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Abbie Maven is every bit a lady.




Rhett Butler Blaylock doesn’t mingle much with ladies. 




Being a professional poker player, the only lady he spends time with is Lady Luck. Yet, despite their differences, he can’t fight the temptation of getting closer to Abbie. He imagines she smells as fresh as a hot July peach and tastes even more tantalizing.




She makes him want to be a better man.




Abbie can’t ignore her brother’s best friend—the man who makes her son laugh. They are as different as ocean and desert, and yet she can’t stop her heart from opening to him… Or her body. Someone had destroyed both a long time ago. Rhett makes her come alive again.




They strike a bargain: a secret relationship on her terms. Behind closed doors, everything is perfect. But his poker persona as a bad boy undermines everything she’s raising her son to believe in. Abbie has to decide: are moonlight serenades enough?








To all the people I encounter in my everyday life—from the coffee shops to the restaurants. Thank you for sharing the magic of the present moment with me as I write and giving me so much joy in the process.




And to my divine entourage, who brings all the right people to me, exactly at the right time.


[image: map]








Prologue




Rhett Butler Blaylock thrived on the unexpected.

The sweet little bundle of joy in his arms gazing up at him—his beautiful baby girl, Clara—was in the category of unexpected with a capital U.

“Hey, now, sweetheart,” he said when she started to squirm and fuss in her yellow swaddling blanket. “You’re okay. Daddy’s got you.”

As a professional poker player, he had more respect for Lady Luck than most two-legged creatures. She could ratchet up a man’s adrenaline faster than a roadrunner streaking across a highway, leaving him dripping with sweat and struggling to maintain his carefully constructed poker face. Rhett had seen men bet everything on a hand of cards. Sometimes they won a flush pot. Sometimes they lost everything, even their shirt.

Rhett had always believed in thinking big. In giving Lady Luck plenty of wishes and dreams on which to deliver. Even so, he’d never expected the joy and wonder of being a father—not when his own daddy had exhibited so little of that emotion before he’d up and left. 

Though Rhett had first come to savor fatherhood with Abbie’s older son, Dustin was almost full-grown. Clara was such a little thing, completely dependent on Rhett and Abbie to protect her and introduce her to the world. That same responsibility had been enough to send Rhett’s daddy scampering away, but it humbled Rhett.

Clara made every other victory in his life recede to white noise. Her little grunts when she was sleeping or her toothless grins as he talked to her saturated his life with joy like the primary colors in a modern painting. Not that Rhett liked modern art, but there was no denying it made a bold statement.

Much like Rhett himself.

“Your mama thought I was way too bold for my britches from the moment she met me,” he told Clara. As he spoke, he rocked them back and forth in the chair he’d bought for Clara’s nursery—a rocker worthy of Grandma Moses herself. “Actually I think it’s too big for my britches, but who cares? I figure you can turn a phrase how you like it. That’s what we Southerners do. Although between me and your mama, you listen to her about things like talking right. She cares about the proper way of doing things.”

His daughter scrunched up her nose, a sure sign she was going to cry. “All right, missy. Your mama isn’t going to be home for a while yet, so don’t be pulling a face at me. What you need is for me to spin a good yarn. That’s a story in case you didn’t know, being as you’re so fresh out  the chute.”

He rocked in silence for a moment, considering how best to begin a story for the little sprite. Sure, some people didn’t think babies this tiny could understand what anyone was saying, but Rhett had learned never to underestimate anyone. Sure as shooting, it was a good way to lose a card game. He figured his daughter deserved his respect, so he talked to her like she was real people.

“Why don’t I tell you about how your mama and me fell in love? Seems only right, seeing as how you’re here because of it. Of course, I can’t tell you everything, seeing as how some of the parts are private-like, between me and your mama. But I figure I can tell you a clean version from what I remember and what your mama has told me herself. I’m sure you won’t mind if I reflect on the rest quiet-like.”

Clara squirmed until she wiggled until her hands out of the yellow blanket. Rhett laughed. His daughter was a lot like him that way. She didn’t want to be restricted, always punching those little fists in the air.

“Your mama had no use for me as a man when we first met, Clara,” Rhett said, settling back in the rocking chair, wincing as he remembered how guarded Abbie had been around him. “Of course, I was wearing a lot of snakeskin and animal print back then to distract my opponents and attract media attention.”

