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“I thought you understood, Maggie.”

Brady’s grin heated Maggie’s skin. “Understood what?” she asked nervously.

 


“To convince the courts to give me my son and you your house, our marriage will have to be... authentic.”

 


Maggie opened her mouth, but her voice refused to work.

 


“In a custody hearing,” Brady explained gently,

“you could be asked if we’d—”

 


“Consummated the marriage,” she finished weakly.

 


Brady smiled kindly. “It’s the only way to guarantee we both win.”

 


What, Maggie wondered desperately, had she gotten herself into? She had viewed the marriage as a business merger, nothing more. But if they made love... What if she let herself believe in love just because Brady McQueen held her against him... touched her...excited her...made her feel like his woman?

 


“So which is it, Maggie?” Brady prompted softly.

“Yes or no?”






Dear Reader,

 


In the spirit of blossoming love, Special Edition delivers a glorious April lineup that will leave you breathless!

 


This month’s THAT’S MY BABY! title launches Diana Whitney’s adorable new series duet, STORK EXPRESS. Surprise deliveries bring bachelors instant fatherhood...and sudden romance! The first installment, Baby on His Doorstep. is a heartwarming story about a take-charge CEO who suddenly finds himself at a loss when fatherhood—and love—come knocking on his door. Watch for the second exciting story in this series next month.

 


Two of our veteran authors deliver enthralling stories this month. First, Wild Mustang Woman by Lindsay McKenna—book one of her rollicking COWBOYS OF THE SOUTHWEST series—is an emotional romance about a hard-luck heroine desperately trying to save her family ranch and reclaim her lost love. And Lucky in Love by Tracy Sinclair is a whimsical tale about a sparring duo who find their perfect match—in each other!

 


Who can resist a wedding...even if it’s in-name-only? The Marriage Bargain by Jennifer Mikels is a marriage-of-convenience saga about a journalist who unexpectedly falls for his “temporary” bride. And With This Wedding Ring by Trisha Alexander will captivate your heart with a tale about a noble hero who marries the girl of his dreams to protect her unborn child.

 


Finally, Stay... by talented debut author Allison Leigh is a poignant, stirring reunion romance about an endearingly innocent heroine who passionately vows to break down the walls around her brooding mystery man’s heart.

 


I hope you enjoy this book, and each and every story to come!

 


Sincerely,

 


Tara Gavin

Senior Editor and Editorial Coordinator


Please address questions and book requests to: 
Silhouette Reader Service 
U.S.: 3010 Walden Ave., P.O. Box 1325, Buffalo, NY 14269 
Canadian: P.O. Box 609, Fort Erie, Ont. L2A 5X3
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To my son 
Thank you, Jeff.
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Chapter One

“I’m here under duress,” Maggie Buchanan reminded her brother as she sat beside him at a table in a posh Phoenix hotel ballroom. Outside, a cool September wind hinted of the rain and colder temperatures that announced the desert’s approaching winter season.

Shifting on a chair, Bennett gave her a charming smile, one that usually weakened female knees. “You’re here because I reminded you that this charity is near and dear to you.”

“True, but I have no intentions of playing the game.”

“You might have fun.”

“Bidding for a date with a man?” Maggie asked with incredulity.

“It’s for charity,” he said over the wild clapping and female screaming as the latest male, one of the city’s hunkiest policemen, strolled onto the runway near the announcer’s podium.

With disgust, Maggie viewed the gathering, of mostly women, who, in her opinion, were making fools of themselves despite their well-dressed appearance. “Never,” she said close to Bennett’s ear. “Never will I do that!”

He chuckled and straightened the tie of his tuxedo as he regarded one woman seated at a nearby table. Sipping champagne from a fluted glass, she appeared more interested in him than what was happening at the auction. “Never say never, Maggie. Who is that?” he asked about the blonde.

“Elizabeth Hudson. She’s the daughter of Judge Hudson.”

“Maggie, do yourself a favor,” he said, with eyes riveted on the woman. “Bid on the next guy.” He spoke while never looking away from the judge’s daughter.

Maggie delivered a frown at him. “What did you say?”

As if it took extreme effort, he dragged his gaze back to her. “You have a problem.”

