d also learned from dealing with her brothers that he’d likely see that as a sign of feminine weakness on her part. “Look, I’m sorry if you misunderstood the situation, but I really do need to get started on the fence. And as I said, I’m paying for it.”

“How much?”

Again, the answer should be obvious. “The whole amount.”

He shot her a disgusted look before bending down to stick his head through the gap in the fence to look at her backyard. When he straightened back up, he said, “That’s not what I meant. I’m assuming you have written estimates from the contractors you talked to. How much are they going to charge you?”

She told him even though it wasn’t really any of his business since she’d be the one writing the check. “Of course, the bill will be a little less than the original quote since I’m doing the demolition myself.”

“How soon does it have to be done?”

“I can bring my puppy home in two weeks, although the breeder said they’d keep him an extra week if I needed a little more time.”

Mikhail nodded but didn’t say anything for several seconds as he continued to stare at the damage she’d done to the fence. His lips moved as if he was doing some mental calculations. While she waited impatiently for him to finish whatever he was doing, Amy studied her new neighbor. He was certainly handsome enough with those sculpted cheekbones and silver-blond hair, but she sensed there was an edge to him. Something about the lines bracketing his mouth or the way he held himself as if he was hyperaware of his surroundings.

And as proof of that, she’d just been caught staring at him. The twinkle in his vivid blue eyes had her blushing. At least he was gentleman enough to not say anything.

“Here’s the deal. It’s obvious that my whole fence is in the same condition as this stretch and needs to be replaced. I was planning on doing it eventually, but there’s no reason I can’t do it now. Besides, I’d rather it all match, which it won’t if it gets done piecemeal. My brother does this kind of work all the time. Let me get him over here to give us both a quote for the work. I guarantee the price will be better than what you’ve been given so far, especially on the labor since I’ll be doing most of the work myself.”

“Are you sure?”

Because although it was obvious he was strong enough to haul lumber and set fence posts, that didn’t necessarily mean he knew how. It wouldn’t make for a good long-term relationship between neighbors if his efforts turned out to be substandard. Maybe she had somehow broadcast her doubts because he suddenly grinned at her, the big smile shaving years off his apparent age. She would have guessed he was well into his thirties, but now she figured him for at least five years younger than that.

Meanwhile, Mikhail grabbed the top rail of the fence and gave it a sharp tug, maybe to see how rickety it actually was. He glanced back at her, that smile still firmly in place. “Did I forget to mention that my family owns a construction company, and that my older brother took over the business when Dad died awhile back? Or that my brothers and I spent summers and vacations working for him? I was building fences like this long before I graduated from high school.”

She put her hands on her hips and gave him a cocky look. “Next time you offer to build a girl’s fence for her, you might want to lead with that fact. I’m just saying.”

“Noted.”

“So what’s our next step?”

“I call Jack and tell him to haul ass over here. If he’s already out on a job, I’ll find out when he can come. It won’t take long for him to measure it all out and then give us some hard numbers to work with.”

“Sounds like a plan.” She’d removed her gloves while they were talking, because they were hot. Pulling them back on, she asked, “Can I get back to work now?”

Her new best buddy sighed heavily. “Yeah, if you insist. The work will go faster with two of us working. Can I bring you a beer or something cold to drink?”

“I’m good, but thanks.”

“Back in a sec.”

She watched as he loped back toward his house. “Hey, Mikhail?”

He stopped just short of his porch to look back in her direction. “Yeah?”

“You might want to put on a shirt and shoes, too, while you’re at it.”

His laughter rang out across the yard. “Also noted.”

Then he disappeared inside, leaving her counting the seconds until he returned. She suddenly realized that she was staring at his door like a teenage girl in the throes of her first crush, even if the analogy was an apt one. She’d spent her teen years in and out of hospitals, her health a constant source of worry for her entire family. Mikhail was the first man she’d met in a long time who knew nothing of her past. She might not have much dating experience, but she was perfectly capable of telling when a man was interested in more than her ability to rip down a half-rotted board.

Amy deliberately turned her attention back to the fence and attacked the rest of the broken board to show that she wasn’t some helpless female dependent on some man to do all the work. And if that gave her handsome neighbor an excellent view of her backside on his way back to join her, well, that was just bonus points.
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