Mostly he’d been living large, if he were being honest. A cheetah print jacket with fringe wasn’t something most men could pull off, but at six foot six, Rhett could make the wildest of garments look downright intimidating. Besides, he had liked expressing his primal side with…well, hints of the wild kingdom, as he’d liked to call it.

“I dress like a normal bubba now,” he drawled, eyeing his jeans, almost too plain for words. “That’s how much I love your mama, although I do still wear a cowboy hat a time or two.” His black Stetson Diamante remained one of his favorites.

“Regardless of dressing and acting the part of a Cowboy on Crack, as I’ve been called, I didn’t fall off the turnip wagon yesterday. I can be a patient man.”

Clara gurgled suddenly, and the sound was fetchingly similar to Abbie’s laughter. “Are you laughing at me? Heck, I can be patient. Luckily for your mama, I am. Your uncle was my friend, but the reason I came around so much was that I kept hoping she’d look at me like a woman looked at a man she found appealing. It took years, mind, and it didn’t even sway her that your brother adored me. Nope. Your mama may be all proper-like, but she sure as shooting knows her own mind. Like I know you will too, Clara.

“Now, why don’t we start with the first day we met…”





Chapter 1      




Rhett was in a sour mood that day after busting out in the finals at a major poker tournament. It was a small consolation that his friend Mac, better known as Maverick in the poker world, was the one who’d taken the prize money. Rhett crossed the room to congratulate him, only to stop short at the sight of the petite dark-haired woman standing next to Mac in a wine-colored women’s suit that covered up the charms the good Lord had given her. She was wearing panty hose beneath her knee-length skirt, and he could tell she sure as hell didn’t have a tattoo like most of the women he met on the circuit. 

This was Mac’s sister! He’d heard dozens of yarns about her from Mac, but they’d never met.

Abbie Maven looked like a fish out of water amidst the scantily dressed hotties in the crowd, but Rhett was swept away by her beauty and sweetness. From her perfectly styled chin-length black hair to the tips of her elegant low-heeled cream-colored pumps, she was every bit a lady—so much so Rhett wouldn’t have been surprised to find her picture in a women’s magazine article. She was grinning at her brother—something he would learn was uncharacteristic of her—and her arm was tucked lovingly around an enthusiastic young boy who looked just like Maverick. Mac’s nephew, and her son, Rhett realized. 

The bitter taste of defeat left his mouth, and he found himself hankering to get closer to her. He imagined she smelled as fresh as a hot July peach and tasted even more tantalizing.

But because Mac was his friend, Rhett told himself she was off-limits.

Sure as shooting, when she caught sight of him ambling toward them, the grin left her face. In fact, she turned downright pale, almost like she was going to faint—something he wouldn’t mind, since he planned on catching her.

“You’re Rhett Butler Blaylock,” the young boy called out. “I’m Dustin, and this is my mom, Abigail Maven, but people call her Abbie. Except for me, of course. You play like a crazy man, just like Uncle Mac said. It’s so cool. When you went all in on that last hand…”

Rhett focused his attention on the young boy as he continued to chatter, aware of his mama watching the scene. Dustin was a breath of fresh air, full of piss and vinegar, as Rhett’s mama would say.

“Dustin,” Abbie finally said softly. “Take a breath.”

The boy stopped speaking instantly and took a huge one, loud enough to make Rhett chuckle. “Mom says I’m like a jukebox sometimes. It’s like someone put a quarter in me.”

Rhett laughed a little louder, and Mac joined him. Abbie gave her son a look.

“I’d say a whole dollar from that speech,” Rhett replied, tousling the boy’s hair playfully. “Personally I love me a good ol’ fashioned jukebox. They play the best tunes.”

Since the woman before him made him jittery, Rhett took a breath to compose himself before turning toward her.

“Ms. Maven, it’s good to finally meet you. Mac here speaks highly of you.”

She continued to stare at him. “You as well.”

While his heart was racing under his zebra-striped vest, she stuck her hand out like she was Robert E. Lee surrendering at Appomattox or something. For a moment, she caught him flat-footed. He wasn’t used to women wanting to shake his hand. Usually they had something else in mind. 

