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			In the bright light, his eyes were the same deep shade as his shirt...

			Reid looked so good, so solid, so...Reid. Heidi stumbled and the tote slipped down her arm, landing on the floor.

			Reid tilted his head. “Are you okay?”

			“Of course. I’m always good.”

			He sent her a knowing look.

			“I just have a lot on my plate. No big deal.”

			“Maybe you should slow down.”

			So she would have more time to spend with her ridiculous romantic thoughts? No, thank you.

			“I’ll be fine. Thanks for being concerned.”

			“That’s what friends do.”

			Ah, the final nail in the coffin. It was official. Reid did not have romantic feelings for her.

			This is good, she told herself. Now she could move on. Get back on track. Look at Reid as her ol’ buddy, not the hunky contractor who’d been causing her to daydream way too often. “You’re right,” she confirmed. “We are friends.”

			There. She’d made a public declaration...one she wouldn’t take back.

		
	
		
			Dear Reader,

			I couldn’t be more excited about my new series, The Golden Matchmakers Club. There’s nothing more fun—or frustrating, depending on your point of view—than dealing with a group of busybodies who’re sure they have all the answers to solve the love lives of the young people in town. You know laughter and high jinks are about to ensue!

			Another reason I love starting a new series is because we get to meet new characters and, in this case, catch up with couples from previous books. There were so many wonderful secondary characters who needed their own stories told, so I’m thrilled that I get to make their happily-ever-afters come true.
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			As always, happy reading!

			Tara

		
	
		
			[image: logo]

			Stealing Her Best Friend’s Heart

			Tara Randel

			[image: logo]

		
	
		
			Tara Randel is an award-winning USA TODAY bestselling author. Family values, a bit of mystery and, of course, love and romance are her favorite themes, because she believes love is the greatest gift of all. Tara lives on the west coast of Florida, where gorgeous sunsets and beautiful weather inspire the creation of heartwarming stories. This is her tenth book for Harlequin Heartwarming. Visit Tara at tararandel.com. Like her on Facebook at Tara Randel Books.

			Books by Tara Randel

			Harlequin Heartwarming

			Meet Me at the Altar

			Always the One
Trusting Her Heart
His Honor, Her Family
The Lawman’s Secret Vow

			Visit the Author Profile page at Harlequin.com for more titles.

		
	
		
			To all the wonderful Harlequin Heartwarming readers. Thank you so much for reading our books every month. We couldn’t do this without you!

		
	
		
			Contents

			PROLOGUE

			CHAPTER ONE

			CHAPTER TWO

			CHAPTER THREE

			CHAPTER FOUR

			CHAPTER FIVE

			CHAPTER SIX

			CHAPTER SEVEN

			CHAPTER EIGHT

			CHAPTER NINE

			CHAPTER TEN

			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			CHAPTER TWELVE

			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			EXCERPT FROM A COWBOY’S HOMECOMING BY LEIGH RIKER

		
	
		
			PROLOGUE

			PERCHED IN A high-back armchair located in the formal living room of Masterson House, Gayle Ann Masterson crossed her legs. The comforting scents of lemon furniture polish and peach pie filled the air, along with the creaks and groans that came with the century-old dwelling.

			Gayle Ann loved this house. Loved the stories encompassing the generations of Mastersons who had lived in the large two-story Greek revival-style home. She’d become a wife and mother under this roof, learning about love, sharing happiness and mourning loss. Grew into a strong woman, who knew her mind but never compromised her compassion for others. This was the homestead of her family, even if she had married into the lot. If the walls could talk, she wondered what they’d say. Especially once she finished with the upcoming conversation.

			She smoothed a wrinkle from her pink suit skirt, and said, “Welcome to the first meeting of the Golden Matchmakers Club.”

			The only other person in the room snorted.

			“Really, Alveda. Is that necessary?”

			Alveda Richards sent Gayle Ann a dubious glance. “It’s just the two of us in here.”

			“We have to start somewhere, don’t we? Besides, I’m sure I can get Bunny Wright to join us for the next meeting. She’s running out of patience with her nephews for taking their sweet time to settle down.”

			“Next meeting? Aren’t you getting ahead of yourself?”

			“No. And you should be looking for others to recruit if we want to get this club up and running.”

			Alveda crossed thin, aged arms over her chest. “I’m not even sure I’m in.”

			Gayle Ann’s voice softened. “Remember, we’re doing this for Heidi. She’s such a lovely young lady, but she’s so hesitant to get involved with anyone. I hate to see her living life all alone.”

