






“Trudy, are you in there?”



Linc! Trudy spun around in surprise as he opened the door.


They were alone in a public rest room.


One of her books had mentioned several sexy possibilities if a woman ever found her guy in the ladies’ room…. It had sounded very naughty—and a lot of fun! Trudy would never have dared anything like it back at home, but New York City was a different story. But it was too soon for her to try anything like that with Linc. Wasn’t it?


She gazed into his eyes and decided the least she could do was explain her behavior. “I walked into this nightclub and realized I didn’t have the New York nightlife look. So I came down here to see if I could make myself look more presentable.” She watched as the corners of his mouth started to twitch. “And don’t you dare laugh.”


“Who’s laughing?” he asked, stifling a chuckle.


His grin was a little too cocky to suit her. She wanted to wipe it right off his face. And she knew exactly how….
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Dear Reader,

Just as we all have fantasy lovers (you might as well go ahead and admit it—you’re among friends), we all have fantasy beds. If you’re lucky, you might be sleeping in it, but if you’re like the rest of us, the reality isn’t exactly what you had in mind. There’s the cost issue…. Do you have any idea what some people pay for sheets? And the space issue… Yes, you might be able to wedge that canopied four-poster into the room, but you’ll have to vault into it from the doorway.

My heroine, Trudy Baxter, is determined to have her fantasy bed exactly as she pictured it when she was dreaming about living in the big city. So I gave Trudy her fantasy bed, maxing out her credit card in the process, and let her figure out how to fit it into her tiny apartment. I also gave her a fantasy man to go in the bed. This is a Blaze novel, after all! And I discovered that this particular man in this particular bed is a pretty good combo. I hope you’ll agree.


Enjoy,
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P.S. Harlequin has a cool new Web site called www.tryblaze.com. Check it out!
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Prologue



OKAY, SO ALL HER cherished plans were in the dumper. Trudy Baxter grabbed another plastic glass of wedding reception champagne and vowed to make the best of it. Obviously she and her best friend Meg wouldn’t be single girls sharing a New York flat this coming January, after all. Trudy would have to experience that long-awaited lifestyle change solo.

For six months she’d secretly and selfishly hoped Meg’s wedding would be canceled. But nearly everyone in Virtue, Kansas, had crowded into the Baptist church this morning to watch Meg marry her “city slicker” Tom Hennessy. Then they’d all hurried to the Grange Hall for the reception.

Now that it was a done deal, Trudy realized how right this move was for Meg. Brilliant and bossy, she’d always been a redhead with an attitude. She couldn’t have made a better choice than a mellow, funny guy like Tom, someone who could tone her down a little.

Of course Meg had assured Trudy that she’d still be there for her when Trudy arrived in New York. But Trudy knew it wouldn’t be the way they’d planned it in junior high when they’d decided to be career girls together. That wasn’t Meg’s fault. Meg had left this one-horse town three and a half years ago, right on schedule, ready to experience big-city living and big-city men. Trudy was the slowpoke, tied down by family obligations she hadn’t had the heart to ignore.

While Trudy had struggled to finish her college correspondence courses and help out at home, Meg had met Tom during a Christmas shopping trip to Saks. And despite his well-tailored tux and Manhattan address, he was anything but slick. Two nights ago Trudy had watched him chugalug a pitcher of beer at the Pizza Palace and then line up with everybody else to dance the bunny-hop. Trudy figured Meg had fallen in love with his goofy side. The fact that he was a talented securities trader was a bonus.

Still, he was a securities trader, not a hayseed, and Trudy wondered what he really thought of this reception in the Grange Hall with disposable tablecloths and crepe paper streamers. According to Meg, he’d wanted the guests to be comfortable.

As a result, they’d served Jell-O salad and pink champagne instead of caviar and Dom Pérignon. They were using a tape deck instead of hiring a live band out of Kansas City, and the favors were tulle bags filled with M&M’s instead of gold boxes of Godiva. By all appearances Tom didn’t seem to object to any of it.

Trudy objected. She was cringing inside wondering how Tom truly must be viewing all this. His parents came from a small town in Indiana, so they were probably cool with it. But Trudy was glad Tom’s best man, also a securities trader, hadn’t made it. She hated to think of anybody getting chicken pox at the age of thirty-one, and Tom must miss having his best buddy at such an important moment in his life, but a guy like Linc Faulkner wouldn’t fit in. From what Tom said, Linc’s family was loaded.

“Hey, Trudy, Irish jig time!” Tom called across the dance floor. “You ready?”

Her brother Kenny laughed. “Who said she could dance an Irish jig?”