She needed no reminder of the dilemma she’d discussed with him during the taxi ride to the charity auction. “You aren’t—you aren’t suggesting that I...?” She caught herself talking louder and softened her voice. “Bennett, I am not going husband hunting.”

“If you dated more, you might not be in this fix.”

“I’m too busy.” With a Ph.D. in Medieval History, she taught classes year-round at the university, she volunteered for several charities, and she belonged to the National Historical Preservation Society. She had no time for dating. “Most of the men I know are engaged, married, been there more than once or never plan to, so finding an eligible male is close to impossible, especially one who would want a short-term marriage,” she said in her defense.

“Wrong. I know one,” Bennett cajoled, giving her his full attention now. “I happen to know that Brady—”

“Brady? Brady McQueen?” It wasn’t that she was easily impressed by a man’s looks or his hard body, but Brady McQueen with his sexy smile and intense blue eyes had garnered the tag of any woman’s dream by every eligible female in Bennett’s and her social crowd—and probably every woman he ever met. But Brady McQueen preferred delicate-looking blondes like Kirsten Scott, his late wife, or the slinky one ogling Bennett.

“He’s receptive,” Bennett said, cutting into her thoughts.

“Receptive to what?”

“And you might even enjoy being romanced.”

She couldn’t believe he’d come up with some lamebrain solution to her problem. Eight years older, her brother usually acted more sensible. As a lawyer, he’d always conveyed an abundance of common sense and logic. He suddenly seemed lacking in both. “I don’t want romance.”

“Which is why you’re in this fix,” he told her.

Feeling as if her brother’s intelligence had dropped several notches, she measured her words. “Tell me. Why would he want to be my husband?”

“A date, Maggie. That’s all I’m suggesting.” In an exasperated manner, he raked a hand through hair as dark as Maggie’s.

“Why?”

“Because it might lead to more.”

“Get real, Bennett,” she said louder than necessary, turning heads toward them.

He chuckled. “I love it when you forget public propriety.”

Between gritted teeth, she whispered, “This is ridiculous.”

“It’s not. I told you earlier that you have no choices. You need to get married.” His gaze drifted to the blonde again.

Patiently, Maggie waited while he delivered another toe-curling smile. No wonder Bennett and Brady were friends. They came from the same man-about-town mold. While on more than one occasion she’d enjoyed watching her brother’s flirtatious moves, she never intended to fall prey to such a heartbreaker.

“A husband is what you need.”

Uneasy with the topic, Maggie looked up in response to the screams of women. Dressed in a tuxedo, his grin in place, Brady waited for the applause to end.

“Maggie.” Bennett snapped his fingers in front of her.

Blinking, she scowled over her own mesmerized response to Brady.

Bennett had the good sense not to make an issue of her reaction. “The bidding is up to seven hundred,” he said instead.

Amazing, she mused. Why would intelligent women make such fools of themselves?

“There aren’t too many places to meet men,” he said in a prodding manner. “Single bars, personal ads.” At her scowl, he laughed. “I’m not serious.”

She should have known better. He, of all people, knew she wouldn’t resort to such action. She never took unnecessary chances. She drove with car doors locked. She never walked anywhere after dark, and she carried defense spray with her always. Most important, she never dated impulsive, pleasure-seeking men hell-bent on thrills.

“Finding a husband is a serious business.”

“Exactly. One that I don’t want,” she muttered.

“This isn’t about what you want,” he said softly. “This isn’t meant to be forever. It’s a solution to your problem.” He placed fingers under her chin and angled her face toward the runway and the man on it. “Bid,” he insisted.

“Not without knowing what you’re talking—”

“We don’t have time for explanations. Bid now. Or you’ll ruin the plan.”

Maggie swung a questioning look at him. “What plan? Whom do you have a plan with?”

His head jerked in Brady’s direction.

“You discussed me?” Had he really told Brady about poor Maggie with no marriage prospects?

“Bid,” he ordered.

“Not without knowing what you said to him.”

“He needs you, Maggie.”