But his manners kicked in. He gave his charming, shit-eating grin as he engulfed her tiny hand, hoping her earlier humor would return. Instead, she cocked her eyebrow at him as though he were a camel wandering around in a winter blizzard. She sure seemed to think he was crazy. Well, she wasn’t half wrong. The thoughts he was having about her made him a candidate for the loony bin.

“I take it the Maverick here didn’t prepare you for me,” he said in his drawl, which usually had women hanging on his every word.

Her mouth gave the faintest hint of a smile. “His briefings about people are usually more spot on, but perhaps you defy description, Mr. Butler.”

Mr. Butler? Wasn’t she cool as a cucumber and then some? “Rhett, ma’am, and I would like to think I do,” he said, leaning down some to take a good whiff of her perfume. It wasn’t the peach scent of his imaginings, but something a little muskier and more alluring. Lord, he’d be eating out of her hand but good in another minute.

“I’m sure we’ll be seeing you around, Mr. Butler,” Abbie said before he could make more of a jackass of himself. “Dustin, it’s time for bed.” 

The boy gave a playful wave, wished everyone goodnight, and followed his mother out of the hotel lobby that had accommodated the poker tournament.

“It’s Rhett,” he called out, a fraction too late. 

The sweet perfection that was Abbie Maven had disappeared.

Mac clapped him on the back. “Don’t worry. She doesn’t take to people very easily. She’s a little shy.”

She hadn’t seemed shy so much as disinterested. Rhett was surprised to discover he was the one who felt totally out of his depth. He didn’t mingle much with ladies, and as a professional poker player, he got more mileage and press from appearing to be a bad boy. That didn’t mean he didn’t treat women with respect. No siree. His mama had taught him from the time he was a sprout to say “ma’am” and open doors for the women folk. She was fond of saying, “We give birth to y’all, and the least you could do is talk to us proper and treat us right.”

Rhett saw Abbie often at the major poker tournaments after that first meeting, especially as he and Mac became better friends. He spent more time with her son, Dustin, too. Mac had told him that Abbie was a single mama, although Mac lived with them to help out. But when he probed a bit more, he hit a wall.

“Dustin’s father is totally out of the picture,” Mac said, his jaw tight. “I figure it’s Abbie’s business who knows the rest.”

Rhett knew better than to ask again. His own daddy had left him and his mama, after all. His mama didn’t mind talking about it to anyone who cared to listen, but Abbie was different.

Both he and Mac continued to be on the best of terms with Lady Luck, one or the other winning championship after championship, and Mac and Abbie collaborated to launch a successful line of upscale poker hotels. Rhett would visit them at their hotels over the years, staying as a guest in one of their premier suites.

Abbie had thawed to him, maybe even warmed up, but she always acted a little uncomfortable about the idea of him staying over at one of the homes they rented to give their family, Mac included, a sense of normality and structure. 

Maybe she was afraid he’d walk around the house in a leopard-print thong or something. Usually he just walked around buck naked, but he’d observe normal conventions—like wearing clothes—for her. His mama hadn’t raised him in a barn.

Despite their differences, he never stopped hoping to get closer to her. Even though he knew it was foolish as a bear trying to talk himself out of hibernating.

His lucky break happened one sunny June afternoon after he’d won another big poker tournament in Mac’s Arizona hotel. He’d recently won the big granddaddy of them all, the World Series of Poker championship, and he was still flying high. 

Right now, he was hot poker shit.

“Rhett!” 

Dustin was pushing his way toward him through a sea of poker fans and well-wishers. Full of the regular hormones of a fourteen-year-old, he was giving some of the poker hotties embarrassed smiles as he brushed against them accidentally.

“Hell of a win, Rhett,” someone called out.

“How in the world did you come back after losing over half your chips?” another person shouted.

“Nerves of steel, boys,” he called out. “Dustin! What are you doing in this throng? It’s as thick as flies on flypaper in here.”

“You played sick,” Dustin said, his green eyes sparkling with a hero worship that made Rhett feel like a heavyweight. “I’m so glad you won. Especially since Uncle Mac didn’t.”

Maverick had come close this time. They didn’t like playing each other, but they’d agreed not to let anything harm their friendship. 

Mac appeared beside Dustin and extended his hand. “Congrats. You caught some hands even I would have thought impossible.”

“Lady Luck is my best girl,” he said, searching for Abbie. “Where’s your mama?”