Because it was a wedding and she was all dressed up, Trudy gave him only a light punch on the arm. “I did.” She vaguely remembered making the boast at the Pizza Palace after she’d had a fair share of beer, herself.


But she could do this. She’d watched her Riverdance video at least a hundred times. While doing chores in the barn she’d worked off some of her frustration, sexual and otherwise, by kicking and stomping up and down the wooden aisle. Her dance step sounded exactly like Michael Flatley’s, if she did say so herself.

“Look, sis, watching a video isn’t the same as—”

“Hold this.” She handed her glass to Kenny. “And prepare to be amazed.” She’d had just enough champagne to be confident and not enough to affect her balance. She adjusted her flowered headpiece, which insisted on slipping down over one eye.

Kenny thought he was such a hotshot because at the last minute he’d had to fill in as best man. With a safety pin here and there, he’d been able to wear the tux meant for Linc. A seventeen-year-old wearing his first tux could be a real pain in the ass.

Her little sister Sue Ellen, barely three, clapped wildly. “You go, girl!”

“I will!” Trudy had taught her to say that. It was so damned cute. She loved the little tyke, loved her to pieces, even if Sue Ellen was the anchor that had kept her in Virtue those extra years. Without Trudy around, her mom wouldn’t have made it after Sue Ellen was born, not with five other kids under fourteen and a husband who had his hands full earning enough to feed them all.

“I have ten dollars says she can’t do it!” hollered Clem Hogarth. “Any takers?”

“You’ll lose that money, Clem.” Trudy figured he was nursing a grudge because she’d broken up with him six months ago. He’d said he had a surprise for her and she’d thought he’d finally decided they’d drive the hundred-mile distance to a motel. Instead he’d had the back seat of his car reupholstered.

Trudy had refused to have sex with him that night or any other night since. In fact, she’d vowed that she would never have sex in the back seat of a car again as long as she lived. For single girls in Virtue, that meant becoming celibate. New York would be a different story. A totally different story. She could hardly wait.

“I’ll take your bet, Clem,” Tom said. “If Trudy says she can do it, then I figure she can.”

“And here’s another ten from me,” said Meg. She gave Trudy a grin and a thumbs-up.

Trudy flashed them both a smile as the fiddle music started. Ever since high school she and Meg’s motto had been Fake It Till You Make It. That philosophy hadn’t failed her yet. Lifting her skirts, she gave it all she had.
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Six months later

“OH, TOMMY, you have a drop of gravy on your chinny-chin-chin.” Meg leaned toward her husband and tenderly dabbed at his face with a napkin.

Tommy. Linc took a manly bite of his pot roast and thanked God he was a free man. Nauseating nicknames were only the tip of the iceberg in this marriage business. Tom had gone completely crazy when he’d met Meg a year ago, leaving Linc to stand by helplessly and watch his friend abandon all the fun guy stuff.

Gone were the weekly racquetball matches, nights at the Knicks games, even their Sunday afternoons watching football, drinking beer and eating Cheez Doodles. After six months of wedded bliss Tom was slowly starting to act a little more normal, but Linc doubted he’d ever be a hundred percent.

They’d started playing racquetball again and had watched a few football games on the tube, but it was nothing like the old days. Meg had become the center of Tom’s world, and in Linc’s opinion that made Tom so damn vulnerable. Marriage was such a risky venture. Tom might seem happy, but that was because he was so blissed out floating down the marital stream of steady sex and home cooking that he couldn’t hear the thunder of the waterfall he was heading toward.

Tom gazed lovingly at his increasingly pregnant wife. “Maybe I dripped gravy on purpose to see if you’d come over and lick it off.”

Linc put down his fork. “Are you sure you two wouldn’t rather be alone? This being your six-month anniversary and everything?” Linc hadn’t realized they were celebrating when he’d accepted the dinner invite. It had never occurred to him that anyone would celebrate semiannually. There he discovered they’d been celebrating monthly.

It was all foreign territory to Linc. He never remembered his parents celebrating any anniversary. Of course they wouldn’t, now, with his mother living permanently in Paris and his dad batching it at the mansion Upstate. A long time ago Linc had heard the phrase a marriage of convenience, and had recognized that was what his parents had. He’d noticed that most wealthy couples seemed to have that kind.

He wondered how many of them had started out like Meg and Tom, gaga about each other. Maybe most of them. Meg and Tom were far from wealthy, but Linc knew divorce was rampant in other parts of society, too. He hoped Meg and Tom wouldn’t end up like his parents, but he wouldn’t make book on it.

“We can be alone later.” Meg winked at Tom. “Besides, we asked you over tonight because we have a special surprise.”

“Oh?” He couldn’t imagine what kind of surprise they could have left. He already knew about the baby. He’d have to be an idiot not to know, considering that Meg was six months along. Then it hit him. “Twins?”