Not fair, she wanted to yell. He knew her weak spots. If someone needed help, call Maggie. She couldn’t say no. “Ladies,” the emcee urged, “here’s your chance for a date with a sexy, intelligent man. He’s offering a dream date. Is it a romantic dinner on a yacht at sunset, a horseback ride at sunrise, an evening at the symphony or a day of skydiving or wind surfing? The choice is yours with this bachelor. He can do it all”

“One thousand,” Maggie said loudly. Heads swiveled in her direction. Fighting a blush, she ignored a striking brunette’s glare.

Immediately the woman upped the bid another two hundred.

“This is crazy,” Maggie whispered to her brother.

“It’s for charity. Make it fifteen.”

“Fifteen hundred,” Maggie said, amazed her voice sounded stronger this time.

The brunette’s glare intensified, but she remained silent.

Maggie heard the emcee carrying on about a date worth the money. Then, smiling, Brady was strolling toward her, looking alert, ready for action.

What kind of action, Maggie wasn’t sure. Her stomach fluttering, she wanted to slink to the door. That wouldn’t do. So what if he was strong and self-assured? So what if her tongue felt tied? With every ounce of willpower she possessed, she met his stare squarely.

“Hi, Maggie,” he said in that smooth and throaty-sounding, butter-would-melt-in-the-mouth voice.

She was in trouble, she knew instantly. No one had ever made her name sound quite so romantic, said it so sensuously soft. No one had ever spoken her name and sent a shiver down her spine. She wished she could think of something to say. She was intelligent, and with most people, a fairly good conversationalist. But he wasn’t most people.

He was Brady McQueen.

Sandy-colored hair, cut casual and sun-bleached around his face, accentuated the firm planes of his face, strongly chiseled and suntanned. Faint lines at the corners of his eyes added character to his rugged good looks. He was outgoing, a local sportswriter for the Herald. From what Bennett had said about him when they’d first become friends, Brady had a background and life-style that differed greatly from Maggie’s reserved, effluent one.

Maggie caught her brother’s questioning stare at her silence. “What exactly is going on?” she asked.

“Why don’t we leave?” Brady suggested. Airing his problems with so many alert ears nearby made no sense.

“Give me one minute,” Bennett said, standing.

Maggie snagged his arm. “Bennett...”

“I’ll be right back,” he promised.

She released her hold on the sleeve of his tuxedo.

Brady could have eased her obvious embarrassment, backed away and let Bennett arrange for a meeting tomorrow. But something about her reserve made him plant his feet firmly. “We could step outside? Get away from all of this.” She looked nervous but controlled. In fact, he thought, that word described the proper-looking Ms. Margaret Buchanan perfectly.

Maggie noticed her brother scribbling the sexy blonde’s phone number on a napkin. Aware of the attention she and Brady had garnered, she’d have flown to the door if possible. Head high, back straight, she strolled toward the exit. Around them, heads turned and voices buzzed with whispered questions. Inwardly she groaned, certain she would be the main topic for gossipers over their breakfast tomorrow.

“You need a husband,” Brady said quietly as they left the ballroom and stepped into the quiet hotel lobby.

She’d kill her brother—tomorrow. Right now, she wished for the floor to open and let her disappear.

“Don’t be angry at Bennett,” Brady soothed. “I have a similar problem. I need a wife.”

She saw no problem. Men like him could get one easily, if they wanted one. She stopped the thought. He’d said he needed a wife. Brady hadn’t used the word wanted. She looked up to see Bennett ambling toward them. “Explain now,” she insisted when he drew near.

“As your brother, and Brady’s friend and lawyer, I’m aware you both have legal problems. Brady needs someone like you, Maggie. Not some bimbo,” he added with a glance at Brady.

Instead of helping her solve her problem, her brother had donned the role of matchmaker. “You’ve become certifiable, Bennett,” she returned, with the same I’ll-not-be-pushed-around tone she’d leveled at him while they were growing up.

“Maggie, you’re not thinking. To get what you want, you need Brady.”

She shook her dark head. “When you told me to come here, that you had a solution, I assumed you’d discovered some legal loophole in the trust.”

“No such luck. No loophole. To get what you want, you have to get married.”

“I don’t want to get married, ever,” she reminded him. Peripherally, she felt Brady’s gaze on her, almost decipheringly, as if he were waiting for an explanation. “You know how I feel,” she said to her brother. “I came here hoping for help, and this is your perfect solution?”

