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ONE




From the waist down, he was promising. His jeans fit him like the hide of a lion, gliding over hard muscle as he twisted on the dolly beneath the truck in search of an elusive valve. Weathered from wear, the denim traversed a rangy path from the worn leather of his belt to that of his work boots. When he bent one knee up in an attempt to lever himself properly, the muscle of his other thigh tensed, drawing the faded material taut.

Feeling like the voyeur she’d never been, Debra Barry cleared her throat. “Excuse me? Graham Reid?” When the topless body made no move to respond, she stepped closer and bent from the waist to assure herself that there was indeed a man above the lean hips beneath the truck in the service-station bay. “Hello?”

His wrench hit the cement with a soft clang as he muttered an oath. Straightening his torso, he used his flexed leg to guide the dolly forward. With the emerging of a chest, shoulders and head, Debra found herself face-to-face with the man she’d been sent to see. He was dirty, with streaks of grime on his face and hands and on his forearms where the sleeves of his heavy wool shirt had been rolled back. That, too, had seen cleaner days, as had his hair, a shaggy thatch that cleared his forehead only by virtue of his still-prone position. But his eyes were clear, clear and amber, staring at her as though she’d personally sabotaged his truck.

“Yes?” came his voice, deep and remarkably impassive.

“I’m looking for Graham Reid,” she returned in relief. At least he hadn’t lashed out at her as those eyes had hinted he might have done. But then, this was New Hampshire, not New York. This was a rural man, not a city man. His temperament would be that much more even. She’d have to remember that.

“Yes.”

She raised a brow in anticipation. “You’re Graham Reid?”

“Yes.” This time his voice was firmer and bore a note of impatience. With his hands grasping the footboard of the truck above his head, he continued to stare at her.

Debra took a deep breath. “I need a carpenter. You’ve been recommended. I wonder if we might talk.”

When the man simply continued to stare, she wondered if she’d somehow offended him. Had it not been for his eyes, she might have suspected that he hadn’t understood her request. But those eyes were sharp, looking at nothing but her face, yet seeming to see everything at once. Suddenly, she grew self-conscious.

“You are a carpenter, aren’t you?” she queried in frustration. “Or is it your father…or some other Graham Reid whose work I’ve seen?”

The man on the ground blinked as though brought back from a daydream, then gave a shove with his hands, rolled free of the truck and stood in one fluid move. Debra half-wished he’d remained on the ground. If she’d thought that his eyes were intimidating, she hadn’t counted on his superior height or the commanding breadth of his chest and shoulders.

“You’ve seen my work?” he demanded in that same level voice.

“Yes. I made stops at both the Hardys’ and the Lavelles’ before I came looking for you. There seemed little point in taking your time or mine to talk,” she reasoned, “if I didn’t like your work to begin with.” A flash of something akin to respect passed through his gaze, though it was gone so quickly she half-suspected she’d imagined it.

Graham Reid rubbed his hands on the back of his pants, extended his right in belated introduction, but turned it up just before hers met it and studied the grease, then shrugged and let it fall to his side. His gaze took in her own immaculate appearance, skimming the soft blouse and fitted jeans beneath her open hip-length parka and resting momentarily on the toes of her fine leather boots before returning to her face. “Sorry about that. Wouldn’t want to get you dirty.”

“No problem,” she countered quickly, anxious to get down to business. “That was your work I saw this morning, wasn’t it?”

“It was.” He cocked his hands on his hips.

“It’s impressive,” she ventured. But when he held her gaze unwaveringly, without any sign of appreciation, she forced herself on. “I’ve bought a house just outside of town and want some work done on it. It’s a large job, but you’d be well compensated.” At his look of mild disinterest, she added cautiously, “You are available, aren’t you?”

“No.”

Taken aback by his abruptness, she frowned.

“No? That’s strange. I was told that you were just finishing a job. In fact, Mr. O’Hara went out of his way to tell me that he was sure you’d be able to help me.”

The amber eyes narrowed. “O’Hara, was it?” He grimaced and looked away, focusing on a distant mountaintop. “O’Hara’s a crafty one,” he murmured more softly, then returned his full attention to Debra. “But I’m afraid I can’t help you.” Turning, he bent to retrieve the wrench he’d dropped beneath the truck, leaving Debra nothing but the broad expanse of his back to study. She wasn’t about to be satisfied with that alone.

