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Praise for the authors of  Double the Pleasure

Lori Foster

 

“Lori Foster writes about real people you’ll fall in love with.”

—Stella Cameron

 

 

“You can pick up any Lori Foster book and know you’re in for a good time.”

—Linda Howard

 

 

Deirdre Martin

 

“[Martin] can touch the heart and funny bone.”

—Romance Junkies

 

 

“Ms. Martin always delivers heat and romance.”

—Contemporary Romance Reviews

 

 

Jacquie D’Alessandro

 

“Romance at its enchanting best.”

—Teresa Medeiros

 

“A prediction: In the years to come, Jacquie D’Alessandro will become a household name for lovers of the romance genre.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

 

Penny McCall

 

“McCall is quickly making a mark on the romantic suspense landscape.”

—Romantic Times

 

“Sure to get your pulse racing.”

—Romance Reviews Today
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Deuces Wild

Lori Foster

To Kathy Andrico, photographer, reader, and friend. I appreciate all you do and all that you contribute, not only to me personally but to the entire romance community.

You’re the best!




One

Dexter Winston paced across the floor, but Hart, his twin, didn’t let him go far. When he turned, Hart was right there, black eye flinching, a purpling bruise on his forehead, and determination in every line of his body.

He wanted an answer.

Blocking Dex’s restless pacing, Hart said, “Quit trying to think of reasons to refuse, will you? It’s not like we haven’t fooled people before.”

“Our family, as a joke.”

“And girls, to see if we could.”

Knowing those youthful antics weren’t among his finer moments, Dex scowled.

“Oh gawd, don a hair shirt, why don’t you?” Hart laughed at his reaction. “It’s not like we switched beds or anything.”

No. They’d fooled girls to see if any of them could tell them apart. Unfortunately, they couldn’t.

Ever.

You’d think the inherent intimacy of dating a person would  enable a woman to know the difference, but . . . “We haven’t duped neighbors,” Dex pointed out. “We haven’t duped”—he gestured—“everyone.”

“Think of it as a challenge.” Hart plopped down on Dex’s sofa and spread his arms out along the back. These days, he was more muscular than Dex. Harder edged. And he had those very distinguishing bruises.

It all seemed so obvious to Dex. “It’ll never work.”

“All you need to do is hang out at my place, reply to my e-mails, and go through the snail mail, let me know about anything important . . .”

“And if you get a commission?” Dex asked. “Am I supposed to paint it for you, too?”

“Hell no.” Hart snorted. “Not that you couldn’t, but your work is too damn morbid. Folks would either catch on that it wasn’t me, or they’d think I went off the deep end.”

Cursing low, Dex strode into his kitchen and grabbed a soda. Automatically, he got one for Hart, too.

As twins, they shared not only looks, but tastes and talents, too. Either of them could have chosen a career in writing, or art. But Hart was right—Dex was far more somber, bordering on pessimistic. Hart enjoyed life more. He played harder and took greater risks just for the joy of it.

The total opposite, Dex stayed holed away in his office, glued to his computer while he created his stories. As a published novelist, he relished his privacy.

As soon as Dex seated himself beside his brother, Hart started in on him again.

“I have to do my training out of town. Not only is this an opportunity to get in with an excellent camp, but SBC promoters will be visiting.”

“To hand out contracts?” Hart was a great fighter, but he wanted to be great in the Supreme Battle Challenge.

“Possibly. I don’t know for sure. But if I stuck around here to  train, the family would show up and start badgering me for details. Joe especially.”

“Or Cole, or Chase. Somehow they always know when family stuff goes down.” Dex shook his head. “Nothing ever stays secret with the Winstons.”

“Even if they don’t catch on that I’m training, there’d be questions about my bruises.”

Dex lifted his drink. “Nah. Most would figure a woman popped you for being a jerk.”

Rather than dispute that, Hart shrugged at the possibility. “If I’m going to give my all to the big opportunity, then, Dex, I need your help.”

Dex didn’t know enough about the professional side of mixed martial arts fighting to be sure, but he assumed the training would take months. “I am not you.”

Hart looked him over. “Close enough. I’m a little more bulked up now, but thanks to our sparring matches, you’re still plenty fit.”

They were both runners, both natural athletes, and both blessed with the Winston physique—or so their cousins always claimed. Joe especially seemed to gather attention for his physical presence. But then, Joe worked at it.

If you looked around the family, it appeared to be an inherent trait. The men were tall and naturally strong. Even into their advanced years—a description Hart liked to apply to Joe, just to see him riled—they retained their muscular forms.

“I’ve only lived in my apartment for six weeks now, and I’ve been so swamped, I haven’t really made friends with anyone yet. Thanks to your last deadline, you haven’t visited me there, so no one knows I have a twin brother.”

All true, but still . . .

“We look enough alike,” Hart continued, “that as long as you’re in the right place and cop the right attitude, no one will question it.” He chugged back half the soda, belched, and then, with an annoying, cocky grin, said, “The fact that we’re both currently unattached  makes it easier. Just think if I had a steady girlfriend you had to appease.”

Appease? Dex rolled his eyes. “I’d definitely tell you no.” Hart’s preferences in female company were not his own.

His brother laughed. “You could use a hot date, man. It’d do you good.”

“News flash, brother: I don’t need your leftovers. I can get my own dates.”

“Yeah, I know.” Hart gave him a look. “But you won’t.”

Exasperation prompted Dex to a verbal challenge. “How do you know? You think I keep you informed of my every move?”

That got Hart’s interest in a big way. “You sly dog, have you been holding back on me? C’mon, brother, spill it. Who is she?”

Knowing Hart wouldn’t relent, Dex slumped into his seat. “No one.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.” Disappointed, Hart settled back. “Know what your trouble is?”

“I have an annoying twin brother?”

“Yeah, but other than that.” With a friendly punch to Dex’s shoulder, Hart said, “You’re too damn particular. Every date doesn’t have to lead toward a serious relationship.”

“Yeah, well, tell that to the women. One date usually gives them all kinds of ideas.” And that did pose a problem, because Dex had an aversion to theatrics. Why couldn’t he meet an upfront, honest, independent woman who wanted him, enjoyed his company, and shared his likes and dislikes—but didn’t act like she needed him? “It can get insufferable.”