Brady couldn’t take his eyes off her. When she got going, she was something. Passion brought a glow to her fair, oval-shaped face, and darkened those eyes that were as blue as a stormy sky. Framed by long, dark lashes, they looked annoyed. He knew from others that she was viewed as a quiet, reserved, even prim woman. But a glimpse of her passionate nature held a promise of more waiting, only needing to be fanned.

“It’s a good idea,” Bennett said defensively.

It’s insane.” Maggie turned a look on Brady. Unwittingly, she felt tiny pinpricks of sensation flutter down her spine. ”You aren’t seriously considering this, are you?”

“I think it would work.” He liked people, all ages, all kinds. He knew his neighbors, called his doctor and the mechanic who puttered under his car by their first names, and he talked often to the kid who threw his newspaper every morning with amazing accuracy into a prickly pear cactus near his front door.

Others viewed Margaret Buchanan as affluent, cultured, even a little uptight. This woman with her shiny, raven-colored hair pulled back neatly and gathered in a clip was everything he needed in his life. She was perfect. She was respectable.

Bennett raised his hands as if warding off evil and backed up toward the ballroom door. “Think about it, Maggie.”

Pure panic rippled through her as Bennett whipped around and started for the double doors that led into the ballroom. “Where are you going?”

“You don’t need me here now.” His hand on the doorknob, he winked back at her. “Talk it over.” He disappeared quickly in his eagerness for more conversation with the blonde.

Maggie vowed to strangle him tomorrow. “This is crazy.” How could her brother even introduce her to a man who’d led a life as wild and undisciplined as hers had been cautious and reserved? In the past, she’d chosen the predictable, the unadventurous. She didn’t need a brash, daring man who, even if not now but earlier in his life, had walked on the wild side of life.

“Bennett didn’t tell me why you need a husband. Let’s have coffee in there,” Brady suggested, and gestured toward the hotel’s coffee shop.

She had better things to do than explain this to him.

Though mindful of manners that had been drilled into her, she squared her shoulders and offered a shake of her head as a response. She was not baring her soul to him of all people.

“Come on, Maggie.” He bent closer, so close the heat of his breath caressed her face. “I’ll be honest,” he said so softly she nearly strained to hear him. “I’m desperate.”

Maggie couldn’t believe he’d ever said that to anyone.

Didn’t people like him lead charmed lives, where everything was always perfect?

“You knew about Kirsten, didn’t you?” Brady asked.

Underhanded or not, he appealed to her compassion. Right now, he would do anything, absolutely anything to get her help.

Maggie nodded at his reminder that he’d endured more than a little disappointment in life. He’d tragically lost his wife. “I don’t understand what this has to do with her.”

Before he replied, Brady studied Maggie carefully. She wore a black dress, high at the neck with long sleeves, and a single strand of pearls. She looked so proper. He remembered having the same thought in the ballroom that had been filled with women wearing glittering finery. “Level with me first. Tell me why Bennett felt you’d be willing to discuss marriage with me.”

With his face so near, she observed a small scar on his cheekbone. “I haven’t the vaguest idea.”

Brady took her hand in his.

Maggie wanted to tug it back, but he shifted so she couldn’t pass by without brushing against him.

“Did you get yourself in some kind of mess?”

“I assure you, it’s nothing I’ve done,” she said, sounding offended.

Unlike him, Brady reflected. He was in a mess of his own making. No, he figured sensible Maggie had never done anything impulsive in her life.

“My grandfather—” Maggie paused. She had a difficult time believing that the sweet old man she’d loved more than anyone else in the world had done this to her. “Before he died several months ago, he set up a trust for me.” She moved forward at the urging of Brady’s hand beneath her elbow and strolled with him into the coffee shop.

So far Brady didn’t see a problem. Most people viewed an inheritance as good news.

“There’s a ludicrous clause in it,” Maggie said when they were settled at a table.

Brady ordered coffee, watching her lips tighten with that peeved look again just from mentioning her problem. Maggie assumed without some background explanation he would view her dilemma as hardly worth mentioning. “For years, I lived with my grandfather. He had a wonderful old Victorian house.”