			“So do I.” Alveda pulled a tissue from the pocket of her worn apron and worried it in her fingers. “We’ve had plenty of conversations about this, but she’s as stubborn as they come.”

			“But not opposed?”

			Alveda tilted her head, thinking through her answer before speaking. “No. Deep down, I believe she wants a lasting relationship and a family of her own.”

			“She did have a chaotic childhood. It wasn’t until after you took her in that she finally found a place where she was safe.”

			“She’s got moxie for sure.” Pride shone in Alveda’s eyes. “The way she grew up has a hold on her no matter how much she’s overcome. But she’s an amazing young woman.”

			“And,” Gayle Ann said, unable to contain a grin, “I think she’d make a certain young man a wonderful partner.”

			Alveda rolled her eyes. “Your younger grandson?”

			“Reid should be with someone too, even if he steadfastly insists on remaining single.”

			“I don’t know.” Alveda shook her head, doubt tingeing her words. “You’re asking a lot by meddling in these two young’uns’ lives, no matter how well-meaning.”

			“If we don’t, who will?”

			A pleading expression crossed Alveda’s lined face. “We could always leave their futures to themselves.”

			This time it was Gayle Ann’s turn to snort. “Since they’ve been doing a bang-up job on their own?”

			Alveda chuckled. “There is that.”

			A montage of images of years past formed in Gayle Ann’s mind. “Remember how Heidi tried to run off every gal I flung in Reid’s way during cotillion season until there was no one left but her? They were supposedly in on besting me together, but maybe subconsciously she wanted Reid for herself.”

			“Sounds like a convoluted excuse for interfering.”

			“Who better than the women who love Heidi and Reid to get them together?”

			“Just because you inadvertently helped match Logan with Serena, don’t let it go to your head.”

			Gayle Ann waved off the compliment, because she did consider her...dating assistance...a personal victory. After all, her older grandson was engaged.

			“It worked,” she boasted as a gentle breeze drifted into the room. The strong scent of hair spray lifted in the current, tickling her nose. She’d been to the salon this morning for her weekly wash and curl, keeping her white hair from getting out of control. Gayle Ann liked everything in its proper place, from her hair to her grandsons.

			She turned serious. “Alveda, consider it. Heidi and Reid are already friends, which is a solid way to start a relationship. Under the right circumstances, if we get them to see the possibilities in each other, they might want to date. And from there...who knows?” She shrugged her shoulders and hoped she at least sounded innocent.

			Alveda scratched her head. Strands of wavy gray hair escaped her bun. “That’s an idea, all right,” came her dry reply.

			Gayle Ann frowned. “Are you always going to throw the brakes on my ideas?”

			“Woman, if it wasn’t for my firm hand, there’s no telling what kind of hot water you’d get yourself into on a daily basis.”

			True.

			Gayle Ann stared Alveda down. “We’ve known each other going on fifty years. I was an unsure newlywed when I hired you as cook at Masterson House. What did I know about hiring staff? But from the moment we met, we became fast friends.”

			Gayle Ann had appreciated Alveda’s tell-it-like-it-is attitude. Alveda was surprised and pleased by Gayle Ann’s loyalty. They’d been through it all together; from watching the Masterson children and grandchildren grow, to sharing the pain of losing their spouses, to navigating the twilight years with dignity, but never without lots of fun.

			“Say I want in,” Alveda said, a cagey sparkle in her eyes. “What’s my position?”

			“Technically, you’re a cofounder.”

			“From one conversation over coffee when we lamented the fact that our loved ones were still single?”

			“That title is as good as it gets.”

			“Fine,” Alveda huffed.

			The two had sat at the round table in the remodeled kitchen at Masterson House, wondering out loud what would become of Golden, Georgia, if more tourists didn’t visit the area and those who’d been born here didn’t stay. For years the Chamber of Commerce had been working to make this pristine location a premier vacation destination. In the past few years, there had been events, parades, new businesses launched and rental properties updated, all with the intent to draw vacationers and their hard-earned dollars to this beautiful part of the northern Georgia mountains.

			As it happened, in one of their daily conversations, Alveda had mentioned a project Heidi was involved in while Gayle Ann had been worrying over Reid walking away from Masterson Enterprises, the family business. He needed someone to share his life with, she’d said. Someone to give him focus. Direction. Teach him that while life may not be fair, love conquered all. Gayle Ann believed Heidi was that person.

			“Look,” Gayle Ann went on. “If we don’t try, this club will never get going. Besides, you were on board when I first came up with the idea.”