Watching him, Hart said, “But that’s not what bothers you, is it?”

Cradling the soda can against this abdomen, Dex shrugged. The biggest problem was his own disappointment, but he saw no reason to get into it with Hart.

As usual, ignoring Hart didn’t slow him down.

“I know, and I understand, because I want the same thing.”

“Yeah?” Dex took the bait. “And that is?”

“A real connection. Not just perfect sex—though I have to admit, really great sex makes it almost worthwhile.” He winked before turning serious again. “I’d like to think if I ever find the right woman, she’ll know the difference between you and me right off.”

Dex gave him a bemused stare. Hart was such a die-hard bachelor that the idea of him settling down seemed ludicrous. Many ladies had tried to get him to commit, but they’d all failed.

Dex, on the other hand, wanted hearth and home—with the right woman. Like Hart, he needed her to separate him from his brother, to see him as an individual. He had a very specific idea of the woman he wanted, and so far, no one even close had shown up.

And that’s what she’d have to do: show up.

Other than family gatherings, he didn’t expend much effort socializing. There were so many plots and characters in his head that he couldn’t seem to drag himself away from his computer long enough to dedicate the time necessary to finding that perfect significant other.

Disgusted with his own thoughts, Dex shook his head. “You were the one just saying we’re enough alike that we should fool everyone.”

“Sure,” Hart said. “Everyone other than the one. When I find her, that’s how I’ll know she’s right.”

Sounded like a good plan to Dex—if the right one ever presented herself.

Done with that topic, Dex got the subject back on track. “So why don’t you just tell everyone you’re fighting? I think it’s cool. And the sport suits you, anyone can see that.” It took an extreme sport to satisfy his extreme brother.

“It’d suit you, too, if you’d shake off the fictional world long enough to do more than fill in as a sparring partner for me.”

“No thanks. It’s hard enough for me to type with bruised knuckles. I don’t want to try it with anything else damaged.” Dex enjoyed watching mixed martial arts, MMA, competitions, and he especially  enjoyed sparring with his brother; the physical exertion left him feeling alive.

But not in the same way that writing did. He took real satisfaction in typing “the end” to a world of his own creation.

Grinning, Hart flexed his bruised knuckles. “It’s addictive. I love everything about it.”

Dex shrugged. “You’ve always been more competitive than me.”

“Ha!” Hart gave him the look. “That’s bullshit and you know it. You’re competitive.”

“I let you win when we spar, don’t I?”

“You let me?” Laughing, Hart grabbed him and put him in a headlock. For a few minutes, they scuffled as they’d done when they were young. They almost knocked over the coffee table and a chair.

Dex laughed so hard, he couldn’t get many insults out, but he did manage to say, “That’s the best you’ve got?”

“I’m trying not to maim you, idiot.”

“Wuss.” Dex tried to free himself and couldn’t, and finally said, “Uncle!”

“Oh yeah!” Hart lunged to his feet. “Victory is mine.”

Sprawling onto his back on the floor, Dex said, “We haven’t done that in ages.”

“Five years ago, on our twenty-first birthday.” Hart plopped onto the couch, reminiscing with a smile. “We knocked over a lamp and Mom had a fit.”

“Then Joe grabbed us both and threw us in the pond.”

Together they laughed some more. “God, that water was freezing.”

Dex sat up, elbows on his knees, and pressed his brother again. “We have a tight family, Hart. When are you going to tell them you’re fighting?”

“I’m not.”

“What do you mean, you’re not?” Dex couldn’t believe his  brother expected to keep something so monumental a secret. Not from their family. “Everyone will be majorly pissed when they find out.”

“The fights are preliminary. And if I fuck it up and get an old-fashioned ass whooping, I’ll never hear the end of it and you know it.”

“No way will that happen.”

“Besting a book geek doesn’t mean I’m invincible.”

“Book geek?” Dex feigned a renewed attack.

Hart held up his hands. “A joke, that’s all. I’ll take it back if you let me rest in peace.”

“Wuss,” Dex said again. But he had a lot of faith in his brother’s abilities. They’d started wrestling in a kids’ club when they were barely out of diapers. In junior high, Hart added boxing to his mix of sports, and Dex chose track to help build his stamina. They often intertwined, with Hart running alongside Dex, and Dex sparring with Hart. But they each had their preferences.

Hart just kept improving, and during high school he was a three-time state wrestling champion. Thanks to those skills, he got a full college ride, and then went straight into Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu.

For a few years he’d been competing in matches at local gyms, and he’d racked up an impressive record. Now he was ready for the next big step, possibly a career-altering step—and he had cold feet?

Disgusted, Dex walked to the couch and stood before his brother. “You’re good and you know it.”

Hart’s mouth tightened. “Maybe. But there’s good, and then there’s good. Anyone can lose, so that doesn’t bother me. I just don’t want to get annihilated.”

Dex laughed. “Stop being a baby. If you weren’t ready, you wouldn’t be given a shot.”

“They like my wins.”

“TKOs,” Dex said, nodding. Not only did Hart have a lot of wins under his belt, most were knockouts.

Looking smug, Hart said, “They’re calling me The Finisher.”

“Huh.” Dex held up a hand. “See, that beats Knucklehead, doesn’t it?”

Hart threw a pillow at him. “I’m still going to wait until after I see how I do in this trial bout to tell everyone.”

After tossing the pillow back to the couch, Dex pointed out the obvious. “They will not be happy that you let them miss it.”

“Yeah I know.” His mouth quirked. “But God, can you imagine all the Winstons crowding into the gym? The roar would be deafening.”

“Likely.” The males of the family were of the boisterous variety. Alphas, all of them. Overwhelmingly so, sometimes. “So we’re talking a month, right?”

Hart gave his attention to finishing his soda. “It could run a little longer.”

“Hart.”

“I can’t give you a definite time frame.” And with a straight face, he said, “You’re a writer, you can work anywhere, damn it.”