“Then…you have another job lined up?”

“Nope.” Wrench in hand, he straightened and crossed the garage to replace the tool on its hook. Debra followed.

“I don’t understand. If you’re finishing one job and don’t have another in the offing, why won’t you consider mine?”

Digging into the pocket of his shirt, he withdrew the broken stub of a pencil, looked at it in disgust before tossing it aside, then began to search the open shelves for one that was in better condition. Debra’s question hung in the air while the shuffle of nails and screws went on until he found what he wanted. Tearing a sheet of paper from a grimy pad, he covered it with a broad scrawl.

“Here are a couple of names. Either of these men should be able to help. And they need the work far more than I do.”

“But it’s your work I want,” she protested, finding the sheet thrust in her hand nonetheless as Graham stalked off toward a soft-drink machine, fished in his pocket for change and came up empty-handed. Within seconds, she produced the coins he needed and threaded them into the slot. “What’ll it be?”

He hesitated for just a moment. “Mountain Dew. I’ll owe you.”

“Forget it. Call it a consultation fee.” Determined, she pulled hard on the knob, waited for the can to drop, then boldly handed it to the man beside her.

He held it briefly, wavering, thirstily anticipating the cool contents of the can. Yet one part of him didn’t want anything from a woman wearing designer jeans and imported boots, particularly as strong-minded a woman as this one appeared to be.

Unfortunately, though, while strong-minded meant trouble, it also intrigued him. When his finger found the ring at the top of the can and drew it back, letting loose a gentle hiss, he couldn’t help but feel it was Pandora’s box he’d knowingly opened.

“Can we talk?” she asked again, glancing around for a suitable spot, looking back in time to see the carpenter take a deep swig of the drink. His throat was strong, its muscles channeling both the liquid and her gaze lower, down a path of hair-roughened skin past one empty buttonhole to one not so, where she was forced to let the fluid continue alone. Stunned by her fascination with the raw strength he exuded, she quickly averted her eyes to study the quiet cluster of buildings just beyond, on the town’s main street. “Is there a restaurant nearby?” she asked softly. “It’s been a while since breakfast.”

Graham’s lips twitched at one corner. “I’m not exactly dressed for dining,” he noted with wry exaggeration of the words.

Debra was undaunted by his mockery. “I wasn’t thinking of the Ritz,” she quipped. “Surely there’s a sandwich shop that wouldn’t be offended by the sight of grease.”

“You’re not?” A tawny brow arched under the hair that now fell to cover his forehead.

“Of course not,” she chided. “Well? Is there somewhere we can go? Or are you embarrassed to be seen?”

Absently, he raised a hand to rub his jaw, realized he was simply spreading the grime around and held the offending fingers out to the side. His grin was a sheepish one. “That bad, huh?”

“I don’t mind,” Debra drawled indulgently, rather enjoying the sheer physicality of the man. Such a harmless issue, dirt.

But there was something else at stake. Graham eyed her more sharply, all hint of humor gone. He drew himself up straighter and spoke more coolly. “Look, there’s really no point to our talking. I can’t work for you. It’s as simple as that.”

She refused to accept it. “You don’t even know what the job entails. How can you blindly refuse it?” Raising the soda to his lips, he took a leisurely swallow. In his own time, he spoke. “I’m self-employed. I can accept or reject jobs as I choose.” When he turned and stalked toward his truck, she kept pace.

“Please, Mr. Reid. I don’t quite know why you won’t hear me out, but I do know that you’d be the best man to do my job.” Running ahead, she flattened herself against the door of the truck in a measure of sheer desperation. Having seen samples of his work and knowing now what she’d miss, she couldn’t simply let him drive away.

Standing back, he dropped his eyes to the paper she still held in her hand. “Forbes or Campbell will do fine. Either one. Give them a call.”

“But I’ve seen their work,” she persisted calmly, straightening her shoulders and holding her chin steady. “Yours is better.”