			“I was, but knowing Heidi, she won’t be happy if we interfere in her life. You know how closed off she can be. No child should have to grow up how she did.” Alveda paused. “Heidi has loosened up over the years, but if pushed?” She frowned. “It won’t end well.”

			“Reid won’t be happy either, so we have to be stealthy. We have to—” Gayle Ann waved her hand as she searched for the right explanation “—guide them...without them catching on to what we’re doing.”

			Alveda raised an eyebrow. “Reid’s not going to notice?”

			“Of course, he is.”

			Exasperation crossed Alveda’s face. “Then what’s the point?”

			A smile that always meant trouble ahead curved Gayle Ann’s lips upward. “We just have to be sneaky, that’s all.”

			Silence fell over the stately living room as the two sat contemplating the match. A gust of fresh air ruffled the sheer curtains hanging over the open windows. The scent of colorful flowers blooming so brightly this spring wafted into the room.

			Suddenly, Gayle Ann snapped her fingers. “Logan and Serena’s engagement party is coming up. Since Reid is already suspicious about me trying to marry him off, why don’t I suggest he bring a date? Prepare a list of single women? That won’t seem suspicious because he’ll already expect it.” Her mind turned and she smiled at her next thought. “Heidi has her math tutoring group at the community center and Reid is teaching woodworking there. I heard the groups meet on the same night. All we have to do is nudge him in her direction.”

			“I don’t know.” Alveda didn’t look convinced. “They’ve always been friends. Do you think they’ll fall for each other after all this time?”

			Gayle Ann sat up straight, confident in her answer. “With the right motivation, I believe they will.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			HEIDI WELCH NAVIGATED her practical silver sedan along the picturesque winding road on her way to downtown Golden. The tires hissed over asphalt still wet from the early morning rain. Spring wildflowers dotted the secluded roadside, tender leaves popped out on bare tree branches and parks were calling out to hikers and day visitors to stop and enjoy nature. She opened her window to drink in the cool, clean air. Just one of the many perks of living in such a breathtaking mountain location.

			From the first time Heidi had stopped in Golden with her mother, she’d been entranced. When she’d finally declared herself free from her mother and needed a place to live, the fear and nervousness of hitchhiking to Golden had been tempered by the fact that she could imagine herself here permanently. The constant couch-surfing lifestyle mastered by her carefree and job-averse mother had taken its toll.

			Her phone rang. She activated the Bluetooth.

			“This is Heidi.”

			“And this is Alveda. You forgot your sweater.”

			Nothing like getting right to the point.

			“No problem. I can pick it up another time.”

			Alveda’s voice faded in and out as she talked. “You might need it.”

			“It’s a beautiful day, so stop worrying. Besides, I’m almost at work.”

			In ten minutes she’d start her Monday morning by taking her place behind the counter at Blue Ridge Cottage, a stationery store on Main Street and her part-time job. Once that shift was over, she’d return to her apartment to put forth her efforts into her full-time business, her growing accounting firm. Yes, she worked a lot of hours, and yes, she intended on capitalizing on those hours to make her dreams come true. The future looked rosy, as Alveda loved to tell her, even if Heidi wasn’t completely aboard that bandwagon.

			The older woman spoke again but Heidi couldn’t hear her. “Alveda, hold the phone to your mouth and stand still, for Pete’s sake.”

			“Can you hear me now?” she yelled.

			Heidi cringed. “Loud and clear.”

			“Are you almost at work?”

			“Yep. Just a few minutes away.”

			“Hmm.” A pause. “And have you driven down Hanover Lane?”

			“Why would you ask?”

			“From what you’ve told me, it’s your usual route.”

			“Not today.”

			“Are you sure? You still haven’t put a bid on the house.”

			Heidi bit her lip.

			“Never mind,” Alveda said. “Didn’t mean to push.”

			Sure, she didn’t.

			The sun was just rising over the tree line as she zeroed in on Hanover Lane. Unable to resist Alveda’s suggestion, Heidi made a sudden detour. Darn it, the woman was always right.

			“We never finished talking about the party,” Alveda continued as if their conversation about the house never happened.

			“Serena has it under control so there’s nothing to do.”

			Heidi flipped on her blinker and turned right, tires squealing, to cruise by the house of her dreams. Cottage was probably a more correct term, but after Alveda’s question, she wanted to make sure the for-sale sign was still posted in the front yard as it had been for the month it had been on the market. She’d been weighing her options about buying the house and property since the sign went up, but finally worked up the nerve to call the listing agent only last week. They kept playing phone tag, but Heidi was sure once they spoke, Lisa would be thrilled by Heidi’s sincere interest.