Dex knew it was a facetious comment. Most people thought he sat at home and watched sports while drinking beer and eating chips. But Hart, more than anyone else, knew just how hard he worked at his career. He understood the deadlines, the research and edits, the endless appearances and other promotional chores.

“You’re between books, right?”

Reluctantly, Dex nodded. “Yeah. But I’m under contract, so I’d planned to get started on another book real soon.”

“You always do a ton of research first. Use the computer at my place for it. You can be me, and get work done at the same time.”

Glad that his brother hadn’t asked what the next book would be, Dex agreed. “I guess that’d be all right. But it’s under duress, and in case anything comes up, you better be accessible by phone.”

“I’ll keep my cell charged and check it on a regular basis.” With that settled, Hart got to his feet. “Help yourself to my wardrobe, drive my car, and accept any commissions that sound interesting, but with the caveat that I’m booked for at least a month, and can’t  start until after that. And, brother, relax. This’ll be fun. I guarantee it.”

So why did Dexter have his doubts?

On his way out, Hart winked. “Who knows? Maybe you’ll get inspiration for the next bestseller.”

 

 

 

The first week wasn’t so bad. After moving in and setting up all his files for the next story, Dexter went about familiarizing himself with his brother’s neighbors. He didn’t want to be taken off guard if he should know someone who approached him. Hart helped, but not much. The time he’d spent at the apartment had not been used to socialize. He was far too busy with his training.

With reluctance Dex met the neighbors face-to-face over the next few days, but none of them seemed aware that he wasn’t Hart. They greeted him amicably, were social and totally obtuse to the deception.

That is, until Dex met the slight female across the hall from Hart.

Seeing her, Dex stopped dead in his tracks. Wow. Why had Hart not mentioned her? She came up the steps with her head down as she perused her mail. That gave Dex an opportunity to look her over.

When she felt his stare, she looked up in surprise, and then nodded her head in a reserved show of politeness. “Hello.”

Smiling, Dex indulged an interested double take. “Hello yourself.”

She faltered, gave him a long look followed by several questioning and maybe worried glances.

Fumbling over her reaction, Dex toned down his smile and his obvious interest. “Everything okay?”

She blinked. “Oh, sure. Yes.” But she frowned and gave him another quick look before blushing and darting into her apartment. “Have a good day.” She shut her door.

Dex stood there, half smiling, curiosity growing. She was skittish, but cute, with red hair and very piercing green eyes. Thanks to his brother’s rundown on the apartment complex’s inhabitants, he knew the only redheaded female had to be Christy Nash.

But he didn’t know much else about her. Hart had only mentioned her once, and he hadn’t described her that well. He hadn’t told Dex about her long auburn hair, her incredible green eyes. He hadn’t mentioned that she was so pretty, or so petite, or so sweet on the eyes.

Sometimes Hart could be such a dunce.

Over the next few days, Dex got to know Christy better. They met at the mailbox and the front door of the complex, and once he ran into her doing laundry. He’d watched with interest as she rushed to put her lacy, colorful undies at the bottom of the basket.

Because most of the women he met were pushy to the point of annoyance, he found her modesty adorable.

It didn’t take long for Dex to discover that Christy left the apartment each morning around nine and returned around six. She appeared prompt and well organized. Since he was the same, that part of her personality appealed to him, too.

With the knowledge of her routine in hand, Dex was determined to get to know her better. He made a point of returning from jogging right at six, and his timing couldn’t have been more perfect. As he loped into the parking lot, she was just getting out of her car.

He paused, giving her the opportunity to do the same.

Eyes wide, she stared at him.

At all of him.

Her gaze darted from his face to his sweaty chest, then down to his abdomen, and farther down to his legs before creeping slowly back to his chest and lingering there.

She definitely liked what she saw.

And for Dex, her appreciation was both flattering and frustrating—because she thought he was Hart.

Had his damned brother flirted with her after all? It didn’t seem likely, not when Hart had struggled to remember her name.

Dex inhaled deeply to catch his breath. Her eyes widened. He smiled. “Hi again.”

Jerking her attention to his face, she blinked fast and stopped with a slight puzzled frown. “Since when did you start jogging in the evening?”

The question threw Dex. Pulling his limp T-shirt from the back waistband of his shorts, he used it to swipe the sweat from his brow and buy himself some time to think.

Did Hart have a specific routine that he hadn’t mentioned? Probably. This half-baked plan had been flawed from the get-go.

Too late now to correct a mistake.

Dex shrugged. “It seemed a good day for it.”

Brow pinched, she glanced around at the hot pavement, the still-blistering sun and cloudless blue sky. “It’s probably high eighties.”

“I won’t melt.” In fact, he enjoyed the exertion and fresh air. His research had stalled, especially for his female protagonist, and Dex blamed the unfamiliar surroundings and subterfuge.

“If you say so.” Her gaze drifted over him again.

Dex liked the way his brother’s little red-haired neighbor looked at him.

She remained quiet, but she didn’t leave. They stood there in the hot lot, quiet, uninterrupted.

“Christy?” he said, enjoying the sound of her name. “Something bothering you?”

“What?” Her startled green eyes met his. “No, of course not. It’s just that you always jog at the crack of dawn when it’s cooler.”

Figures Hart would forget to tell him that. But a more pressing issue caught Dex, and he narrowed his eyes at Christy. “You noticed that, huh?”

As soon as he said it, she blanched, and Dex wondered if Hart had talked with her during his early morning jogs, making his comment bizarre.

Instead, bright color flushed her cheeks and she forced a grin, at the same time lifting her chin with bold regard.

Shy, but not a coward. Another appealing trait.

“You caught me,” she said. “Yes, I’ve watched you coming and going. My window faces the lot.”

“And you’ve watched me from the window?” He’d love that idea—except that meant she’d been eyeballing his brother, not him.

Her chin firmed. “Come on, Hart, don’t make it sound so pathetic. You’re easy on the eyes and you know it. Given half a chance, most women would watch you.”

“Is that so?” Both of Dex’s brows lifted. He’d never expected such a ballsy comment from her. Her honesty was refreshing, but startling. She was an enigma, for sure. “Well . . . thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

They stood there in the parking lot, gazes locked, until she suddenly cleared her throat. “Well, you might not mind the heat, but I  am melting, so it’s time for me to go in.”