The amber eyes bore into her. “Flattery will get you nowhere, Miss—”

“Barry. Debra Barry.” Out of habit, she extended her hand, only then recalling his earlier thwarted attempt at the same. When he scowled, she buried the hand in her pocket. “And I’m not trying to flatter you. I’m simply stating the truth. I’ve spent the entire morning driving the local roads, studying the renovation work that’s been done here lately. Yours is consistently the most exciting. You’re the man I want.”

Staring down at her, Graham had to admire her spunk. She wasn’t tall; the heels of her boots gave her an edge that, flat-footed, she wouldn’t have. Nor was she heavy. Even the bulk of her parka couldn’t hide the slimness of her body. And then there was the gentleness of her features. But features could be deceptive, he reminded himself as he helplessly endured the chill that shot through him.

Upending the soda can at his lips, he drained its contents, crushed the can one-handed and lobbed it into a nearby barrel. Then, reaching for the coat he’d discarded earlier, he hauled it from where it lay across the side edge of the pickup and thrust his arms into its sleeves. “What did you have in mind,” he heard himself ask as he straightened the collar. When the face before him brightened, he instantly regretted raising her hopes. But the deed had been done. And, as he suspected, Debra Barry wasted no time spicing up the lure.

“Everything.” Her eyes glowed in sudden excitement. “I want the house totally renovated.”

“Where is the place?”

She cocked her head westward. “It’s off Woodbury, about a mile from the center of town, just beyond the lake…?”

“The only place for sale in that direction is the Richardson house.” He eyed her more cautiously and with a touch of disbelief. “You’ve bought the old Richardson house?”

“That’s right,” she answered with pride.

“That’s just about the oldest house in the county! It’s been neglected for years. I’m not sure whether any of it is salvageable.”

“That’s where you come in.”

His large hand came up, lean fingers straight.

“Now just a minute. I haven’t agreed to do anything.”

“But you want to hear more, don’t you?” she coaxed, betting on the hunch that a man who had planned and executed the work she’d seen that morning wouldn’t be able to pass up a challenge such as the one she offered.

His gaze narrowed on the warm humor in her eyes, which were brown like her hair, he suddenly realized. Neither was striking, yet both gleamed. Had his hands not been so filthy, he might have been tempted to touch the tendril of smooth silk that had fallen from the sophisticated twist low on her nape and now brushed her cheek. Instead, he cleared his throat and reached past her to the door handle. “Excuse me.”

Debra’s face sobered instantly. “I’ve lost? But why?” She moved aside as Graham pulled the cab door open. Then he half-turned and gestured toward the seats.

“I’ve decided I’m hungry, after all.” He sounded bored. “I’d help you up, but you’re really too clean to touch.” Eyes on a sleek sports car that sped down the street en route to a more plush destination, he awaited her decision, all the while struggling with his own second thoughts.

She didn’t leave him time to think. Her hopes alive once more, she climbed up and slid behind the steering wheel to the passenger’s side before he could change his mind. By the time he had settled beside her, she had readied her second plan of attack.

“It’s a terrific house,” she began, her eyes never leaving him as he started the engine and backed the truck from the bay, turned it and headed onto the main street. “Historically, it’s a gem.”

“I know” was the terse reply.

She studied his face, its rugged outline dramatized by the smudge of dirt on his jaw. “What do you know?” she asked on impulse.

“About the Richardson house?” He shot her a fast glance as he slowed to allow for a car entering the road ahead. “Not that much more than O’Hara told you, I suspect.” He shrugged. “It was built over two hundred years ago by a shipwright who died in the Revolutionary War. His descendants lived there until the start of this century, but its ownership has turned over too many times to count since then. It simply got too run-down and required too much money to make it comfortable.” With a deft twist of his arm, he turned the wheel and guided the truck onto a side street lined with bare-armed trees.

“But it’s got potential, wouldn’t you say, Mr. Reid?”

His jaw tensed. “It’s Graham. And yes. It does have potential.”

As Debra wondered at his grudging admission, he pulled into a free spot before a small building, one of several on the quiet street. “I’ll go ahead in and use the washroom. Why don’t you find us a seat,” he commanded. Before she could respond, he’d slid from the truck and shut the door behind him.