Tom laughed. “Not unless the other one’s hiding.”

“No twins,” Meg said. “Our wedding album finally arrived!”

“Really?” Linc tried his best to look overjoyed. Wedding pictures made him nervous. All that cheerful optimism in the face of terrible odds. It seemed too much like plunking down your life savings in the midst of a bear market.


“Since you didn’t get to be there, we thought you’d like to see the pictures, at least,” Meg said.

“They’re nice pictures.” Tom looked encouragingly at Linc. “Trudy’s brother looks halfway decent in your tux.”

“Yeah, I’m really sorry about that chicken pox thing,” Linc said. “Who would have thought?” He’d contracted chicken pox at thirty-one because he’d been so overprotected as a kid that he’d never been exposed. Still, ever since that canceled trip he’d wondered if getting the chicken pox had been fate stepping in to keep him a safe distance away from marriage-ceremony vibes.

Hanging out with Meg and Tom was bad enough, but watching them actually tie the knot would have been way too close to the altar for comfort. Some guys said they never planned to get married, but they were bluffing, trying to act macho about the whole deal. Linc was not bluffing. The idea of ending up like his parents was a very real fear.

“Trudy’s in a lot of the pictures,” Meg said. “And with her moving to town next week, I thought you might be curious.”

“Oh?” Linc went on red alert. He was not curious about Trudy, but he had a feeling Meg was about to give him a reason to be.

Meg pushed her plate aside and leaned her arms on the table as she smiled over at Linc. “I have a confession to make.”

“Is that right?” Warning sirens sounded in Linc’s head. He hated confessions. This was not going to be good.

“I’m hoping you might be willing to watch out for Trudy in the beginning, when she first comes to town.”

As Linc stared at her and tried to come up with a gentlemanly, considerate, compassionate way to tell her to go to hell, Tom leaped into the breach.

“What are you talking about, Meg? You never said anything about this to me.”

“I didn’t tell you,” Meg said, “because I was afraid if I gave you any time to think about the idea, you’d read all kinds of things into it.”

“Which I’m now doing, anyway.”

Linc found his voice. “Yeah, let’s talk about that. Tom and I made this rule years ago, but he might not have told you. We promised we would never, ever fix up each other.”

“Don’t worry, buddy,” Tom chimed in. “I definitely told her. No fix-ups. I told you, right, Megs?” Tom looked worried.

“You told me,” Meg said.

“See?” But Tom still looked worried. “I told her.”

“This is not a fix-up,” Meg said. “I just need someone I trust to take care of her, at least for a little while. I would be eternally grateful if you’d do it, Linc.”

“It feels like a fix-up,” Tom said, gazing at her.

“Well, it’s not, because Trudy is even more commitment-phobic than Linc after helping raise all those kids.”

Tom looked relieved. “Oh. Well, that makes sense. How many brothers and sisters does she have again? They wouldn’t hold still long enough for me to get a final count.”

“Six,” Meg said. “Trudy makes seven. She’s been expected to help take care of them for, like, forever. She’s up to here with domesticity.”

“Seven kids.” Linc couldn’t imagine such a thing, unless it was a blended family, like in The Brady Bunch. He’d watched that on reruns. He’d never missed Family Ties or The Bill Cosby Show either. He’d been pretty damn lonely growing up as the only child in that huge house. “Is it because of their religion or something?”

Tom gave Linc a conspiratorial glance. “It’s ’cause there’s not much else to do in Virtue.”

“Yeah,” Linc said, “but you can do that and not have consequences.”

“Not in Virtue.” Tom gestured toward Meg’s round belly. “Exhibit A.”

“Oh, for pity’s sake,” Meg said. “We do know about birth control in Virtue. It’s just that Trudy’s mom and dad make beautiful children and they can’t seem to resist the temptation to keep doing it. Plus they hate the idea of Trudy moving to New York. I think they hoped if she had to stay and help out, she’d eventually give up her plan, marry some nice farm boy and settle in Virtue.”

“Obviously that didn’t work,” Linc said.

“Obviously not, since she’s arriving next week. Thank goodness we had an opening at Babcock and Trimball, or I’d have to worry about her job situation, too.”

Tom cleared his throat. “Personally, I think you’ve done a lot by helping her get that PR job. I don’t see why you have to ask Linc to—”

“You don’t understand. Trudy and I have been best friends since third grade. We’ve dreamed of living in New York and having big-city careers ever since we saw Working Girl at the Virtue View Theater. Originally I was supposed to be the one hanging out with her when she hit the social scene, but I’m sure she doesn’t want a pregnant married lady trailing after her.”