Dex noted her suit, and the dampness on her brow because of it. She was all prim, buttoned up, and suffering for it. “Those are pretty stifling duds for summer. Where do you work?”

As she hitched the strap of a large purse over her shoulder, her mouth pinched. “You’ve forgotten, huh? That shouldn’t surprise me.”

Oh hell. If Hart knew, why hadn’t he told him? “I’m sorry.” And he was. His brother couldn’t be expected to think of every scenario that might occur, but with this particular woman, Dex wanted to be informed. “It’s just . . .”

She waved a hand, laughing without humor. “Don’t worry about it, Hart. It was a quick conversation, easily forgotten.”

Hoping that was true, which would mean there’d been little conversation, and therefore little interaction between Hart and her, Dex prompted, “So why don’t you refresh my memory.”

“I’m a secretary for the middle school. Yes, the teachers are off for summer break, but my job runs year-round.”

“A school secretary.” Dex surveyed her again from head to toe and decided the job suited her. There was a definite understated quality to her demeanor.

It teased him.

Even the very school-worthy clothing couldn’t hide the tantalizing curves of her slight, slender frame. The damp heat had urged her long red hair into ringlets and enhanced a fair sprinkling of freckles over the bridge of her nose and soft cheekbones.

Half under his breath, Dex said, “I don’t remember anyone at my school looking like you.”

She shot a disbelieving look his way. “Thank you.” Then she faltered. “I think. I mean . . . was that a compliment?”

Smiling at her uncertainty, Dex lifted one shoulder. “It was a complimentary male observation.”

“Oh. I see. Then . . . thank you.” She fanned herself. “This heat is sweltering, huh?”

“Yeah.” He smiled knowingly. “Let’s head in.” Gesturing for her to precede him, Dex trailed behind and drank in the back view of her rounded butt in the slim-fitting skirt.

Very nice.

Damn it, he needed to ask Hart just how far his involvement went with this woman before he dared to go any further himself.

At her door, she whipped around to face him, hands clasped together, expression watchful. “So.” Her smile flickered with cautious hope.

Nice lips. Nice nose, too. And damn, but he’d never considered freckles so sexy until seeing them on her.

Before he could think better of it, Dex said, “Want to go for a swim later?”

Her reaction was more appropriate for a request to donate a kidney. She blanched, backed into the wall, and started visually dissecting him again.

Running a hand through his sweat-damp hair, Dex sighed, wondering how he’d blundered this time. He waited for her to refuse.

Instead, with a lot of skepticism, she asked, “Why?”

“Why what?”

She rolled her eyes. “Why do you suddenly want to swim with me?”

No, she was not a woman to give expected replies. He stared into her eyes. “You look hot.”

Her jaw went slack. “I look . . . ?”

With no intention of clarifying that double entendre, Dex added, “A swim would be . . . nice. It would refresh us both.” And then he could see more of her, as in every curve, every freckle, lots and lots of soft skin.

Beneath the starchy blouse, her chest expanded on a deep breath. “No.” She exhaled. “Sorry. Busy.”

“You are, huh?”

She nodded hard and fast. “Very.”

“Got a big date?”

Scoffing, she said, “No.”

He couldn’t help it. He stepped closer to her. “Got a fiancé? A steady guy?”

She frowned. “No.”

“Good.” The sooner she understood his interest, the easier it’d be for both of them.

Eyes wide and hands behind herself, Christy fumbled with her lock and opened her door, then practically fell inside. Again somewhat hopeful, she said, “Another time, maybe?”

“I’ll hold you to that.”

She started backing farther in. “Okay then. I’ll . . . see ya.”

“Count on it.”

As she eased the door shut, her confusion was plain to see. Hart hadn’t come on to her.

At all.

She couldn’t understand why he was coming on to her now.

And truthfully, Dex couldn’t say what it was about her that got to him. Maybe it was the need for a distraction as he struggled with  his plot. Maybe it was the sheer boredom of being out of his own place, and stuck in Hart’s.

And maybe it was the long bout of self-imposed celibacy.

But maybe, just maybe, it was that Christy Nash was the most appealing woman he’d met in a very long time.

Right before the door shut, she said, “Enjoy your swim.”

Oh yeah, he definitely would. After that tantalizing exchange, he needed a dip in the cool water of the pool. Unfortunately, her window didn’t face the right way, so she wouldn’t be able to watch him. Of course, he could make a trip around front for . . . something. Now that he knew to watch her window, he’d enjoy her reaction to seeing him in trunks.

Suddenly being at Hart’s didn’t seem so bad after all. He was still stuck on the final details of his story, but it no longer bothered him so much.

 

 

 

Christy Nash shut her apartment door and collapsed against it, her eyes closed and her heart racing. In her mind’s eye, she saw Hart’s face, his sculpted cheekbones, that straight nose, sensual mouth, and sinfully sexy eyes.

He had the darkest, thickest lashes she’d ever seen on man or woman. They framed clear blue, intelligent eyes that suddenly saw her.

Not just a glance at her for polite purposes.

But really saw her, almost through her, to her soul. Based on his very knowing gaze, she would bet money that he knew her heart pounded and her pulse raced.

What in the world had happened?

Had the universe tilted? Since when did Hart Winston, hunk extraordinaire, give her any notice, or talk to her beyond a perfunctory hello, or ask her to swim?

Never.

Not once.

Regardless of how obvious she’d been in her dogged pursuit of him.

Maybe he’d hit his head or something, because there was a definite, although indefinable, difference to him now.

The second she’d laid eyes on him, she’d noticed it. It was there in the tilt of his head, the deep thought in his startling blue eyes, the way he walked, the way he smiled.

And oh yeah, the way he looked at her.

So different in so many ways, and it . . . fascinated her. As if he hadn’t been potent enough already, he now assaulted her senses like a double dose of a powerful aphrodisiac.

Insane!

Biting her lip, Christy wondered if she dared find a reason to meander over to the pool. If she could get one quick look at him all wet, wearing only snug trunks that would hug his lean hips and his . . . Oh boy. That’d be enough fodder for a dozen fantasies.