Startled, she watched as he loped up the path to the door of the restaurant and disappeared. Strange man, she mused. Compelling in his way—certainly talented from the looks of the work she’d seen, but strange. Eyes clouded in bemusement, she helped herself from the truck, and pulling her coat more snugly against the early April chill, headed for the door through which he’d gone.

What on the outside had been a simple structure was no less unpretentious inside. Debra found herself in a room dotted with round, bare tables, about half of which were occupied by a collection of casually dressed men and an even smaller number of women. A far cry from her usual luncheon spots, she reflected as she headed for a free table in a quiet corner. Once seated, she propped her arms on those of an old oak chair and waited for her carpenter to return.

For he was her carpenter, she vowed, whether he was ready to admit it or not. She knew his weak spot. She’d found it in the skill of the work she’d seen that morning, in his knowledge of design and attention to detail. Had these not given him away, the glowing recommendations of those he’d worked for would have. Dedicated. Serious. Innovative. Brilliant. Pleasant. Pleasant? Recalling the way he’d grinned once or twice, albeit seemingly against his will, she saw the potential in him. Perhaps beneath that layer of wariness, beneath that sheath of toughness and muscle, was somewhere hidden a pleasant man.

Graham’s expression was far from pleasant, however, when he emerged several minutes later from the back room. The time he’d spent washing had been time spent in ardent self-reproach for having allowed this woman to con him into having lunch with her. Oh, yes, he’d been the one who’d finally made the move, but it had been her wiliness that had driven him to it. In her own gently persistent way, she was dangerous, he mused, frowning as he scanned the room to find her sitting, quietly awaiting him. Her eyes met his instantly and followed him as he crossed the room. By the time he reached the table, he was all the more resolute.

“I can’t take your job, Miss Barry.”

“Debra.”

He pulled out a chair and eased into it, careful to keep himself a fair distance from her. “Whatever—”

“No, it’s Debra.” She repressed a smile. “I get violent when people call me ‘whatever.’”

He paused, shifting gears. “Does it happen often?” he rejoined, quite without intending to, yet somehow lured by her lighthearted air.

“No. It’s really ‘darling’ or ‘sweetie’ that gets my goat more often,” she mused aloud, thinking of that world from which she’d come.

Filing the information, Graham grew more curious. “Do you get violent often?”

Debra grinned. “If you’re asking whether I’ll be easy to work for, I can assure you—”

That momentarily sobered him. “I’m not working for you.”

“I see.” She lowered her head and studied the menu. “Any recommendations?”

“I gave you two. You haven’t lost the paper already, have you?”

“For lunch.” She pertly corrected his misinterpretation. “Is there anything I should try?”

Swinging again with her humor, Graham made a pretense of deep thought. Then he sighed. “There’s a great grilled cheese here. Or you could have a hot dog. They boil ’em just so. On the other hand, the egg salad is served on French bread. That’s exciting…if it’s fresh.”

“Now you’re mocking me…or them,” she chided just softly enough to take his notice. “But I’m serious. You must eat here a lot. What do you suggest?”

“For the record,” he returned, “I rarely eat here. When I’m on a job, I eat at the site.”

“Which brings us back to my proposal. And your refusal of it. If you’re just about to finish one job, why won’t you consider doing mine next?”

“Beef stew.”

She frowned. “What?”

“Try the beef stew. It’s served with warm cornbread. Very good.”

As frustration vied with amusement for supremacy in her thoughts, Debra could only stare silently at this enigmatic carpenter. His face was now clean, and she contrasted the roughness of his cheek with the smoothness of the bone at its crown. The faint crow’s-feet at the corners of his eyes attested to the sense of humor she’d just sampled. The furrows on his brow, revealed beneath newly combed hair, correspondingly spoke of his more serious side. He was a puzzlement, she decided. Or was he simply leery of newcomers, as some of those others she’d met had been? They were wary, these granite state denizens, of city folk. She half-agreed with them.

“Beef stew it will be,” she announced, closing her menu and dropping it flat. Then, intertwining her fingers on the table, she forged ahead. “What I want is a total renovation of the house. It needs new electrical, plumbing and heating systems. I assume you’ll want to contract those out.”

“I’m not taking the job,” Graham reiterated, though he sat back in his seat and listened to her every word.