“I’ll go along with that,” Tom said. “But what’s wrong with asking somebody at work, some other woman?”

“I can’t think of anyone I’d feel right asking. It’s sensitive. She’s never been east of the Mississippi, never dated a guy who wasn’t a corn-fed plowboy. She’s anticipated her move to New York for so long, and she tends to be impulsive, anyway. I’m afraid she might get reckless.”

Linc began to relax a little. “She’s never been out of Kansas?”

Meg shook her head. “Our sophomore year in college we went all the way to Kansas City and stayed in a hotel one weekend. That’s the extent of Trudy’s experience with big-city living. So do you see what I mean?”

“I guess.” So Trudy was a country bumpkin. That shouldn’t pose much of a challenge, after all.

Meg picked up a platter and handed it across the flowered centerpiece. “Here, have the last slice, Linc. And take some more of those potatoes and carrots, too.”

“Thanks.” Linc accepted the platter and knew that he’d probably accept this assignment to baby-sit the newcomer, too. Tom Hennessy was the best friend he had in New York, maybe the best friend he’d ever had, period. Tom didn’t seem to care about Linc’s wealthy background, and Linc didn’t find that quality often.

As a result, he’d do just about anything for the guy. Now that Tom was married to Meg, Meg’s requests were on a par with Tom’s. Still, he didn’t have to roll over and play dead yet. “I still have to say this feels dangerously like a fix-up,” he said.

Meg shook her head. “How can it be when Trudy has zero interest in finding a steady boyfriend? Listen, it won’t be so bad, squiring Trudy around. As her best friend I’m sort of prejudiced, but even Tom would say she’s funny and cute, right, Tom?”

“Yeah, but—”

“Let me go get those wedding pictures.”

Once she was out of the room, Linc leaned over toward Tom. “You can tell me. Is she a dog? I don’t care, you understand, but it would be good to know in advance. I’m probably going to do this thing, but—”

“She’s not a dog,” Tom said. “I wouldn’t say she’s your type, though, since you go for tall and elegant and she’s…well, short and perky.”

“But if this isn’t a fix-up, it doesn’t matter if she’s my type or not.” Linc held Tom’s gaze.

“Right.”

“Do you think it’s a fix-up?”

“Meg says it’s not.”

Linc knew Tom had to be loyal to Meg. He decided to let the matter drop. He could handle a Kansas farm girl with one hand tied behind his back. “Okay, so she’s perky. I guess that’s a good trait for somebody in public relations.”


“Yeah.” Tom seemed glad to abandon the subject of fix-ups. “She’ll do well. Meg sort of steamrollers people into doing what she wants, but Trudy tends to charm you into it by making you laugh.”

Like you, Linc thought, and felt even better. He ought to be able to get along with a female version of Tom for a few days of New York orientation.

“She has this curly hair thing going, and dimples, and she loves to talk. She’ll talk your ear off.”

Linc began having reservations again. “She’s a pain in the butt, right? You can tell me.”

“No, not a pain in the butt, either. Unless you get in her way when she has a plan. Underneath that charming grin of hers, she can be extremely focused.”

“Perky yet stubborn,” Linc said.

“You could put that spin on it, I guess. Or you could just say she’s determined. Like Meg had decided on pink rosebuds for the wedding bouquet and the bouquets for the bridesmaids, and when the flowers arrived they were full-blown roses, not buds. Meg was kind of upset and was ready to take somebody on, but Trudy promised to get it fixed without making a big deal out of it. I don’t know what the florist had to do, or how they did it, but we had pink rosebuds by the time the organist started playing the processional.”

“Here’s the album.” Meg appeared and plopped a leather-bound volume the size of an unabridged dictionary on the table.

Linc braced himself for the pictures. There were a gazillion of them, and looking at them all at once was like being forced to eat an entire plate of cookies without a strong cup of coffee to cut the sugary taste. If only he believed that the pomp and circumstance portrayed in these pictures would guarantee a happily-ever-after, but he didn’t, so it seemed like a colossal waste of time, money and energy.

“Okay, here she is coming down the aisle.”


Gazing obediently at the picture Meg pointed to, Linc saw a woman who definitely seemed too sweet for a cynical guy like him. The outfit didn’t help—pale lavender with puffy sleeves, it made her look like a princess in a fairy tale. He’d outgrown the prince-and-princess fantasy years ago. She wore a wreath of flowers on her head, and sure enough, she had the curly brown hair and dimples Tom had mentioned.

She looked like a woman who dreamed of white picket fences, not a woman who could hardly wait to experience big-city sex. Maybe Meg was overestimating her impulsiveness in that regard.