Not that she needed help in that department. She had it so bad, she already dreamed of him every night.

Well, okay, not him. She didn’t know Hart Winston well enough to dream about him, the man. But she wasn’t blind, so she’d had plenty of fantasies about his gorgeous body and overwhelming sex appeal.

Perhaps she’d just sort of feel him up . . . no, feel him out on this new friendly mood of his.

Yes, that’s what she’d do.

She’d make the attempt to get to know him, and maybe this time he’d be more receptive. Her birthday was in a few days. Maybe she’d even be able to ask him out to celebrate with her. And maybe he’d accept.

It couldn’t hurt, right?

Or could it?




Two

That night, Dex called Hart and got his voice mail. Frustrated, he left a message asking about Christy Nash. He wanted details, damn it. Specifically, he needed to know how far his brother’s relationship with her had extended.

While he was out the next morning, two calls came in. One from a woman named Lisa, who said to Hart, “We need to talk. Call me.”

Huh. Dex wasn’t about to return that call, but he made a note to let Hart know.

Not long after that, Hart called, too, saying on the answering machine, “Christy who? That little red-haired puritan? I must be thinking of the wrong woman. You can’t be talking about that skinny schoolteacher with freckles, right? Christy Nash. Call me back, Dex. I think I have the names mixed up or something.”

After all that, Hart hung up.

Annoyed, Dex returned the call—and again had to leave a message.

“Yes, damn it. Christy Nash, your neighbor. She’s right across  the hall from you.” Could Hart have really been so oblivious to her? Impossible to imagine, given her effect on him. “She’s petite, you ass, not skinny. And her freckles are damned cute. And she’s a secretary at the school, not a teacher.”

God he sounded defensive. Dex hesitated, but decided to come clean with his brother. “Before I make a move”—or more of a move, really—“I have to know if you’ve ever been involved with her. I’m guessing not, but I want to know for sure, so call me back, and soon. I don’t want to wait.”

If Hart was so oblivious to her, that’d sure make his pursuit easier. No way would he play trade-off with his brother.

Hart returned his call within an hour, and because Dex was eyeball deep in research for the novel, he was available and, after a glance at the caller ID, picked up on the second ring. “Hey.”

“You have got to be kidding me.”

Knowing his brother well, Dex said simply, “Nope. She’s hot.”

“She’s my neighbor, Dex! As in, she’s right across the hall.”

“Thought you hadn’t noticed that.”

“I noticed that she’s far too close for comfort.”

Ah. So it wasn’t that Hart had missed Christy’s sex appeal, only that he was too chickenshit to take a risk on failure.

But Dex was not his brother. “Proximity is a convenience.”

“Maybe for you, since you don’t actually live there!”

Relishing Hart’s reaction, Dex said, “It’s a moot point now.”

“You dirty dog.” Hart’s tone held no real anger. “Don’t you dare get me entangled in some damned female drama just so you can walk away and leave me with a pissed-off neighbor.”

Relief sank into Dex’s bones. He settled back in his seat and smiled. “So you haven’t been involved with her in any way?”

“Propinquity aside, when would I have had time?”

Satisfaction stirred Dex’s imagination. “Good.” Now that he knew the facts, he felt free to go after Christy full force—just one more thing to make clear. “You never will be involved with her, Hart. Got it?”

There was a moment of silence, and then: “Ah hell. You’re going to do this, aren’t you?”

“Damn straight.” And he could barely wait.

Hart warned him, “You can’t tell her that you aren’t me.”

“Not just yet, no.” It’d be tricky, but Dex felt sure that it’d be okay. Just as he wrote his books by figuring out plot turns along the way, he’d figure this out, too.

His confidence inspired Hart to laugh. “Oh, this is going to be good. I hope I’m there when you start explaining. I mean, women are real understanding about being deceived, aren’t they?” He laughed again. “They love that shit.”

“Hart—”

“She’ll probably be amused when she finds out that you’re not me, that you deliberately duped her, that she called out the wrong man’s name during—”

“Shut up, Hart.”

“Now, Dex, don’t get surly.”

He was hot, not surly. And anxious. And done talking to his brother. “I’ll handle it. That’s all you need to know.” And somehow, he would. Dex didn’t know the particulars yet, but he’d find a way to make Christy—he liked that name, he really did—understand. After all, what difference did it make the name he used?

She didn’t have a history with Hart, so it shouldn’t matter. Yeah, and he almost had himself convinced of that when he remembered his brother’s other caller.

“By the way, Lisa called and needs to talk to you.”

“You didn’t answer?”

Sensing his brother’s urgency, Dex raised a brow. “No, why?”

“Avoid the calls. Don’t pick up.”

Uh-oh. This didn’t sound good. “Hart . . .”

“Look, it’s no big deal, all right? She was a . . . mistake, that’s all.”

Right. Dex didn’t really need to ask, but he did anyway. “What kind of mistake?”

“The kind that’s not my usual type.”

“Meaning she’s not stacked, not dumb, or not gullible?”

“All of the above. Hell, if anything, she’s . . . plain. But she caught me in a moment of weakness, and I slept with her.”

Sounded to Dex like Lisa had a moment of weakness, too. “And now you won’t return her calls?”

“Don’t act all righteous with me. I told her upfront that I wasn’t looking for a relationship. She said she wasn’t either. It happened—but it’s not going to happen again.”

“You’re a real asshole, you know that?”

“Course I do. And she’ll catch on quick enough if you avoid her calls.”

“Fine. I’m sure you can handle your own love life.”

“Right now, with all this training, I don’t have a love life. Enjoy yourself with Christy—but don’t you dare leave a mess for me to clean up!”

Since he didn’t plan to involve Hart beyond the use of his name, it wouldn’t, shouldn’t be a problem. Dex went to bed that night thinking of her, anticipating the moment when he made his big move.

Sometime during the night he worked out the particulars on his next novel—and named the female protagonist Christy.

Despite the possible pitfalls ahead, Dex fell asleep with a grin.