Debra shrugged at the irrelevancy of his protest, then went on as though he’d said nothing. “The excitement comes in the structural changes I’ve got planned.”

“You’ve got planned? Are you an architect?”

She grinned and shook her head, her gaze narrowing. “If only I were, I wouldn’t have to be so concerned about the man I hire to do the job. No”—she sighed—“I’ve got no degree, just lots of ideas of my own. The problem is that I don’t know whether they’ll be practical…or feasible.” She took a breath.

“That’s one of the things you’ll need to tell me.”

In a silent bid for patience, Graham looked sky-ward. When he lowered his gaze once more, it held a benign indulgence. “I don’t need to tell you anything, lady,” he drawled.

“Debra. It’s Debra. ‘Lady’ sounds too much like a dog.”

Leaning suddenly closer, he put his forearms on the table. His face was dangerously near. “Debra, you’re barking up the wrong tree.” He sat back as quickly as he’d lunged forward, allowing her to release the breath she’d unknowingly caught. “Besides, from the sounds of it, you ought to demolish the place and start from scratch. If you’re so displeased with it as it is—”

“But I’m not!” she exclaimed. “I love it. The setting is perfect; so is the basic outer design of the house. Sure, it will take time and effort to make it livable. But it will be worth it.”

“Will it?” he asked indifferently. Twisting his head, he motioned to the waitress and called their orders to her before turning back to Debra. “It’ll cost you a bundle.”

“I know.”

“And you’ve got it?”

“What kind of a question is that? Do you always ask prospective employers about their finances?”

A faint smile slanted his lips, lending him a roguish air that melted her feeble indignation. “Only when I feel they may not have any idea what the job will entail.”

“Then you will consider taking it?”

The smile vanished. “No.”

“Damn it, Graham.” She sat forward, her eyes pleading. “Why not?”

“Because it’ll take too long, for one thing. I’ve seen that house. Even studied it. You’re right. The design is great. And I can almost begin to imagine some of the things you’ve got in mind. Certain things—like that sloped-roof addition—just beg for skylights over a paneled den—”

“Study. It’s going to be a study, with yards of desk space, a comfortable telephone extension, several easy chairs and a ceiling filled with natural light. I’m not sure whether I want a raised-dome or a flat-panel skylight, though. And as for double-glazed versus triple-glazed glass—”

“As long as you avoid plastic, either one is fine. Triple glazed is great if you can get it. But it would have to be special ordered. There may be a wait.”

Debra smiled. “I’m in no rush. That’s the beauty of it. As long as I have a corner in which to live during the work, you can take all the time you want.”

“I don’t want to take any time,” Graham reminded her archly.

She gave a grandiose nod. “That’s right. I keep forgetting. Ah!” She looked up. “Here comes the stew. It had better be good if I’m going to be able to believe any of your recommendations.”

The carpenter was far less bothered by her humor than he would have liked. By rights, he should have found her persistence irksome. By rights, he should have found her irksome. But he didn’t. Rather, he found something sweet in her humor, just as he’d earlier admired that gentleness in her features. It had been a long time since he’d engaged in such crisp banter. Unfortunately, he enjoyed it.

As she smiled her thanks to the waitress, he watched her turn her attention to the beef stew, and he knew that he’d have to find something bothersome about her—quickly.

“Well?” he asked, awaiting her verdict on the food. It had to be a far cry from the boeuf bourguignon she may have expected. If he was lucky, she’d hate it.

Tipping her head sideways, she finished a sample mouthful. “Not bad. Not bad at all. I may just let you special order those triple-glazed skylights.”

The mischievous gleam in her eye did nothing for Graham’s peace of mind. Turning on his own stew, he attacked it vengefully. It was only Debra’s soft voice moments later that broke into his turmoil.

“Graham, why won’t you take the job?” There was no humor in her voice now, simply the quiet need to know. She’d fallen in love with his work as quickly as she’d fallen in love with the old decaying house she’d bought in one fast day. “From what I’ve seen, you do both modern work and restorations. My job would entail both.” When his dark head remained bowed and he continued to eat, she took another bite, then set down her spoon. “I really need your help. I want this house to be perfect.”

Graham slowly looked up. “Why? Why does it mean that much to you? After all, it’s just a house.”