“See how pretty she is?” Meg gestured toward the picture of Trudy. “It’ll be no hardship to hang out with her for a little while, will it?”

“I guess not.” Linc studied the picture more closely. Definitely perky, like Tom had said. She had the kind of smile that made you want to smile back. He realized he was doing exactly that—smiling at a picture—and he composed himself.

“You’ll like her, Linc,” Meg said. “She’s easy to talk to.”

“So Tom said.” A chatterbox, according to Tom. But that was better than someone who was the silent, moody type, and Linc had to admit he liked the way she carried herself, with her shoulders back and her head up. She had full breasts and a small waist, but he couldn’t tell about her legs, because the dress came down to her ankles. Her figure didn’t matter to him, of course, but she’d have an easier time constructing a social life if she looked decent.

“So you’ll do it?” Meg asked.

“How long are you thinking I’ll need to keep an eye on her?”

“Oh, I don’t know. A week, maybe two at the most. She’s a quick study.”

Linc nodded. That wasn’t such a big chunk out of his life, now that he knew Trudy didn’t present any kind of threat to his carefully guarded single status. If he hadn’t been carried away by the charms of women who spoke three languages and wore only designer labels, he sure as hell wouldn’t have a problem with someone who was still combing hay out of her hair. “And she’s arriving next Thursday?”

“That’s right. Thursday.” Meg flipped through the album. “Over the weekend Tom and I are helping her move into her apartment.” She glanced up at Linc. “If you could lend a hand on Saturday, that would be a low-key way to introduce the two of you. Then maybe you could grab a pizza or something Saturday night and get acquainted.”

“Uh, okay.” Linc’s attention had been captured by a candid shot in the album, one that must have been taken during the dancing at the reception. “That’s her?” he asked, pointing to the picture that had caught his eye.

Meg laughed. “Yep, that’s Trudy. We’d all had plenty of champagne by then, and Trudy was making good on her claim that she could dance an Irish jig worthy of Riverdance. There was even money riding on it.”

“And she was terrible,” Tom said, laughing, “but the guy who bet she couldn’t was so busy looking at her legs that he didn’t realize she wasn’t doing any of it right, so Meg and I won the bet.”

From the picture, Linc couldn’t tell whether Trudy was terrible at dancing a jig, but now there was no mystery about her legs. She’d hiked her skirts up to show off her footwork, and her legs were quite…tempting. No wonder she’d mesmerized some poor fool by showing them off. He felt a stirring that he definitely didn’t want to feel, one that might spell trouble. Her flowered wreath had slipped so that it dangled over one eye, and she had an expression of pure glee on her face.

Looking at this version of Trudy Baxter, he felt a little less sure of himself. He also understood why Meg might be worried about Trudy on her own in New York.

 


NEW YORK! Trudy grinned at Meg and Tom as the three of them rode up in the somewhat shabby elevator to the fourth-floor apartment, her very first, all-to-herself apartment. Her pad. The few things she’d had shipped from Virtue were in boxes piled at their feet and on the hand truck Tom had rented for the occasion.

What a moment. She couldn’t help herself; she started singing “New York, New York.”

“Come on,” she said to Meg, “sing it with me, girl!”

Meg obliged, while Tom rolled his eyes.

She kept singing as they reached the fourth floor. She propped open the elevator door with one box so that Tom could back the loaded hand truck out of the elevator. Meg wasn’t allowed to help, but she kept up her end of the singing.

“Remember your neighbors,” Tom called out over the ruckus.

“Oh, they’ll understand,” Trudy said. “A girl only moves into her first New York apartment once, you know.”

“She’s right,” Meg said. “We grew up singing that song together. It was like a ritual whenever we’d get discouraged about making it to the big city.”

“Which is why we have to sing it now,” Trudy added. “To mark the occasion of me finally getting here.”

Tom shrugged. “Okay. But don’t come crying to me if somebody reports you to the super on your very first day.”

Trudy glanced around at the closed doors of the apartments on her floor. Maybe Tom had a point. She’d never lived in an apartment building before, and she supposed if everyone got off the elevator singing at the top of their lungs, it could get a tad bit noisy.

“Sorry!” she yelled out. “It’s my first day living here! I’ll keep it down after this!” Then she turned to Tom. “How’s that?”

“Oh, that’s much better,” he said, grinning.

“Probably nobody’s home, anyway,” Meg said. “They’re out getting coffee and a newspaper. Where’s your key?”

“Right here.” Trudy whipped off her snazzy little backpack, something she’d bought yesterday after noticing that purses were so last century. She dug in a section of the backpack and came up with the key. “You gorgeous little devil, you,” she said to the key. Then she kissed it soundly before turning to unlock the door.

“Is that another ritual?” Tom asked.