 

 

 

For the next few days, Christy saw Hart often. She couldn’t be positive, but it seemed that he timed his jogging to meet her as she returned from work. When she checked her mailbox before work, he checked his. He chatted her up at length, always crowding her personal space by standing just a little too close, touching her in gentle, careless ways meant to be friendly but seeming very intimate, too.

He tucked her hair behind her ear, held her shoulder whenever she had moments of doubt about his motives, tweaked her chin when teasing her . . .

All in all, he seduced her.

Good grief, had the man forgotten that she’d thrown herself at him?

Apparently.

Or maybe he’d been so indifferent to her, he hadn’t even noticed her less-than-subtle attempts to get closer to him.

She didn’t know what to think. Physically, she still wanted him, a lot. And in fact, now that she knew him better as a person, she wanted him more than ever.

There was just something about him that drew her. He was incredibly gorgeous and sexy, but she liked his scent, too, the sound of his laugh, that teasing twinkle in his eyes.

Christy shook her head. She had to test the waters, had to find out why he had a sudden change of heart.

With a plan in mind, she deliberately left the school fifteen minutes late that Friday.

Would Hart still be around? If so, then she’d assume he’d waited for her, and she would proceed accordingly.

Watching, hopeful, Christy pulled into the apartment parking lot. Her heart pounded when she spotted Hart sitting on the front steps in casual conversation with Mel, one of their neighbors.

He’d waited.

And not only that, he looked relaxed and friendly—which was out of the norm—whenever Mel intruded.

Not that she blamed Hart. Mel could be overbearing with his lewd jokes and too loud voice. Oh, Hart was always polite; she couldn’t be attracted, even physically, to an obnoxious person. But the way Hart smiled now, the ease of his relaxed posture, told her that Mel’s behavior didn’t bother him at all.

And that was another major difference.

Hart seldom relaxed. He was always on the go, rarely hanging around his apartment except in the evenings, to sleep. He did his painting at a studio, but Christy knew that only took up a small portion of his day. Usually he stayed busy with athletics, or women, or a combination of the two.

Seeing Hart sprawled out on the steps, just chatting, was . . . unique. And appealing.

She liked this new layer to him. A lot. But it was still unsettling.

The way he lounged back, braced on his elbows with his long legs stretched out, led her to believe he’d been there awhile.

Probably fifteen minutes or so.

Damn the man, he made no pretense of doing anything other than waiting for her.

Even from a distance, she appreciated the sight of his long, strong body. Muscles bunched in his arms and thighs. Dark chest hair narrowed down to a thinner line bisecting his hard abdomen.

Her heart beat a little faster.

Hart was a dark man, not overly hairy, but he left alone the gorgeous body hair God had given him. No waxing or laser hair removal for him. No sir.

She imagined that dark hair would be crisp to the touch, a nice contrast to his hot, sweat-damp skin.

Dark sunglasses hid his eyes from her, which might make her plan easier. His direct gaze sometimes left her tongue-tied. Not seeing his deep blue eyes would take off some of the pressure.

As she got out of the car and started toward him, he said something to Mel. The neighbor smiled, waved at her, and went inside. Christy forced her feet to keep moving.

“Hey Hart.”

“Christy,” he murmured.

The way he said her name left her stomach tingling. Today she wore a blouse and pencil skirt with open-toed heels. Though she couldn’t see his eyes, Christy knew he looked her over—and liked what he saw.

She cleared her throat. “Mel left in a hurry.”

“I told him I was waiting for you. He’s loud, but not insensitive.”

Her mouth fell open. “You told him—”

By coming to his feet, all hot, muscled six feet two inches of him, he effectively cut off her thoughts.

“How’d your day go?”

Before he could muddle her further, Christy blurted, “It was boring and hot. I’m ready for a dip in the pool. What about you?”

In the way of a predatory animal, Hart went on alert. She saw it in every line of his body: the anticipation, the desire.

Lord help me.

He moved closer and his voice lowered. “I’m ready when you are.”

The murmured words covered more than a swim, but Christy pretended not to notice. “Great. You go on ahead. I’ll change, grab some towels, and join you there in a few minutes.”

“Why don’t we meet in the hall and go out together?”

No, if he did that, she wasn’t sure they’d make it to the pool. She didn’t want to be too close to her apartment when they were both in skimpy suits. “That’s all right. It’ll take me longer to change and check my missed calls and . . . everything. You go on and I’ll come out the back entrance.” She glanced down at him, then cleared her throat. “You could probably swim in those shorts. There’s not much more to them than trunks.”

His mouth curled. “Yeah, but I’m sweaty, so I’ll change.” He pulled off the sunglasses, giving her the full effect of his gaze, then touched her cheek in that now familiar way. “Don’t take too long.”

“I won’t.” She stepped back, breaking the contact, and hurried into the apartment building. Hart didn’t follow.

He remained on the steps, watching her.

And that unnerved her more than anything else could have.

 

 

 

Praying the water would be brisk enough to cool his need, Dex deposited his wallet, cell phone, and keys on a bench and dove into the pool. Staying submerged, he swam to the other side. When his head broke the surface, he realized no one else was at the pool.

He’d be alone with Christy.

That morning, after screening more calls from Hart’s mysterious Lisa, he’d written twenty pages. He’d called Hart to tell him of  Lisa’s persistence over the past few days, but his brother remained unfazed by the woman’s determination.

Too pleased with his own writing progress to dwell on Hart’s romantic entanglements, Dex dismissed thoughts of the woman—and concentrated on Christy instead.

This particular book was, for the first time, heavy on romance, light on suspense. It was a deliberate move on his part, a slant he’d wanted to take for a while, and this particular plot lent itself to the more emotional angle.

For months he’d had it all worked out, except for the female lead. She’d eluded him—until now.

Until Christy.

Inspired by her, his female protagonist was a woman in jeopardy—who looked just like Christy.

Hot, but sweet.

Bold, but classy.

She was smart, and vulnerable. And somewhere in the book, the bad guys would almost get her, until the male protagonist saved her.

Until he had her.

The tepid water refreshed Dex, but didn’t do jack about his edgy anticipation. He went to the deep end, braced his arms along the edge of the pool, and tried to relax while he waited. All the while his mind buzzed with thoughts of her, of how she’d look and what he might do, what she might want him to do.