“She doesn’t like the crowds,” Mac said. “She already headed up to our suite.”

Rhett fought the frown. She’d braved the crush for her brother. He couldn’t help but feel a little put out. They’d come far enough along to be friends, hadn’t they? “Let’s find her and celebrate. I’ll join you in your suite in a sec. I need to thank my girls first.”

Dustin and Mac nodded and disappeared in the crowd. Rhett turned to Raven and Vixen. They were dressed to the nines, like always, in teensy-weensy sequined dresses designed to attract attention. Only a handful of people in Rhett’s circle knew that Raven and Vixen, known affectionately in the media as his “poker babes,” were his secret poker scouts. They both had M.B.A.s from Harvard, the oldest university in these United States. Elizabeth Saunders aka Vixen and Jane Wilcox aka Raven had both needed new lives, and masquerading as his beautiful, ditzy companions had allowed them to hide in plain sight.

“Y’all are the best,” he told them, kissing each of them on the cheek.

While they were far too professional to break character in public, Rhett saw the mischievous sparkle in their eyes. It never failed to amuse them how much people underestimated a pretty woman in a tight dress. 

“I’ll see y’all later,” he said and set about making his way through the crowd, fielding questions from the press and fans. 

He knew how to find the Maven family suite. They had one in each of the hotels they owned—a place where they could host friends and business partners or comfortably sleep after a special event at the hotel. He’d celebrated other victories there before, both for himself and Mac. A few zealous members of the press core and some determined fans were on his tail, but they wouldn’t get past the security Mac posted at the corridor to the family suite during every competition. The bulky men in the maroon jackets nodded to him and let him pass. Rhett was delighted when Dustin greeted him at the door, grinning at him like the Cheshire Cat.

“You made it in record time! Mom thought we’d be waiting awhile.”

Rhett stepped inside and closed the door behind him. The family suite was much like Abbie: elegant, classy, and inviting. Her yellow linen suit didn’t have a wrinkle on it, he’d bet, and it was the perfect Abbie attire. It said, “Welcome, but don’t come too close.” 

Abbie met his gaze and then looked away, like a bird landing briefly on a blueberry bush only to be startled away. “You played remarkably, Rhett,” she said.

He wasn’t sure if “remarkably” was proper English. It didn’t sound right to his redneck ears. But he supposed it must be since Abbie had said it.

“Let’s pop some champagne,” Mac said, walking over to a silver bucket where a bottle of Krug was chilling.

“Krug, huh?” Rhett said as a pop resounded through the room. “I’m pleased as punch to see I rate the best.”

“You are the best!” Dustin exclaimed, bouncing in his sneaker-clad feet. “Mom, can I have a little to celebrate? Please. What Rhett did down there was epic. Right, Uncle Mac?”

“Right,” Mac said, pouring three glasses of champagne and serving drinks to both Rhett and Abbie. “Up to you about Dustin, Abbie.”

A frown marred her mouth. “You know how I feel about this sort of thing, Dustin. The legal age for drinking is twenty-one.”

“But, Mom! It’s only a sip. To toast with.” The boy hunched his lean shoulders and gave an audible sigh. “I never get to have any fun.”

“Yeah, you have a hard life,” Mac said, clapping his shoulder in a move Rhett knew was designed to bring the kid out of his mood. “It’s Rhett’s celebration. How about you give the toast?”

“I don’t have anything to drink,” Dustin protested.

“Let’s remedy that,” Mac said, and together he and Dustin picked out a soda from the well-stocked bar in the family room.

Dustin had lost some of his earlier enthusiasm, but he smiled when he extended his glass in the circle the four of them had made. “To the king of poker.”

Rhett grinned and clinked their glasses together. “I can drink to that.” Of course, king today, peasant tomorrow. Nothing could change a man’s fate faster than a hand of cards.

Then he met Abbie’s eyes and touched his glass to hers.

He supposed a woman could change a man’s fate just as fast—if she had a mind to. The only problem was that, all these years later, Abbie still didn’t seem to have a mind to. He sipped his Krug after toasting with Mac.

“I know what would make this celebration even better,” Dustin said, his grin spreading wider. “Rhett should come stay at our house for a few days before he leaves. You’re leaving town on Wednesday, right?”