“Not exactly,” Trudy said. “But you have to understand the significance. This is my first-ever key that opens the door into a place that’s mine, all mine.” She flung open the door. “Ta-da! Brrr. It’s cold in here. Let’s have some heat.” She ran over to the thermostat and jacked it up several notches.

So what if it was chilly and not especially cheerful inside her new apartment on this gray January day? So what if the windows were bare and so was the room, with no furniture in it? She’d fix that once she moved up from her entry-level job in the PR firm and got a couple of raises. The most important piece of furniture would be delivered in a couple of hours. Yesterday, besides a backpack, she’d bought a bed.

And what a bed she’d found—a king-size, four-poster, canopied wonder of a bed. She’d closed her eyes and charged the whole thing to her credit card, right down to the black satin sheets and comforter.

Take that, Clem Hogarth! No more back-seat couplings for this girl. Her next love affair—with a good-looking city man—would be conducted on a real mattress sitting on a solid hardwood frame. Sex with substance was what she had in mind. She was going from country to cosmopolitan.

“This will be nice, once you fix it up,” Meg said, standing in the middle of the empty living room.

“Sure it will.” Trudy became aware that while she’d been daydreaming about her bed, Tom had hauled all the boxes in from the hall. “Thanks, Tom.” She gave him a smile. He really was a sweetie-pie, and Meg had done the right thing, marrying him. Trudy kind of regretted how she’d hassled Meg about Tom at first, but she’d been horrified that Meg was getting serious about someone before Trudy could make it to town.

She glanced at her friend. Her pregnant friend. “You should sit down,” she said. “I don’t have any chairs, but you can sit on that box. It should take your weight.”

“Thanks, thanks a lot.” Meg walked over to a box and sat down on it. “Remind me to make cracks like that when you get knocked up.”

“I didn’t mean it that way! Oh, Meg, you know you look beautiful pregnant. Doesn’t she look beautiful, Tom?”

“Yep. She doesn’t think so, but she does.”

“Okay, okay,” Meg said. “I’m gorgeous. And hungry. Tom, would you run down to the deli and pick up some sandwiches? By the time you get back we’ll have found some plates to put them on.” She took off her coat and laid it on the floor.

“We sure will,” Trudy said. “Oh, my gosh. My first meal on my first day in my first apartment.”

“Should I buy champagne, Megs?” Tom asked.

“No, because it wouldn’t be any fun if she can’t drink it with us,” Trudy said. “But you could get some beer, maybe. Would you be sad if we had a beer without you, Meg?”

“I would be sad, but not as sad as if I had to miss champagne. A hot decaf latte would taste almost as good.”

“I’ll get you that, and I’ll get beer for Trudy and me,” Tom said. “Linc could probably use some beer, too.”

“Linc?” Trudy thought the name sounded vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t place it. “Who’s Linc?”

Tom shot a glance at his wife. “You haven’t said anything about him?”

“I was going to,” she said tightly, “once you took off. This is girl talk.”


“But what about when you talked to Linc? That wasn’t—”

“The deli, Tom.”

He shrugged. “Okay. I’m only saying—”

“Pastrami on rye for me,” Meg said. “Trudy?”

“That’ll work.” Trudy also wanted Tom to leave, so she could find out what Meg was up to. She had that gleam in her brown eyes that meant she’d formed a plan, and once Meg formed a plan, hardly anybody could stop her. Trudy was one of the few who’d managed it a few times, but they’d been hard-won victories.

“I’m gone.” Tom hurried out the door.

The minute the door closed behind him, Trudy threw off her parka and settled cross-legged in front of Meg. “Okay, spill.”

“The other day, I had a brilliant idea.”

“Uh-huh.” Trudy refused to buy into Meg’s enthusiasm. “Something to do with this Linc person, right?”

“Right. He’s the guy who was supposed to be Tom’s best man, but he didn’t make it, remember?”

Trudy nodded but kept her tone cautious. “Yeah, yeah, now I do. Linc Faulkner. We had to change his name to Kenny’s in the program at the last minute. Chicken pox. The guy you said was so rich his parents know The Donald.”

“Yes.” Meg wrapped her arms around her knees and leaned forward. “Trudy, Linc’s just adorable. He has that little-boy grin, but the rest of him is all man. He works with Tom, and he’s a very loyal friend.”

“Hold it.” Trudy put her hand firmly on Meg’s arm. “This sounds like the kind of speech you give when you’re trying to fix me up with someone. I don’t want to be fixed up with Tom’s buddy. What if he’s looking for a steady girlfriend or…or a wife?”