Finally Christy stepped into view.

A fine tensing of his muscles, a constriction in his gut, told Dex he had it bad.

As a twenty-six-year-old man, he’d had plenty of women in a variety of ways. He’d had hot sex, emotional sex, and kinky sex. He’d been with woman he liked, and women he only lusted for, in extended relationships, casual dates, and one-night flings.

None of them were right, and none of the women made him feel the way Christy did.

Wanting her like this, feeling so in tune with her, was crazy but exhilarating, too.

Without makeup her lashes were a medium brown, her lips a natural pink. She wore a cover-up over her swimsuit with her legs bare except for the flip-flops on her feet. A breeze lifted her long, loose hair, sending one silky tendril past her mouth. Under the bright sunshine, the coppery lock looked iridescent.

Gathering the mass of red curls into one fist, Christy held it behind her head. The pose wasn’t deliberately provocative, but Dex’s libido didn’t seem to care.

“Feel good?” she asked, meaning the water.

“Getting there,” he replied, meaning he wanted her to lose the cover-up and get in with him.

He wanted to look at her, touch her. And more.

After dropping two beach towels beside his belongings, she stepped out of the sandals, unzipped the terry cloth robe, laid it aside, and—more or less—presented herself to him.

Seeing so much smooth, soft skin, Dex straightened from his slouching position.

Her two-piece would be considered modest by most standards, but compared to her school suits and prim blouses, it revealed a lot—in a good way.

Red with small white polka dots and ruffles around the bra top and bikini bottom waistband, the vintage-style suit looked great on Christy.

He liked it.

He liked her.

Her petite body sported some tantalizing curves, with B-cup-sized breasts and flaring hips filling out the material of the swimsuit. Dex made note of her sleek thighs, her very appealing belly.

Her pale skin made her look more delicate, and he saw that the freckles were limited to her face, nowhere else.

At least nowhere that he’d seen yet.

Ah hell. If she didn’t join him in the pool soon, ice water wouldn’t do him much good.

“Dive in.”

She surprised him by doing just that. No easing in with ladylike reserve for Christy. Nope. Her splash soaked his head and made him laugh.

She surfaced right in front of him, a smile already in place.

The drenching left her lashes spiked, and her long hair floated on the surface of the water around her.

She pushed it away from her face, closed her eyes, and sighed. “It feels great.”

Oh yeah. Great. Hot.

Without thinking it through, Dex leaned down and kissed her smiling lips. The second their mouths touched, he knew he was a goner. It was a perfunctory kiss, nothing more, out in the open, in broad daylight, with no other body parts touching.

And he wanted to explode.

Until Christy plunged backward so fast she lost her footing and went under.

Cursing himself, Dex caught her arms and hauled her up until her face was above the water. “You okay?”

Sputtering and gasping, she braced her hands on his forearms. When she caught her breath, she said, “What’s up with you?”

“Lust?”

She coughed again. “Okay, but . . . why?”

He lifted a brow.

“Why are you acting so different?”

Dex closed his eyes and wondered how to reply. The idea of going with the deception no longer seemed like such a great idea.

At his hesitation, she pushed. “You are different, Hart. In a million and one ways.”

He opened his eyes and snared her in his gaze. “We don’t know each other well enough for you to say that.”

“Ha. You might not know me but I’ve been . . .” She clammed  up, then eased away from his hold and went to the pool ledge, where it was shallow enough for her to stand on her own.

“You’ve been what?” Dex swam over to her. “Watching me through windows?”

“That, and more.” Her chin went up. “You already know I’ve been obsessed with you.”

His heart dropped to his knees. “Obsessed?”

“Just stop it.” She slapped water at him, drenching his face.

“You can’t be that blind.”

No, but apparently Hart could be. “I’m sorry.” And he was. She looked hurt, and that hurt him.

Folding her arms over her chest, she turned very defensive. “So what happened? Why the sudden interest in me? Did you get dumped by a hottie? The painting business is slow and you’re bored? What?”

At this point, he hated to be dishonest with her. “I don’t know what to say.”

Her face fell. “I was hoping you’d say that you liked me.”

“I do.”

She snorted and started to turn away.

“Don’t.” Dex caught her arms. “I like you a lot, Christy. I like your suits, and your hair, and your name.”

“My name?”

“I like the way you smile and the way you watch me, I like your scent, and I like . . . everything.”

Still frowning, she softened, and said again, “My name?”

“It suits you.” Dex cupped the back of her head. “Your red hair suits you; your green eyes suit you. Your job is definitely you. And all together . . . it’s a real nice package.”

“You never thought so before.”

Damn, it was tough talking when all he really wanted was to kiss her, deeper this time, hotter and longer. “There are . . . explanations. Things I can’t go into right now. But”—a small truth wouldn’t hurt—“I’m not the same man you knew before.”

“No kidding. Everything about you is different.”

Dex tilted his head and studied her. He remembered Hart’s requirement—being able to tell them apart. “You really think so?”

“Yes.”

He drew her closer, close enough that their bodies touched from chest to knees. Looking at her mouth, he asked, “How?”

She nodded, licked her lips—and Dex’s phone rang.

“Damn.” Only his family, his agent, or his editor ever called his cell. “It could be important.”

“Okay.”

He didn’t want to break the moment, but he had no choice. “Sorry.” Releasing her, he hoisted himself out of the pool, strode to his belongings, and snatched up the phone.

“Hello?”

“I think I’ve broken a damn rib.”

Hart. “Are you serious?”

“Feels like it, but I’ll live. Actually, I’m loving this shit. Awesome workouts. Terrific practices. Dean Havoc is visiting and he’s teaching me some supersick leg kicks.”

Dex shook his head. No doubt his brother had collected a lot more bruises. “You’re a masochist.”

“Maybe. So how’s it going for you? Why aren’t you inside, writing up a storm?”

“You’re interrupting.”

“The writing? You mean you took your laptop outside?”

Dex rubbed his brow. “No.”

“Then what?”

“None of your business.”

Laughing, Hart said, “Ah, gotcha. Moving fast, aren’t you? Oh well, sorry about that.”