“It’s my house,” she retorted more sharply than she’d intended, then quickly gentled her voice. But she had his full attention. “It’s mine. Something of my own, for the first time in my life. Now that may mean nothing to you. I have no idea where you’ve come from in life. But being a working man, I would have assumed you’d understand. Furthermore, you’re a carpenter. Surely you can see the physical, if not the emotional, value of that house. But there’s no point in making any investment in the place if I don’t do it right.” She paused to study his staid expression. “Am I getting through at all?” she asked hesitantly.

“On the last…yes. I agree with you there. If you’ve got the means to do it, that house could be spectacular. And I do understand what it means to actually own something….”

His voice trailed off as his mind took another turn. She’d spoken of owning the house herself, of needing the smallest corner in which to live. The implication was that she’d be alone. That would be tempting the devil. On the other hand, if he’d misinterpreted her words and she’d have someone with her—a husband, or lover. No, that would be worse. He’d be nothing more than a Peeping Tom. But what about a relative?

“Tell me,” he began speculatively.

“Anything!” she exclaimed with such enthusiasm that he held up a hand to curb it.

“Easy, woman.”

“Debra. It’s Debra.”

“Don’t like ‘woman,’ either?” He shot her a heavy-lidded glance. “See? We’d never make it spending all that time together.”

Ignoring his quip, she jumped ahead. “How much time do you think it will take?”

“I couldn’t tell you that without examining the place in detail, drawing up plans and working through specifications. It’s April now. If the work is begun within the next few weeks, you’ve a good chance of having it done by fall.”

Her eyes widened. “That long? I assumed that with crews working on different parts simultaneously, it’d be faster.”

Graham lowered his head and glared at her mockingly. “That may be true in the big city, love. But this is the country. Sure, there are different crews. Even someone like me who prefers to work alone calls in specialists for the mechanical systems.”

“Mechanical systems?”

“Plumbing, heating—that type of thing. But that’s where the delays can begin. In an area like this, there are only so many specialists available. Like you, I’d want the best. And the best may live two hours away and may not be free precisely when you need him. Then there are snags in deliveries. For example, a house like the Richardson place should be shingled. I’m not talking about cheap stuff. Cedar shingles are the best, and the ones I have in mind aren’t always in ready supply. Am I getting through at all?” he asked in echo of her earlier words.

“I hear you,” she answered softly, then looked away in disappointment. “And I really am in no rush. But I kind of thought I’d be living in style by August.”

Words she’d chosen quite lightly struck her companion as quite the opposite. Living in style? Perhaps she should have stayed in the city. “Exactly what is it you’re looking for, Debra?” he asked in quiet demand.

She tipped her chin higher. “A home.”

“All by yourself?” He finally got the question out. “You haven’t mentioned anyone else. Is there someone you’ll be living with?”

After a brief pause, she shook her head. “No.” Her voice dropped in mock confidence. “But don’t go spreading the word, will you? I’d rather not publicize a thing like that.”

“You’ll be safe,” he stated coldly. Debra looked up, but his expression was masked, his mind set simply on his finishing his lunch. She watched him nonetheless, noting that there was nothing of the backwoods handyman in the way he ate. Indeed, had the setting been a trendy café in New York, he would have fit in. There was something about him, something of a worldliness beneath the rough veneer. It came through in his work as well.

When at last he was done, she broached the subject a final time. “Graham,” she began in her most convincing voice, having no way of knowing that the tone would harden him all the more, “I really want you to do my house.”

Sitting back in his chair with his elbows propped comfortably on its stubby wooden arms, he linked his fingers together in a show of nonchalance that belied the disquiet of his gaze. “I’m sorry” was all he said.

“Reasons,” she persisted. “At least if I’m being refused flat out, I have a right to know the reasons behind the refusal.”

“The job’s too large.”

“Baloney! You mentioned that before, and it doesn’t hold water. You said that you’ve got nothing lined up.” A thought hit. “You’re not leaving the area, are you?”

“No.”

“Then what’s the problem? If I’m willing to pay, how can you possibly refuse a job that will guarantee you employment for four or five months.”

“Six or seven. But it’s not a matter of money.”