“Linc’s not. He’s—”

“Okay, but he’s still Tom’s friend. I want to go out there and meet strangers.” She shook Meg’s arm, for emphasis. “Do you realize how few strangers I’ve come across in my life? How little mystery? How little delicious intrigue? And it’s all here waiting for me. I have a list.” She started ticking off on her fingers. “I want to know what it’s like to date a Wall Street type.”

“That’s Linc.”

Trudy kept going. “And an artist, and a construction guy, and a fireman, and—”

“Yes, but when we first came up with this plan of moving to the city, we thought you and I would find these amazing guys together.”

“Aha! You’re jealous because you ended up with Tom before you could explore all those options.”

“Not even slightly. I’m worried that you’ll be out there alone at first, and that might not be a good idea.”

Trudy shrugged. “I’ll be fine. I’m also four years older and wiser.”

“Older, maybe.”

“Hey, are you saying I can’t be trusted in New York on my own?”

Meg’s gaze softened. “I’m saying it’s a big step, going from Virtue to New York. I’m saying that you’ve been building up steam and you’re ready to blow. I’m saying that it wouldn’t hurt to spend the first week or two with a guy like Linc, who can introduce you to some of the hot spots and teach you about the unsavory parts of town while you’re orienting yourself.”

Trudy eyed her suspiciously. “You’re not going to morph into my mother, are you, now that you’re married and PG?”

“No,” Meg said, laughing. “Linc is the guy mothers warn their daughters about. He’s sinfully good-looking, sexy as hell, and he has absolutely no intention of settling down with one woman.”

“Really?” This was starting to sound more interesting. Maybe he could be her Wall Street guy, as long as the ground rules were clear from the beginning. She had so much to learn about how people lived and thought outside the state of Kansas, and she intended to learn it while having fun. Each different kind of man would add another layer to her sophistication until she was totally worldly.

But she had to make sure this Linc person fit the criteria. “You’re sure that he’s not trying to find a nice wife? I mean, he is Tom’s best friend, you said.”

“Yes, and they think alike on most things, but not on the subject of marriage. Linc’s dead set against it. He would never say so to our face, but I think he’s waiting for Tom and me to discover that we’ve made a huge mistake.”

Trudy blinked. “Well, you haven’t! You’re perfect for each other. Why on earth would he think that way?”

“I’m guessing it’s mostly because of his parents and their high-society friends. Although his mother and father are technically married, they don’t live together anymore.”

“Huh.” Trudy drew her knees up and rested her chin on them. “But you shouldn’t generalize about all marriages because one is like that.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t, but it’s the one Linc knows best. And face it, there are a lot of unhappy couples out there, especially in the high-profile marriages, which is the world Linc’s parents move in. Plus, I get the impression Linc is expected to marry into that set, which he sees as a doomed venture. He’s not the rebellious type, so the easiest way out is not to marry at all.”

“That’s kind of sad.”

“Is it? Everybody doesn’t have to get married. I know you don’t want to.”

“Not for years and years, but that’s not to say it won’t happen eventually.” She grinned at Meg. “After I’ve had my fill of new experiences.”

“Look, I know you want to explore. I just think having somebody like Linc to show you around at first would be a good way to ease into your new life. He’s the perfect escort, and he’s also very yummy.”

“I don’t know. It feels like having a baby-sitter or something. I—” She paused when a buzz echoed through the apartment. For a minute she couldn’t figure out what it was. “My doorbell.” She leaped up. “It’s the first ring of my doorbell on my first day in my first apartment. I know it’s only Tom with the sandwiches, but still, it’s exciting.” She reached for the lock on the door.

“Look through the peephole first!” Meg called to her.

“Oh. Yeah, I should do that, even if I think it’s Tom, right? I mean, it could be the mad slasher.” Smiling, she leaned forward to squint through the peephole. Then she jumped back.

“Trudy? What’s the matter?”

“It’s not Tom.” She didn’t recognize the guy, but even elongated by the peephole lens, he looked very cute.

“Does he have dark hair and blue eyes?”

“Yep.”

“Then it’s Linc.”

“My baby-sitter?” She peered through the peephole again. Jeans, gray sweatshirt, navy parka, running shoes. Nice package.

“Are you going to let him in?” Meg asked.

“Yes.” Trudy twisted the lock open with a sense of anticipation. First male caller on her first day in her first apartment in New York. “Yes, I do believe I will.”
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THE DOOR OPENED and Linc stood face-to-face with Trudy Baxter of Virtue, Kansas. With her eager, open expression, he’d never mistake her for a New Yorker. She looked like a kid who’d just been promised a trip to Walt Disney World. She seemed innocent and vulnerable, just as he’d expected from someone who’d grown up in the middle of nowhere.