Brady nodded a thanks as coffee was set before them. He made an assumption. A shy woman. The world of an elderly grandfather was safe and sedate. No stretching her wings like other women her age. “Is that your home now?”

“Of course not I left when I was twenty-two and got my own apartment.”

Never assume anything, he reminded himself.

Maggie sipped the steaming brew, then went on. “The house is in that trust until my thirtieth birthday.”

“You’re going to be thirty?” He grinned slowly, a corner of his mouth curling. “You look younger.”

She understood his success with women. He hadn’t taken his eyes off her. He knew how to make a woman feel as if she were the only one in the world. “I’ll be thirty at the end of November. So I have barely two months,” she said, more stiffly than she’d intended. But she felt as if she were clinging by her fingertips to keep her mind on the business at hand. “Actually, about eight weeks from now.”

“To get married?”

Maggie avoided his stare. “Yes. The house is mine then if—”

“What if you’re not married?” To him, a house was only a building. Apparently, for her own reasons, the house meant more to her. “What happens to the house then?”

“It goes to my cousin Cassandra Walerford and her husband Anderson.”

“Walerford.” Brady lounged back in the chair. “That’s your cousin?”

“No, his wife is,” Maggie repeated. “Née Cassandra Kentington, and she is certain she’ll get the house. Because she and Anderson know I—” This was humiliating. “They know that I don’t have a prospective husband hanging around.”

His eyes narrowed as if he were trying to see beyond what was visible. “Why don’t you, Maggie?”

“Pardon?”

“Why don’t you?” He rested a forearm on the table and fingered a loose raven strand with his other hand.

Something unexpected and warm spread so rapidly through her that Maggie had no time to block it. “They’re counting on my—” She wished he would stop doing that. Feather light, his knuckles brushed her cheek. “On my single status so they can sell to an interested buyer.”

“The house is valuable?” He let his fingers trail down to her slender jaw. On every inhalation, he smelled a subtle scent, like flowers in bloom after a springtime rain.

Maggie barely focused on his question. “The property is.”

She heaved a sigh of relief as he drew back. “I hadn’t realized how much my grandfather let the house deteriorate. It needs some restoration. Once it is restored to its original beautiful state—”

“Which is what you want to do?”

For no reason except she needed to grip something, Maggie reached for the small black clutch purse in her lap. “Yes, it is.”

“Go on.”

Nerves danced again as he gave her his undivided attention. “Then the historical society will add it to its list for the Historical Homes Tour.”

“So you don’t want to live in it?”

“No, not really. I want it to be preserved, treasured. It’s a grand house, and I had so many wonderful memories there.”

“And if you don’t get the house, then what happens to it?”

“I’ve no doubt whomever Cassandra sells the house to will bulldoze it and put up an office building, since it’s near the city’s prime commercial section.”

And there wouldn’t be anything tangible to spark her memories.

“Cassandra and Anderson want—”

“Wait a minute. Cassie and Andy.” He grinned with private amusement. “I do remember them. Kirsten invited them to a fund-raiser party.” Clearly he recalled the supercilious pair who’d sipped champagne between conversations dominated by the word I. “There’s something I don’t understand.” He leveled a more serious look at her. “Why does this bizarre clause about your being married by your thirtieth birthday even exist? If your grandfather loved you, why did he do this?”

She kept wondering, too, how he could have done this to her. “My grandfather had a romantic soul,” she said, using the only explanation she could think of. “He was married forty-five years. He believed in love and marriage, and knew I didn’t.”

Who’d broken her heart, made her distrust all that others yearned for? For the moment, Brady kept the question to himself.

“Before he died, he must have thought I’d be terribly lonely.”

“Because you’re alone?”

“Yes, he would think that.” Maggie followed his hand’s movement as he lifted his coffee cup. Disturbingly, she realized she could still recall the heat of his touch. “I’m sure he believed that I would closet myself in the house, restoring it.”

“Would you?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

She would, Brady guessed.

“Thus, the clause was an incentive for me to get married.”

And he couldn’t just leave her alone and let her get married when she was ready because he’d sensed she wouldn’t ever be ready. Brady studied her face, the high cheekbones, the soft curve of her lips. “I’m having trouble understanding how you can be so sure marriage isn’t for you.”

“I knew when I was twelve that I didn’t want it.”