			“I can’t for the life of me understand why Serena didn’t ask me to provide the food for her engagement party,” Alveda groused, just as she had in the Masterson kitchen this morning when Heidi stopped by for breakfast.

			“You’re a guest.”

			“Don’t think I can just show up and do nothing.”

			“Look at it as a learning experience.”

			Alveda huffed in response.

			When the house came into view, she shivered in anticipation. “Me, a homeowner,” she whispered to the empty car, then chuckled. Her mother would be so disappointed.

			“What did you say?”

			“Nothing, Alveda.”

			For a year now, she’d daily checked the local real estate listing app, keeping a lookout for the perfect place to call home. Golden had left a mark on her, even at a young age. She’d been fourteen at the time, but some things you knew deep in your soul, no matter the timing. A house would seal the deal.

			“You are driving by that house again, aren’t you?”

			“What, do you have spies following me?”

			“No. I just know what owning that place would mean to you.”

			Of all the people in her life, Alveda understood how important this commitment was to Heidi.

			At first, she’d hesitated about making an offer. Because her mother had branded into her consciousness the mistake of settling down? Probably. But Alveda had encouraged her, giving Heidi the confidence to go for her dream.

			Heidi blurted her misgivings. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

			“I didn’t teach you to be a quitter,” Alveda said, steel in her tone.

			That was true.

			As much as Heidi wanted a house, the idea of homeownership was daunting. Could she do it? Maintain a house? Make it into the home she’d never had growing up? She normally didn’t let the little details stop her, so why now?

			She’d saved up a generous down payment, thanks to years of living frugally. She’d already figured out she could afford the monthly payments. Her best friend and part-time boss at the stationery store, Serena, kept telling her the place was perfect and she should give it a go. Give it a go? Was she ready for the responsibility?

			Then she thought about the matchbox apartment she’d been renting and decided, yeah, she’d give it a go. So, she’d taken a bracing breath and called the agent, first for a walk-through, then trying to reach Lisa to make an offer.

			Heidi’s stomach still tumbled a bit over her bold move, but she ignored it. She was ready for the one thing she’d wanted for as long as she could remember: stability. And that came in the form of owning four walls and a roof.

			“You’re right, as usual.”

			“Not right, just sure about you, Heidi.”

			Her heart squeezed. How on earth had she gotten so lucky to have this woman in her corner? Determined, she decided that as soon as she got to work, she’d call Lisa again. If the call went to voice mail, like it had the last two times, Heidi would march over to the office and insist they sit down and nail out the details on the spot.

			Dappled sunlight filtered through the thick canopy of mature trees lining the pavement. She loved this neighborhood, how the area was well established with families whose children roamed the streets on bicycles or retirees who labored to keep the landscaping well tended. Excitement rushed over her as she motored down Hanover Lane—she loved the regal name—anticipation curling in her belly. Almost there. Halfway down the road, she slammed on the brakes.

			“Alveda, I’ve got to go.”

			“Call me later, you hear?”

			“I will,” Heidi answered and ended the call. She stared at the sign, outraged, and yelled, “You’ve got to be kidding me!”

			Someone had slapped a sale-pending strip across the for-sale sign.

			She nearly lost all the oxygen in her lungs. Someone had made an offer on her house? Okay, technically it wasn’t hers, but in her heart she’d already decorated the interior. Painted the faded exterior. Made improvements. Yes, there was work needed. Could that be why she’d been dragging her feet? And look where that had gotten her.

			Reality was like a punch to the gut. Especially when she noticed an empty pickup sitting in the driveway. She narrowed her eyes. The owner was about to get an earful.

			As if on cue, a man walked out of the front door. Dressed in a black T-shirt, worn jeans and work boots, his impressive muscles on display, he appeared ready to take on the total renovation of this house. Not on her watch. Shaking out of her daze, Heidi pulled the car to the curb, put the gearshift in Park and turned off the engine. In her haste to make her displeasure known, she jumped out of the car and dropped her keys. She muttered to herself as she picked them up, then sped to the interloper, ready to demand answers, then stopped short when she recognized the guy.

			“Reid?”

			His puzzled expression cleared as recognition dawned in his eyes. “Oh, hey, Heidi.”

			No wonder she hadn’t recognized him at first. The Reid she knew usually wore a fancy suit and tie, all business. Now that they were closer, the familiar wide shoulders, tanned skin and green eyes lighting when he smiled reached her brain. She couldn’t believe her luck, or lack thereof. Reid Masterson standing here only meant one thing, and that one thing wasn’t good for her future.