“Of course it’s not,” she came back. “My offer is a beauty from a professional standpoint alone. How can you pass up the chance to redo a house like that, soup to nuts, with free rein to do what you want?”

He slanted her a cynical smile. “Free rein? Weren’t you the one who spoke of the plans you had?”

“Well…yes…” she waffled, then raced on.

“But everything’s up for discussion. There’s so much I don’t know. I don’t even know what I don’t know.”

“What in the hell does that mean?”

“It means that you could make suggestions I’ve never dreamed of and I might love them. Think of what I might miss if you refuse me.”

“But then,” he pointed out darkly, “you’ll never know what you’ve missed, will you?”

She sat straighter and frowned. “Have I done something to offend you?”

“Why do you ask that?”

“Because I get the distinct impression that your refusal is a personal one. There’s something about me that annoys you, isn’t there?” Without awaiting an answer, she barreled on. “Tell me one thing, Graham. If I had called you on the phone—better still, if my husband had called…” The words died in her throat when she realized what she’d said. It had been a natural slip. The ink had barely dried on the divorce decree. Blinking against a flicker of pain, she cleared her throat. “If you’d gotten a blind phone call describing this very job, would you have refused it then and there, or would you have made an appointment with the buyer to look through the house?”

Deep in thought, Graham stared at her. When his gaze darted momentarily to her left hand, she stifled the urge to hide it in her lap. It still felt naked without the ring it had worn for so long.

“You’re separated?” he asked quietly.

Though she would rather not have had this discussion arise, Debra saw no point in evasion. “Divorced.”

“Recently?”

“Yes.”

He nodded, his hair falling on his brow, lessening the impact of his glower. She was divorced, living alone, available. And if he’d correctly read that shimmer of pain, she was vulnerable. It would be all too easy to take advantage of her. Though she was a city girl and, as such, poison for him, he was human. The demands of rural living and the closeness of working together, should he take the job, would be trying. Already he could imagine the frustration he might feel. There was something uncomfortably appealing about her.

He thrust his fingers through his hair in a gesture of irritation. Then he looked her in the eye. “Yes, it’s personal. I have this thing against wealthy women who toy with life in the backwoods.”

Startled, she clenched her fist. “I’m not asking you to marry me, for God’s sake! I’m simply asking you to do some work on my house!” Looking out the window, she threw her hand in the air and let it fall with a slap on the hard wood of the table. “I don’t believe this,” she murmured in disbelief, then looked sharply back at him. “I mean, I assumed you people would be somewhat…parochial…but I had hoped for common sense. For your information, I’m neither a ‘wealthy’ woman nor one who is ‘toying with life in the backwoods.’ I’ll be pouring every last cent I have into this house,…and I have no intention of ever returning to the city! Now if that’s ‘toying with life in the backwoods,’ then you’re not as bright as I’d thought.” Furious, she shoved her arms into the sleeves of her coat, which had cushioned her on the chair, reached for her purse and withdrew a bill from her wallet. “Here. My share.” She’d barely thrust the money at him when he caught her wrist and held it firmly.

“It’s on me,” he growled, as aware as she of the fire between them. “I’m a bit past the Dutch-treat stage, and I can’t stand a liberated woman.”

“I thought you didn’t have any money,” she snapped, helpless to free herself from his burning grip.

“I have money.” In slow motion, he released her hand, then reached to his back pocket. “No change. But I do have money.”

“Then I’ll owe you—less the cost of one Mountain Dew.” Rising in a burst of frustration, she turned and left the restaurant, finding peace in the quiet, overcast afternoon air only until she realized that she’d need a lift back to the service station to retrieve her rental car. As she leaned back sheepishly against the door of the truck, her anger slowly began to subside. She barely had time to wonder at its force when the very cause of her annoyance casually emerged from the restaurant and approached, looking eminently masculine and thoroughly self-contained.

“Need a lift?”

“You know I do. If it wouldn’t be too much trouble. I can see how busy you are.”

“Now, now,” he chided, smiling wickedly, “no need for sarcasm. Just because you’re not used to being turned down…”

“It’s got nothing to do with that! I don’t mind losing if the reasons are just. Yours aren’t!”