Nodding, Rhett cast a quick glance at Mac. Maverick was drinking his champagne as though he hadn’t felt his nephew’s invitation rattle the windows like a jet streaking through the sky. 

“That way you can hang out with me more since I’m out of school,” Dustin continued, “and you can come to my soccer practice tomorrow. Isn’t that best idea ever, Mom?”

Rhett watched as Abbie took a healthy sip of her champagne. Her shoulders were ramrod straight, and she had the look of a chaperone who’d just been outmaneuvered by her charge.

“Dustin, I’m sure Rhett is all settled in his suite here at the hotel,” she said, and then coughed like she had a furball in her throat.

If Rhett hadn’t been so nervous, he might have laughed. But the stakes were too high. He wanted to stay at their house. Her house. Of course he’d been there before, but staying over would provide a different kind of intimacy. 

“He can stay in the guesthouse, Mom!” Dustin pressed. “Wouldn’t you like to stay with us, Uncle Rhett? Mom makes the best pancakes.”

“He’s had my pancakes, Dustin,” Abbie said in a tight voice.

This time Rhett started coughing. He’d had her pancakes, but not her… Better not think about that right now, he told himself.

“Uncle Mac! Tell Rhett to come stay with us.” The boy looked over at his uncle.

“Rhett is more than welcome,” his friend said. “But your mom runs the house, so it’s up to her. That was the deal we made.” He gave his sister a pointed look.

A moment passed before she answered. “Of course, Rhett, you are more than welcome,” Abbie finally said. Her smile didn’t reach her eyes.

While it wasn’t the warmest invite, he was never one to look a gift horse in the mouth. This was the opportunity he’d been hoping for. “Thank you, Abbie. I’ll see to gathering up my things now. Maybe we can make those pancakes you were talking about tonight, Dustin. I can help.”

The boy jumped in the air. “Great! Breakfast for dinner. That’s why I love you, Uncle Rhett. You’re always unconventional. I’ll help you pack.”

In no time at all, Rhett was at the Mavens’ Arizona residence. He loved the golden, Spanish-style two-story with the rustic interior. The sweeping ceilings and arched doorways added grandeur to the space without making it feel too austere. Coupled with Abbie’s decorating in warm colors and unique, eye-catching art—something she excelled at both in her work at Mac’s hotels and their various homes—Rhett found himself feeling more than comfortable.

“I always love being in one of your homes,” he told her as she led him out the back. They cut through the garden and passed the infinity swimming pool, making their way toward the guesthouse. “Your garden is looking wonderful as always. How you manage to bring color to the desert, I’ll never know. My mama says it’s a true art.”

She looked over at him sharply. “You talk to your mother about me?”

He found himself clearing his throat again. “Well, yes. I mean…you’re some of my best friends. She loves hearing stories about y’all.”

“Dustin worships the ground you walk on,” she said, glancing back at the main house. Dustin was changing into his swimsuit. As soon as Rhett had arrived, he’d waylaid him at the door, suggesting they get into the pool before making pancakes. “I wish he’d look at me that way again. The older he gets, the more I feel like he’s determined to fight me on the smallest things, anything from how loud he plays his music to cleaning up his room.”

The soft glow from the lighting in the garden gave her face an ethereal quality, making him think of angels or godmotherly types. She was so untouchable to him, and yet all he wanted to do was touch her and keep on touching her…

“He’s a teenager, Abbie,” he said, “and from my perch, I’d say a really good one. If you’d seen me at that age, you’d pack up and take off for parts unknown.”

She laughed softly. “Oh, Rhett. You always know what to say to make me feel better.”

A charge of electricity went through him, shooting from head to toe. “Do I? You’ve never said so before. I thought I…”

He trailed off, the words stuck in his craw.

Glancing up, her green eyes searched his face. “You thought what?”

A sharp noise burst from his lips before he could control himself. “That you didn’t think much of me and my way of thinking. I mean, you’re such a lady, and I’m…me. I’m not ashamed of that. I’ve made a heck of a life for myself after some pretty hard knocks, but you…”

He wasn’t sure if he should say the rest.

But then she put her hand on his arm, her skin warm and soft. She’d never touched him like that before. His heart seemed to stop.

“I what?” she whispered.

She seemed to be standing closer to him suddenly, her perfume filling his nose, intoxicating him. He could feel his control slipping away, and when he tried to bring it back, it was like a wet rope sliding through his clumsy fingers.