While they spoke, a family of five joined them at the pool. The mother and father turned loose three kids, all boys, who launched into the pool like wild monkeys on a rampage.

Dex’s gaze went to Christy, and he found her smiling at the kids.

It didn’t matter when the largest boy, who was probably eight, did a cannonball and soaked her, or when the other two immediately crowded into her space and started asking her an endless stream of questions.

The very genuine smile remained on her face, and it warmed Dex.

So she liked kids.

Probably pets, too.

Was there anything unappealing about the woman?

The phone beeped, and Dex told Hart, “Hang on, I’m getting another call.”

This time it was his editor, and she had some publicity travel to discuss. The publisher wanted him to fly to New York to meet some buyers. Unable to think beyond the moment, Dex said, “I’m sure I can work it out.”

“Great.” The editor wasn’t done. “One more thing. The book club wants to do a feature on you. Can you do an interview?”

Ah hell. “When?”

She said, “Now?” with a cajoling tone in her voice. “And before you start groaning, I know it’s short notice, but I just found out about it myself. It’s a great opportunity.”

“I don’t know . . .” Dex looked at Christy, and watched her throw a ball for the boys. They “fetched” it the same way rambunctious puppies would. “I have plans.”

“Thirty minutes, Dex. That’s all they need.”

“And they need it now?”

“The interviewer can call you in half an hour.”

He didn’t want to, but this was his career, so . . . “All right, sure. I suppose I can make the time.”

She thanked him, and Dex clicked back over to his brother. “You still there?”

“Yeah, but now I need to go.”

“More workouts?”

“At this time of the day? Nope. I’ve got a date with a sizzling hot woman, and I don’t want to keep her waiting.”

“What about Lisa?”

“I told you—that’s over.” Hart hesitated. “Why, is she still calling?”

Dex rolled his eyes. “You should call her back.”

“Maybe. After I get home, I’ll think about it.” Hart always moved fast. “Gotta go. Have fun.”

“Yeah, you, too.”

After Dex disconnected the call, he noticed that more people were at the pool, including Mel, and another family with kids. Mel called out to him and waved.

Christy had already left the pool and dressed in her cover-up, and was busy drying her hair.

She had her head down, and it worried Dex.

Resigned to major disappointment, he approached the patio chair where she sat.

Before Dex could say anything, she blurted with forced enthusiasm, “I’m starving. You want to go grab some dinner?”

Damn, damn, and double damn.

Standing in front of her, he touched her chin and lifted her face. “I would love to, but I can’t. Something’s come up.”

Her mouth flattened. She drew in a deep breath and dredged up a smile. “Okay. No problem.”

There were too many people around for him to do too much explaining. “How about a rain check?”

“Sure.”

Her cavalier attitude was a sham and Dex knew it. “Christy—”

Mel chose that inauspicious moment to join them. He barely said hello before launching into a loud, jovial conversation on the weather. His paunch hung over the front of his baggy trunks and his breath smelled of beer.

Dex hated the intrusion, but he knew Mel meant no harm. The guy struck him as socially inept, but not deliberately rude.

When he finally took a breath, Christy had half turned away,  already escaping, and said, “I’ll see you guys later. I have some errands to run.”

She was gone too quickly for Dex to object.

Watching her hasty retreat, he decided that he’d take care of the interview, then he’d go to her apartment to explain. Hopefully they could pick up where they’d left off.

 

 

 

Dex wandered Hart’s apartment in restless frustration. It was late, but he couldn’t sleep. He’d knocked on Christy’s door a couple of times, but she hadn’t answered. When he checked the lot, he saw that her car was there.

Was she in the apartment, but ignoring him? He didn’t think so. She didn’t strike him as the type to play games.

Restlessness clawed at him. He wrote for a while, getting nearly an entire chapter written before his brain cramped and thoughts of Christy took over again.

It amazed Dex that he’d gotten so much done, but then it had always been that way with his writing. When scenes came to him, he could write anywhere.

Still, he preferred his own desk, his own computer, his own . . . atmosphere of oak furniture, cream-colored walls, and corduroy upholstery.

He lived in casual, tidy comfort reminiscent of the home they’d grown up in. Hart, on the other hand, had the quintessential bachelor’s pad. It screamed seduction. Dex looked around in renewed amazement.

Big-screen TV.

King-sized bed.

Surround sound stereo system.

Sleek leather furniture.

Dexter felt like a different man just being here. He didn’t like it. He didn’t like subterfuge.

To distract himself, he took an extra long shower in hopes that the warm water would relax his muscles and make him sleepy. But given his thoughts on Christy, what he wanted from her and the ways he wanted to touch her, he still felt coiled too tightly as he stripped down for bed.

He crawled under the sheets, turned out the light, closed his eyes—and his cell phone rang.

Hoping it might be Christy, he fumbled quickly to retrieve the phone.

“Hello?”

“Where the hell have you been?”

Frowning at his brother’s tone, Dex glanced at the clock on the bedside table. It was after midnight. “Do you know what time it is?”

“Yeah, I do, but apparently your little redhead doesn’t care.”

Little redhead? Dex sat up and dropped his legs over the side of the bed. “What are you talking about? What’s going on?”

“She doesn’t have your phone number, dumbass. She has  mine.”

Oh hell. Dex hadn’t even considered that, but it didn’t take him long to add it all up. “Since she thinks I’m you . . .”

“Bravo, Einstein. She’s called my cell three times now.”

“Three times?” What in the world could Christy want this late at night that would warrant multiple phone calls? Dex was pondering that when something else occurred to him. “You said you barely know her, Hart, so why the hell does she have your cell number?”

“It’s not what you’re thinking, that’s for sure! Hell, you should know I don’t give out my cell number.”

“Not to Lisa, anyway, huh?”

Hart ignored that jibe. “It has to do with the apartment complex. We all shared contact numbers in case of emergencies. They’re  not supposed to be used for personal reasons, though.”

“Ah.” Wincing, Dex asked, “And her reasons were . . . personal?”

“I’ll let you be the judge.” And then, in a high-pitched, theatrical voice, Hart said, “I know this might take you by surprise, but I want you. I want you a lot.”
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