Graham stretched an arm over her shoulder to grasp the door handle, but he left her no room to move aside. He was dangerously close, frighteningly large. For a split second, Debra wondered if it was for the best that he wouldn’t accept her job. He was a totally different kind of man than any she’d ever known—physical rather than cerebral. He was a threat…and an enticement. Damn it, though, she loved his work…

“Look, Debra,” he began, his voice deep and guarded. “You know nothing about me.”

“I’ve seen your work.”

“I don’t like New York women.”

She forced a harsh laugh. “Now that’s even more bigoted. And what makes you so sure I’m from New York?”

“Your speech, for one thing. There’s a distinct sound to words when spoken by a native New Yorker. I’d guess you’ve spent time elsewhere, but you’ve always returned to the city.”

She tried to ignore the discrepancy in their height, but her head was bent back against the truck as she looked up. “I could be from upstate New York.”

“Uh-huh. It’s too strong. But then there are other things, like your makeup and your hair.”

Reflexively, she touched the knot at the nape of her neck. “What’s wrong with my hair…or my makeup, for that matter?”

“Nothing,” he admitted dispassionately. “They’re perfect.”

“And that’s it, isn’t it?”

He nodded slowly. “You even smell of Manhattan. What’s that—Magie Noir, Chanel?”

“It’s Lauren. And it happens that I saw it on sale at a drugstore here this morning.”

“Did you happen to notice the dust on the top of the box?” he asked, then continued as his meaning set in. “But even beyond that, it’s the way you’re dressed.” His gaze hung on her lips for a minute before slipping down to admire her blouse and jeans. She felt his amber warmth at every stop. “It’s country chic for city dwellers. Come to think of it, I’m sure I saw an outfit similar to that from Saks, maybe Bloomingdale’s, in last Sunday’s paper.”

He had all the answers, and Debra felt suddenly tired. She couldn’t seem to win with men lately, and she just wasn’t up for prolonging the fight. Besides, there was something about this man, something about the way his body sheltered hers, that drove all thought of fight from mind. And that thought was immensely unsettling.

“Okay,” she said, admitting quiet defeat as she stared at the textured hollow of his throat. “You win. I refuse to apologize for who I am and where I’m from. If you’d just be so kind as to return me to my car, I’ll be on my way.”

When he didn’t move, she looked up in surprise. His gaze burned into her, much as his fingers had done on that one occasion they’d touched her wrist. It was as though there was a glowing world within him, one that threatened—and beckoned—even more than the raw carnality of the carpenter he was on the surface.

Then he pulled himself straight with a slow indrawn breath and moved back to give her room before opening the door. He saw her safely seated before he shut the door and rounded the truck to the driver’s side.

Neither spoke as he retraced their earlier route. But when he pulled up at the curb of the service station, his voice came through loud and clear, deep and firm. “If I’ve offended you, I’m sorry. It’s me, really. There’s nothing wrong with who and what you are…other than that I’d have trouble working with you.” His eyes never left the windshield, nor his hands the wheel. She could see the whiteness of his knuckles and wondered again at that other world within. But it wasn’t her concern.

“I appreciate your honesty,” she spoke quietly.

“Not that it makes it any easier. I’m still convinced that you’d be the best man for the job and that you’d be able to do it completely forgetting my presence. After all,” she scoffed softly, “I wouldn’t be looking over your shoulder or anything. What do I know of construction? And besides, I have my own work to do.” With a tug at the handle, the door opened. She slid from the truck with all the dignity she could muster, turning only at the last to enter a final plea. To her relief, he met her gaze. “If you should change your mind and want to take a look at the place, I’ll be there from late this afternoon on.”

His eyes darkened. “You’re living there? But there can’t be any heat!”

She smiled at his concern until she realized that it was nothing more than chauvinistic disbelief, and the smile vanished. “There’s a fireplace and plenty of wood. And I’ve just bought the heaviest sleeping bag in the county. We city girls aren’t as fragile as you country boys would like to believe,” she ended sweetly. “Thanks for the lunch.”

With a bang, she closed the door and walked to her car without looking back. She was well on the road before the man behind the wheel of the truck revved his motor, shoved the gear shift into drive and took off.



It was late the following morning when he arrived at the Richardson house.
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