“You deserve better, is all,” he said softly.

Her mouth parted ever so slightly, and he could feel her shock prickle his own skin.

“I…I don’t know what to say.”

“Don’t mind me none,” he said. “Must be fallout from the win.”

“No, it’s not,” she said, keeping her hand on his arm. “You’re mostly composed.”

He laughed. “Mostly” was a kindness. “Except around you.”

The fingers resting on his arm jerked. “Please don’t say that.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, wanting to kick himself. “You’d best get inside and leave me be. I’m no better than a junkyard dog, it seems. Please forget what I said.”

Picking up his suitcase, he moved the last few steps toward the guesthouse door.

“Rhett,” Abbie called out.

He turned reluctantly.

“You aren’t anything like what you just said.” She fisted her hands together at her side. “I’m sorry I ever made you think I thought less of you.” She was quiet for a moment, and when she continued, it was in a smaller voice. “Most of the time, I don’t know what to do about you.”

That statement gave him hope. “Seems we’re in the same boat.”

“You should also know that I think you’re a good man,” she said, worrying her lip. “Dustin and Mac wouldn’t love you otherwise, and I’ve always trusted their judgment.”

It was weird to hear her talk about the Maven boys loving him, but he supposed it was true. He loved those bubbas just as much. “Thank you, Abbie.”

“If things were different…”

Those words shot straight to his heart. Before he’d had hope, the kind that made him think he could win even though the chips were down. This new emotion was one he recognized: anticipation. It was when he knew he was going to get what he wanted. He couldn’t have been more surprised.

Dropping his suitcase, he walked back to Abbie in a few long strides. She was shivering, he realized, but not from any cold. Heck, the dry summer heat was powerful enough to cook a goose.

He reached out his hand, slow enough so she could step away. But she didn’t. Her green eyes seemed to grow larger in her face, and when he touched her cheek, she closed them, her lashes fanning down in a way that seemed sensual.

“Oh, Rhett,” she said, her voice agonized.

“Abbie,” he said, his voice equally strained. “You’re so beautiful.”

The soft skin of her cheek felt like a million benedictions. Yes, please. This woman. It’s time.

He leaned down to kiss her, waiting a spell to see if she’d bolt. His lips brushed her mouth, and her breath rushed out.

“Mom! Uncle Rhett! Where are you?”

They jumped apart, and Rhett pressed his hand to his forehead. He’d had Abbie’s sweet mouth next to his—finally—and they’d been interrupted. His luck had flown the coop, dammit all to hell.

“We’re back here, getting me settled,” Rhett called out since Abbie seemed frozen to the ground. “I’ll get changed and meet you in a flash, Dustin.”

He heard a splash of water in the pool and gazed back at Abbie. “You’d best go on now.”

She nodded jerkily and then turned tail and ran.











Chapter 2      




Abbie told herself she was being a complete ninny for running off after almost being caught kissing Rhett.

She headed down the path through the garden—the one that led to her office. That way Dustin wouldn’t see the lobster-red flush suffusing her cheeks. When she closed the door, she decided it wasn’t enough. She closed the curtains too. Adjusting everything in the room to her specification, she finally let herself have what she called an “unguarded” moment. As a mother, she didn’t allow herself many of them. There was always someone around, and she didn’t want to upset Dustin—or Mac for that matter.

She lowered herself onto her comfy cream sofa, tucking her feet under her body and curling in on herself.

She’d kissed Rhett Butler Blaylock!

The shock of that would have been great enough, but it was also her first real kiss in sixteen years. Dustin didn’t know—if she had her way, he’d never know—but his father had date-raped her in her last year of high school. Since then, she hadn’t thought of another man sexually except for Rhett—an attraction that had always baffled her, proving yet again she had no common sense when it came to men. They were as different as ocean and desert, she told herself over and over again.

But there had always been something about him…

Rhett treated her like a lady in that old-fashioned Southern way of his, standing up when she entered the room or opening the door for her. He’d picked up on how she felt about crowds without her ever saying so, and when they were all packed like sardines in some poker venue, he would cup her elbow and shield her from the crowd like a knight in shining armor.

Then there was his charming smile. And the way that he always laughed, low and loud and generous—at himself, at life, at losing hundreds of thousands of dollars in a poker game.