Brady wondered if she’d made the same declaration at that age, raising that pointed chin of hers to exactly the same stubborn angle. “Don’t like kids?”

“I like children. They have nothing to do with my decision.”

It became clearer to Brady why Bennett had pushed them together. “Let me get this straight. You don’t plan to fall in love. That’s what you’re really saying, isn’t it?”

“Something like that.” Maggie shook her head to stop the waitress from refilling her coffee cup. “So you know now why I need to get married, but why do you?”

“Guess it is my turn.” Brady didn’t want to explain too much, not yet, not until he knew she was committed to helping him. “My wife’s mother is Olivia Elliot Scott.”

Maggie had met the woman at several social functions.

Olivia Elliot Scott was a stern, sour-faced, influential woman with a sharp tongue. Maggie couldn’t recall ever seeing the woman smile.

“She wasn’t bashful about her dislike of me, or her opposition to Kirsten marrying me.”

Maggie wasn’t following. What did his late wife’s mother have to do with this absurd plan?

“Olivia wants Conor.”

“Conor?” Maggie focused on him.

“That’s my son.”

A child was involved in this?

“You look surprised.”

She would never have imagined him as a father. “How old is your son?”

“Twenty-three months.”

A baby. “So Mrs. Scott has custody now?”

“Temporary.”

Maggie was curious how she got that, but innate politeness kept her from questioning him.

“She wants permanent custody.”

“Oh, I see.”

How calmly she’d said that. Brady doubted she understood anything, especially how desperate he was to get Conor back. This might prove more difficult than he’d anticipated. How could he explain his concern for Conor having to live under Olivia’s autocratic and austere rule?

“I do see your problem. What you can offer your son pales in comparison to the wealth and obvious social status Olivia has.”

And Brady knew she would stifle every imaginative bone in Conor’s body, steal away his ability to laugh.

Maggie was torn. Would a little boy fare better with a father who possessed a bachelor-on-the-loose reputation?

“This brings us back to what I guess is Bennett’s idea,” Brady said with a mirthless laugh. “If you marry me, I get a wife whom the court will view as acceptable. I’ll win custody of Conor.” He said it calmly, but his stomach knotted whenever he considered the possibility of losing. “And you’ll be able to fulfill the stipulation in that trust. You’ll keep the house.”

How simple he made it all sound. “You’re suggesting a business deal,” she said, rising. “A marriage bargain.”

He stood close. “I’m talking about the welfare of my child. Which is why I’m desperate. My son belongs with me,” he said quietly, though he wanted to shout the words at her. “Think about it.” He reached back, flipped open his wallet and set money on the table. He’d presented his problem. No more needed to be said. “This idea would solve problems for both of us.”

And create what new ones? Maggie wondered while watching him saunter to the exit.




Chapter Two

Brady considered himself lazy. He liked to sleep late whenever possible, but forced himself from bed for a morning jog. He had the lean, muscled body of an athlete, though he spent more time watching sports than playing them now. At six foot two, he’d been a natural athlete, but too many jolts to his right kneecap during football games had killed a pro career in football, so he’d chosen journalism instead.

He worked at home more than at the newspaper. When he’d needed to attend games, get interviews or leave town, he hadn’t needed to worry. He had a housekeeper. Responsible, trustworthy, even grandmotherly, Irene Bonner had worked for him since before his marriage to Kirsten. No, he would have no worry about Conor’s welfare. That wasn’t a problem. Getting his son back home was.

Right now, his sports column demanded his full attention.

Sporting events, airplane schedules and newspaper deadlines controlled his life. This morning he faced an important one. Besides his biweekly sports column, he’d been working on a series that included interviews with basketball players who’d been on the road of recovery after drugs. A human-interest piece, it was meant to promulgate one message to kids who viewed such men as role models—drugs shorten sports careers. Instead of faxing it in, he’d come to the newspaper that morning to collect his paycheck.

As he stepped from the elevator, munching on breakfast, a police beat reporter scurried by. “Big break in the Tobin case,” he yelled while punching the elevator button with one hand and popping an antacid in his mouth with his other.

“Good luck.” Brady strode with an easy gait toward the newsroom. He rarely endured such stomach-knotting moments, and wondered how some reporters lasted a career lifetime at the job.