			“What are you doing here?” she demanded as she stormed up the inclined path to face the dream killer.

			“Good morning to you too,” came his wry reply.

			She pointed to the sign. “Really, Reid. What gives?”

			“I bought the place.”

			Through town gossip, she’d heard that he’d started buying and fixing up houses after leaving the family business. She hadn’t seen him much since last fall when he first went into this new line of work.

			The enormity of that new line of work hit her. Her heart sank with dread. “Are you flipping this house?” If this house was just one of the many he turned around for a profit, he was about to learn that some things were more important than money.

			“That’s the plan.” He cocked his head to the side. “Problem?”

			“Yes. I’ve been trying to touch base with the agent to put in an offer.”

			He shrugged, the snug T-shirt pulling against his broad chest. “Guess I beat you to it.”

			Grrr. If he wasn’t an old friend...

			She’d known Reid since middle school, though they’d grown apart as adults. They ran into each other at town events, said a rushed hello after their group meetings at the community center, but Reid had always had an eye for business and was destined to run Masterson Enterprises when his father stepped down. Heidi wasn’t sure what had happened to alter Reid’s course; all she knew was the ripple had affected her goal to buy this very property.

			“Is there any way you can get out of the sale?”

			A confused frown wrinkled his brow. “Why would I do that?”

			“So I can buy it.”

			Confusion turned to incredulity. “Heidi, in case you haven’t noticed, this is a perfect house to flip and sell. I can make money here.”

			“Yes, I have noticed. That’s why I wanted to buy it.”

			“It’s been on the market for a month. You had plenty of time to make a deal.”

			She had, and the fact that she’d ruined her chances made her want to kick herself all the more. Why couldn’t the Realtor have answered when she called?

			“This is unbelievable,” she muttered.

			She turned her attention to the one-story white house with faded and slightly off-kilter red shutters. Her heart pinched at the front door needing a good paint job. Actually, the entire exterior needed a fresh makeover to give the dreary structure life. Placing a hand as a shield over her eyes, she squinted as sunlight reflected off the large living room window. The number one item on her list to put any house in ownership contention was windows. Lots of them, letting in plenty of natural light. She hated the dark. This house passed the first and most important check mark for her, which was why she could see herself living here.

			Puffing out a frustrated sigh, she said, “Reid, is there anything I can do to make you change your mind?”

			“Sorry, Heidi. I already closed the deal. The bank cashed my down payment.”

			She pointed over her shoulder with her thumb. “But the sign?”

			“The Realtor hasn’t sent anyone to collect it.”

			So, that’s it? She’d lost her dream?

			She’d been collecting paint chips since she first walked through the house, had visited online home-decorating sites with a wish list of items to buy. Her favorite was a blue-and-white comforter set for the queen-size bed she owned, the only brand-new piece of furniture she’d ever bought. She’d pictured painting the bedroom a very light shade of blue, a relaxing color for her sanctuary, buying the bed set and adding white sheers over the windows. She’d seen a DIY video on how to turn mason jars into lamps and had already imagined she’d hang them over an old-fashioned makeup table in the corner.

			Don’t get her started on the kitchen upgrade.

			“There are other properties for sale in Golden,” Reid said, his expression sympathetic. “I’m sure you can find another property.”

			“No,” she said in a quiet voice as she stared at the house situated on top of the hill. “This was the one for me.”

			How many days had she dreamed of living here? Sinking roots deep into the rich soil. Providing a home for Mr. Whiskers. Not that the curmudgeonly old cat cared, but she did. It was everything she’d never had growing up. She couldn’t lose it now. She was so close.

			“C’mon,” he countered. “It’s just a house.”

			“Maybe to you.”

			She wanted to get angry with him, but defeat had stolen all her energy. Had her mother been right? That homeownership was not in the cards for the Welch women?

			“Heidi, I’m really sorry, but I have plans for this place.”

			Yeah, fix it up, sell it and move on. She understood about making money, since she was an accountant who could spot a good business plan, but not when it cost her what she desired most. Security. Safety. Permanence.

			Not giving up, Heidi pulled out her phone. “How about I transfer the cost of the down payment to you and I can take over.” She looked up at his stunned expression. “Do you have Venmo? PayPal?”

			“Heidi, I’m not doing that.”

			She dropped her hand.

			“Instead, why don’t I give Lisa a call,” Reid said, brandishing his phone. “She can get busy searching other properties for you.”

			“Don’t bother. I...I need to regroup.”