He hadn’t expected that he’d instinctively want to protect her. No doubt Meg had counted on that.

Up close Trudy was more girl-next-door than princess, with her freckled nose and wide green eyes. She didn’t have on much makeup and her lipstick had nearly worn off, leaving a faint pink tinge behind. Although she wasn’t wearing gingham and pigtails, she still looked unnervingly wholesome standing there in jeans and a Mets jersey.

He figured they must be moving-day clothes. The women he usually dated wouldn’t be caught dead lugging boxes around, but they also had the money to pay someone else to do it. Trudy probably didn’t have the extra cash.

Her jeans looked old, the jersey new. Two days in the city and she was already picking up souvenirs. In a way, he envied her. He couldn’t remember a time when he’d anticipated the future with this kind of gusto.

She’d meet up with her share of disappointment, of course. Some of that brightness would fade from her eyes. Although he didn’t know her at all, shouldn’t really care, he had the ridiculous urge to tell her to go back to Kansas, before disillusionment set in.


“You’re Linc,” she said. “Meg said you’re willing to baby-sit me for a little while, until I get acclimated to the big city.”

He had to smile at the way she’d phrased it, pretty much the way he had thought of it, too. “So, are you insulted?”

“Kind of.” She smiled back at him.

Tom had said she was a charmer, and sure enough, he was being charmed. Maybe it was because she was so totally different from the women he was used to. Even Meg, who shared a similar kind of Midwest accent with Trudy, had become a city woman by the time he’d met her. Trudy was definitely still country. He doubted they had anything in common, and that was just as well.

“Oh, she is not insulted,” Meg said. “In her heart she knows—”

“Food’s here!” Tom said, coming up behind Linc. “Let’s move this party inside. Trudy, you’re going to have to learn not to stand with your door open, or you’ll be heating the whole damned hallway. Hi, there, Linc. I got a pastrami on rye for you, just in case you showed up. And I bought three kinds of imported beer to stock Trudy’s refrigerator.”

“Three kinds of imported beer? Did you take a look at that tiny refrigerator, Tom?” Meg stood and came over to get the fragrant bag of sandwiches. She set them on the counter that separated the small kitchen from the living room. “She won’t have space for food it you put all that beer in.”

“I can store the beer in a closet,” Trudy said. “It’s good to have imported beer. Let’s see, we still need plates.” She turned and started rummaging through boxes.

“Have a beer, buddy.” Tom twisted off the lid of a bottle and handed it to Linc. “We have to reduce the inventory so Trudy has room for meat and veggies.”

“Thanks.” Linc welcomed the distraction of the beer. Until that moment he’d been far too interested in the fit of Trudy’s jeans when she leaned over to sort through the packing boxes. Okay, maybe he felt a slight attraction to her, but he could deal with it.

“I doubt I’ll be cooking much.” Trudy continued to search the boxes. “Take-out. That’s what I’m talking about.”

“That gets old after a while,” Meg said.

“It should take me months to get tired of it.” She glanced over her shoulder at Linc. “In Virtue, even McDonald’s is a twenty-mile drive.” She returned to digging in the box. “Well, I can’t find the plates. I thought they were in this box, but they must—”

“Let’s forget about plates,” Tom said. “We can use the napkins I brought and be careful not to drip.”

“Works for me,” Linc said. This whole starting-from-scratch experience was something he knew little about. Until now Tom had been the most poverty-stricken person he’d known who’d moved to New York, and even Tom had begun with more stuff than this. After a lifetime of wealth and excess goods, Linc was intrigued with the idea of such minimalist living.

Sandwiches were handed out, and soon Linc was sitting on the scarred wooden floor next to Trudy with a box in front of them to serve as a table. Tom sat on the floor, too, but Meg claimed she’d never make it back on her feet if she did that, so she was perched above them on another box.

“I guess I need to think about getting a table and chairs,” Trudy said.

“I have a card table and folding chairs you can borrow,” Linc heard himself say. Now where had that offer come from? Loaning her something was not the way to keep this relationship free of entanglements. But in the face of her lack of resources, he couldn’t seem to help himself. He’d had so much. Too much, probably. In comparison to the lightness of Trudy’s lifestyle, he felt suddenly weighed down.

“That would be terrific,” she said. “I went sort of overboard on the bed, so I’d rather not have to buy any more furniture for a while.”

So that’s where her priorities were, Linc thought, feeling the tickle of arousal grow stronger. But hell, most guys would get excited by the prospect of a woman who put all her resources into buying a great bed. His reaction was perfectly normal.

“Speaking of the bed, when’s that puppy due to arrive?” Tom asked.

Trudy glanced at her watch. “Soon.”

Tom looked over at Linc.
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