Turning, he nearly plowed into a tall, leggy brunette who worked in research. He smelled her perfume, something strong and lingering, and oddly thought about the lighter, flowery scent that Maggie wore.

He’d given her two days to consider the business proposal. Two days was his limit for a lot of reasons. Mostly, he’d been wanting to see her again. Maybe she interested him because she didn’t want any emotional involvement, didn’t want marriage. That made her perfect for him.

“Morning, Brady.”

He greeted Tina Kostowski with a smile. She had everything in the right places to make a man drop to his knees. Brady had dated her a few times, but backed off out of fairness to her. What he needed was an arranged marriage, a short-term one that could be dissolved without complications.

Inside the large newsroom with its rows of desks, bedlam reigned. Keyboards clicked, phones rang, voices buzzed. At the desk across from his, Charlie Bigelow exaggeratedly sniffed and muttered under his breath around the stub of the fat cigar in his mouth. “What in the blazes are you eating at nine in the morning?”

“A chili dog.” Brady plopped on his desk chair and scanned an interoffice memo about cutting expenses.

“I used to do that when I was your age,” Charlie grumbled almost wistfully. He ran a hand over his bald head. “That was when I had as much hair as you do. Fast living will be your downfall, McQueen.”

Brady already knew just how much could be lost. His frown lingering, he scrunched a scribbled phone message from a football player’s press agent. They’d talked yesterday. He aimed the balled paper at the wastebasket beside his desk and gingerly tossed it in. For a long moment, he stared at the next note. “Did you take this message?” he asked while trying to decipher Charlie’s chicken scratch.

Charlie threw him an over-the-glasses glance. “Yeah.” Seeming aware of his own lack of good penmanship, he added, “The last name is—”

“I know what it is.” A tightness coiled inside Brady’s stomach. He felt edgy, and until that moment, hadn’t realized how much he’d hoped to hear from Maggie, how much he’d been counting on her being his savior.

“Nice voice.”

“What time—” Brady never bothered to complete his question. Instead, he enjoyed Maggie’s approach. Long-legged, she wore tailored, classic clothes. A taupe-colored blazer hid curves that the creamy white, cowl-necked sweater beneath it might have revealed. Trim-cut, taupe slacks showed no suggestive line of her feminine contours. She carried herself like a princess, and he wondered how many hours at a finishing school she’d practiced walking with a book on her head to accomplish perfect posture.

Without looking away from her, Brady finished the last of his chili dog and shoved everything off his desk and into a drawer. “Hi, Maggie.”

Maggie had thought if she initiated the second meeting she would feel less jittery; she’d been wrong. No wonder women’s heads turned and their fantasies began when he entered a room. She thought that he must be aware of the impact he had on women. An Atlanta Braves T-shirt accentuated his lean, muscled body and broad shoulders. With long, denim-clad legs stretched beneath his desk, he looked tough, like a man who would challenge his body and test his fate to discover if, like a cat, he had nine lives.

Brady rose and stepped around his desk. “You came to say yes?” he asked hopefully. He needed her. She had no idea how much.

“I came with questions,” Maggie returned.

He supposed it was foolish to expect her to automatically say yes after their brief conversation the other night. “Such as?”

Maggie was alert to the curious look of the man seated at the nearby desk. “Can you leave?”

“In a minute.” Brady stretched back and punched a key on his computer.

Disturbingly, Maggie found herself mesmerized at the sight of the denim following the curve of his tight backside.

“All set.” When he pivoted toward her, he read uneasiness in her eyes. She didn’t want to be here. Yet she’d come. Feeling encouraged, he asked, “Want to get some breakfast?”

Her gaze darted in the direction of the wastebasket and the chili-stained wrapper. “Didn’t you just finish eating?”

“A snack.”

“I’m not hungry.” She was nervous. She was considering a step so out of character for her that her legs threatened to buckle beneath her.

He ignored her uncooperativeness. “I’m glad you came by. I was going to call you today.” Behind him, he heard the squeak of Charlie’s chair and knew he was unabashedly eavesdropping. “I owe you a date.”

Maggie had totally forgotten about the auction date.

“Why don’t we discuss it outside.
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