			And regroup she would. On the positive side, there was always the chance that Reid would sell her the house when he was finished, but then the price was sure to rise. She’d have to recalculate all the numbers. Still, if she nailed down a few more clients...

			She was already booked solid as it was. Worked too many hours a day. Living in this house was going to be the reason she slowed down and enjoyed life, even if it entailed tackling the scraggly landscaping herself. And other numerous projects too. She’d been ready to push up her sleeves and get dirty. Literally. Reid had ruined all that.

			She glanced at his face. He wasn’t backing down, if that don’t-try-me expression was any indication. Just like Reid to dig his heels in. She shouldn’t be surprised; he’d been like this forever. They’d always been friends, but there were times they’d also been intense rivals. It was all or nothing for him. Of all the people in town, why did it have to be Reid to buy the house?

			So caught up in wallowing in self-pity, she almost missed the mental light bulb when it clicked over her head. She could dig her heels in just like any stubborn Masterson. Rubbing her hands together in glee, she ignored the fact that her idea might not work, but she would debate the merits after Reid gave in.

			His eyes narrowed. “What’s going on in that head of yours?”

			Oh, yeah, he should be concerned.

			“Okay, so, since you bought the place, I’m assuming you have big plans?”

			“Yes. Not a total gut, but a few walls are coming down. Totally new kitchen and bathrooms. This house is pretty dated.”

			Which had given it the Southern charm she’d first fallen in love with.

			“And you’re going to sell it when you’re finished?”

			He sent her a what’s-up-with-you? look. “Like I always do.”

			She squared her shoulders. “I have a proposal.”

			Surprise flared in his eyes, but it quickly extinguished, leaving him with an unreadable expression. “There’s nothing to propose. I own the house.”

			“Yes, but I’m still determined to buy it.”

			He crossed toned arms over his chest, stretching the already snug T-shirt. “Well, once I put it on the market.”

			“But then the price will shoot up.” She bit her lower lip before going for it. “How about I help you with the remodel? Put in sweat equity toward the purchase of the finished product?”

			He stared at her for such a long moment, she thought maybe he didn’t understand what she’d asked.

			Finally, he broke the tension between them. “Heidi, I have a team I work with. Subcontractors who actually know what they’re doing.”

			Okay, her forte was numbers, not craftsmanship, but she had a passion for this house that his usual crew didn’t. “Are you saying I can’t hammer a nail? Paint a wall? Run errands or do odd jobs?” She’d never really done those things, but desperate times called for desperate measures.

			He ran a hand over his scruffy chin, also not very Reid-like. Usually he was clean-shaven to go along with the GQ look. But hey, her entire world was off its axis since this shift in plans, so why wouldn’t an alternate Reid exist too?

			“Why not wait until I’m finished and put in an offer like most people?”

			“Two reasons.”

			He made a hurry-up gesture with his hand. “This I gotta hear.”

			“One, like I said, the cost will go up after you make improvements.”

			“Yes, and if I barter you for your work, I won’t make a profit.”

			She paused, trying to come up with a counterargument.

			“Face it,” Reid continued, “if you bought the house as is, you’d have some projects to do to make the place more habitable.”

			“Which brings me to my second point. If I was remodeling with you, I’d have a say in colors and textures and any major design changes. I can’t do that after the fact.”

			He regarded her with his savvy gaze, his green eyes probing. She shifted, not liking anyone sizing her up, but she held her ground.

			“Who’s to say your suggestions are feasible?”

			“We won’t know unless we try.”

			“You’re making this hard on me, Heidi.”

			“My intentions, exactly.” She grinned.

			

			WHY, REID SILENTLY questioned the universe as he stared at the persistent woman standing in front of him. The brilliant sunlight picked out highlights in her ash-brown hair, her amber eyes glittered with intensity. Heidi at her fiery best. Her bold outfit of a bright red dress and black ankle boots fit her personality.

			He swallowed a groan. All he wanted to do was flip this house and make a profit. Move on to the next project without any problems. He’d had enough conflict when he’d worked for his father, so working on his own had been nice. Peaceful even. Until Heidi had turned up, determined to throw a wrench in his plans.

			With a sigh, he ran a hand over his thick hair. He didn’t need a partner, even one as perky as Heidi. He worked mostly alone for a reason and intended on keeping it that way.

			Your brother was supposed to take my place.

			His father’s words echoed in his head. Reid tried to shake them off, but as usual, the words clattered around his brain. No matter how many times his brother, Logan, told their father he wasn’t interested in running Masterson Enterprises, a real estate and commercial construction company, their father pushed. Why, when he had a son who wanted to run the family business? Had wanted it since the first time his dad had brought him to the office.

			“This is something you have to see through. You can’t just do it a day or two and then claim it’s not working for you,” he told her.

			“It seems to be working for you.”

			If only.

			Reid remembered the day he’d thought of as his destiny as clearly as if it happened yesterday. His father had asked him to come downtown. At eight years old, Reid had dressed in the suit his mother had bought him for Easter Sunday service, made sure his shoes were shined and managed a halfway decent knot in his tie. Not the clip-on kind, the real deal. Even then he’d had a thing for professional business attire.

			“This is vastly different from the stationery store or bookkeeping.”

			Heidi refused to budge.

			He sighed. The most important lesson he’d learned in the intervening years was that dreams didn’t always come true. Heidi needed to get the memo too.

			“Heidi, I appreciate your enthusiasm, but this isn’t a good plan.”

			Her lower lip jutted out in a way that warned Reid she was nothing but trouble. “Why not?”

			Wow, she was tenacious. “I told you. I have a crew.”

			“So sign me up.”

			“So you can work when, in between clients or shifts at the store?”

			“Okay, that may be problematic, but I can sort it out.”

			Birds chirped overhead as Reid watched her animated face. The fire lighting her soul reminded him that he hadn’t been passionate about anything for a long time now. Not since the day he’d gotten that first glimpse of his father’s massive desk in the huge private office. Reid had been hooked from that moment on. He’d planned his future so that he’d end up taking over that office one day.

			How he wished he could find his way to that simple time again.

			Shaking off his disappointment, he focused on the problem at hand. “I hate to say it, but you’d most likely be in the way.”

			Heidi jammed her hands on her hips, the skirt of her dress twirling around her tanned legs. “Reid Masterson, you will not throw the inexperience card at me. Not after the times I kept your grandmother from matching you up with those society girls at her fancy parties.”

			Figured she’d bring that up.

			“You enjoyed messing with her plans as much as I did,” he countered.

			“But I didn’t have to help you.”

			True, she hadn’t, but at the time, he was thankful she did.

			Reid didn’t know much about her childhood, just that she’d shown up on Alveda’s doorstep, a small cottage located on the vast expanse of the Masterson property, when they were in middle school. The details were never revealed, and he respected her enough not to push. He’d gotten to know her because Heidi hung around the kitchen in Masterson House, where he grew up. They’d been friends, then accomplices concerning his grandmother, during their shared summers. During the school year, academic adversaries. After he’d gone away to college, they’d only crossed paths every now and again.

			“Now that your brother is engaged,” Heidi said, “you know your grandmother will have her sights set on you.”

			He ground his molars. “Please don’t remind me.” It was the truth, but he’d figure out how to dodge that bullet, right after he convinced Heidi that he didn’t need help with the renovation of this house. “You’ll have to come up with something better than once interfering with Grandmother’s plans.”

			He watched Heidi and could imagine the wheels in her head turning quickly. Scary and impressive. “What about the night you and your dad had that big argument? You were ready to do something stupid until I stopped you.”

			She was really going there?

			Yes, it had been a terrible fight. His dad had been all over him about striking out in the championship baseball game. His error had caused Golden High School the state title. That night, both had said things they couldn’t take back. Reid had stormed from the house, only to literally run into Heidi on the driveway when she’d been leaving the kitchen. He was hurt, furious, not thinking straight, and she knew it. Seeing him in that state, she wrestled his keys from him and told him if he was going to do something life altering, she’d be the one behind the wheel. He’d never know if her intervention had stopped him from making a fatal mistake, like getting in a wreck on the twisty mountain roads, but he did owe her for possibly saving his life.

			When he didn’t speak, she said, “Sorry. I shouldn’t have brought that up.”

			“No, you shouldn’t have.”

			They stood in awkward silence for a drawn-out moment before Heidi got back on track.

			“I’m a fast learner,” she threw in as a final salvo.

			She was. Actually, he wondered if she’d ever had her IQ tested because she was extremely smart. Beat him at every scholarly event at school, and he was no slouch.

			Intelligence aside, and the fact that he did owe her, he couldn’t get her hopes up. “Fast learner doesn’t mean you can handle tools. When was the last time you used a hammer?”

			She got that steely glint in her eyes, the one that showed up when challenged. “I built a bed for Mr. Whiskers.”

			He tried to hide the twitch of a smile. Heidi didn’t have one ounce of whimsy in her body, yet she’d adopted a cat named Mr. Whiskers.

			“And how did that project come out?” he asked, pretty sure of her answer.

			She murmured, “After I removed the nail to detach the piece of wood from my living room floor, things got better.”

			He rubbed his temple. “How about a wrench?”

			“I handed one to Mr. Donaldson once when he fixed my sink.”

			At least she knew what it looked like.

			“You’re forgetting,” she countered. “I joined in to paint that mascot mural on the side of the high school.”

			“Yeah, because someone drew the design beforehand and you filled it in like a paint-by-number.”

			“Hey! I did a good job. And knowing what’s at stake here, I’ll be the best painter you’ve ever hired.”

			He had to admit, she had gotten into that school project, putting in the most hours of anyone.

			“Granted I have a few things to learn,” she went on, “but who better to show me the ropes than you? You teach those kids down at the community center. Just think of me as one of your students.”

			He set his jaw. “Heidi, I’m running a business.”

			“How about an intern then?”

			“In a profession you don’t have any desire to work in?”

			She pulled her shoulders up to her ears and held her hands out at her sides.

			Give me patience.

			“Reid, I’m serious here.”

			He looked past her to the house. It wasn’t anything grand or fancy. It was dated, worn and needed a lot of attention. The structure sort of sagged under his critical eye, but he knew once he was finished with the final touches, it would appeal to a serious buyer.

			Then he peered down the street. The neighborhood was full of decent, hardworking people. A place to raise a family, if you wanted that sort of thing. Not that Heidi had ever confided that she wanted the whole family thing. So why was she trying so hard to talk him into sweat equity?

			To him, a house represented profit, a business transaction. Once he finished a project, he contacted the listing agent and stepped aside until he received a check for the asking price. Then he moved on, never putting any personal stake in a project. Getting personal meant getting hurt and he avoided that at all costs.

			Heidi kept talking. “Look, I promise not to get in the way. I’ll do as I’m told. Be a team player.”

			To that claim, he groaned.

			“As much of a team player as possible,” she revised with a sheepish look, which boded ill for him.

			“And what if you don’t like a certain design choice?”

			“I’ll politely ask what you’re doing, then give you my point of view.”

			Great. “What if you disagree with the color scheme.”

			“I’ll gently guide you in the right direction.”

			He hid the hint of a smile. “What if we can’t come to terms on a selling price?”

			“That’s what Realtors are for.”

			“You have all the answers, don’t you?”

			She lifted one shoulder, her golden earrings flashing in the sunlight. “I pride myself on being quick on my feet.”

			That much he remembered. When she moved in with Alveda, she’d worked in the kitchen whenever needed. At school, she’d tutored students in math and although she was second string on the volleyball team, she’d cheered for her team from the bench at every game. If there was need, she was there, no matter how she argued that she’d rather be alone.

			“This won’t be easy,” he warned, using a stern tone in hopes of scaring her off.

			“Nothing worth having ever is.”

			This time he allowed a genuine smile, despite the renewed pain her words brought. “Let me guess. Alveda?”

			Heidi nodded, smiling back at him. “She does have a wealth of wisdom she’s willing to share.”

			When they were kids, Reid and Logan had spent hours in the kitchen watching Alveda bake their favorite pies while doling out life advice that he still, to this day, used on a regular basis. Alveda and Grandmother had been instrumental in encouraging the brothers down the straight and narrow path, at least until they hit puberty and then all bets were off.

			“She is one of a kind,” Reid mused. “Grandmother too.”

			His mother loved him, but had always catered to his father’s whims. Until the truth came out and the family had nearly been destroyed.

			The secrets had been about Logan’s birth, and hadn’t directly affected Reid, but they’d created collateral damage. His father still wanted Logan in the business. But Logan was a PI and happy in his line of work. Yet Reid had given it his all and it wasn’t enough. Finally, he’d wondered why he’d ever bothered trying in the first place and walked away.

			He missed Masterson Enterprises every waking hour of every day.

			He wasn’t mad at Logan. Despite everything, he and his brother maintained a close relationship. But his father? Let’s just say they’d never see eye to eye, so Reid had done the only logical thing he could think of to mask the pain. He’d moved on.

			“You’re a businessman.” Heidi interrupted his thoughts as she continued to lay out her case. “You understand that in the course of a transaction, you make decisions that facilitate a future sale. I’m a good bet on buying this house down the road. Why not get me on board now?”

			Yes, he did know about business. Finance had been his major in college, but he’d grown up around Masterson Enterprises. Knew his way around a company. Making a deal was in his DNA. The question was, could he come up with a deal that would satisfy them both?

			He couldn’t ignore her eager face.
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