He had the courage and boundless optimism she lacked, and she admired that about him too. He usually believed the best of people, a trait she’d lost on that terrible night when the man she’d been infatuated with had taken her innocence. 

But most of all, Rhett made her skin tingle. Until she’d met him, she hadn’t considered herself capable of something that earthy, that primal. She’d feared it was another thing that had been taken from her.

He made her mind create the wildest images, ones where he was kissing every inch of her body while murmuring to her in that smooth-as-molasses drawl of his.

Tonight, with only a few touches of his hand on her cheek and a quick brush of his lips on hers, he’d given her gallons of fuel for her fantasies.

Until that moment outside the guesthouse, she’d thought her fantasies of him were confined to her mind and the lonely dark nights when she found herself wishing for the touch and feel of a man.

She’d never imagined Rhett could want her back. She was too tame for his wildness, wasn’t she? But it seemed he did.

Good heavens, what was she going to do now that she knew about his feelings? 

She wished Dustin had never asked him to stay over.

“Abbie!” she heard Mac shout.

Pressing her hand to her temple, she took one final deep breath before standing up. She was halfway to the door when her brother knocked on it. “Yes?”

He popped his head in. “You working? Come on, slave driver. We have a celebration going on. Plus, I’ll need your help with the pancakes.”

Right. The pancakes. They would keep her hands busy. She needed busy right now. “You go have a swim. I’ll get dinner—breakfast—going.”

“No,” Mac said, taking her hand, “you’re going to join us for a dip before dinner. There’s no rush.” He paused, taking a long look at her. “You seem stressed. What’s wrong?”

She never lied to Mac. Their rough upbringing had guaranteed they were allies from the start, and these last years—raising Dustin together, opening the hotels as a team—had drawn them closer together than most siblings. They were partners, really, and partners  didn’t lie to each other. But she couldn’t tell him about her encounter with Rhett. They were best friends, and she wouldn’t risk hurting their relationship in any way.

Patting his chest, she made herself smile. “The poker tournament is over. You can turn your superpower radar off. I’m only tired.” At least it was a half-truth. 

“Is it Rhett?” he asked, stopping her from leaving the office. “I know how you feel about having male guests stay over in our home.”

“It’s fine,” she said quickly. “Dustin loves him—”

“And so do I,” Mac said, “but he doesn’t have to stay if you’re uncomfortable.”

“It’s about time I get over being uncomfortable around men, isn’t it?” she asked and then shook her head. “I mean…Rhett would never hurt me. I know that. I’m just being silly, is all.”

“Trauma isn’t silly,” Mac said, carefully wrapping his arms around her. “But you’re right. Rhett would sooner cut off his own arm and leg than he would hurt you. I’m glad you’re thinking it’s time to get over being afraid, Abbie. You deserve to feel safe again, and you deserve a good man.” He made sure to meet her eyes when he said that last part.

Oh, brother, he was not going to start this again. “I’m going to start the pancakes. Go change.”

Pulling out of his embrace, she sought the safety of the kitchen. Their mother had never been a homemaker, and Abbie had pored through books and magazines to gather information on how to make a house a home. The kitchen was the center, she’d discovered, especially with men who loved to eat.

Everything was well-ordered, from the spotless granite countertops to the artfully arrayed dishes visible through the glass-front cabinets. The Sub-Zero refrigerator didn’t have a fingerprint on it. The order calmed her. When she opened it to retrieve the milk and butter for the pancakes, she righted the orange juice Dustin must have hastily put away.

“Mom!” her son yelled.

She jumped and turned around. And locked her jaw to keep from drooling at the sight of Rhett Butler Blaylock standing at the French doors with a white towel slung around his hips. Dustin looked so small beside him, so young.

“I thought you were coming out,” her son said, wiping his feet on the hand-hooked rug she had by the door and crossing the room to her.

“You’re dripping all over the floor, Dustin,” she said, rolling her eyes.

“We were hungry.”

“You were hungry,” Rhett said laughing. “I’m happy to wait for dinner until you have a dip, Abbie. The water is real nice.”

Just the way he said “real nice” made her want to slide to the floor like the water rolling off his beautiful body.

“I want to get dinner ready,” Abbie said. “I don’t feel much like a swim.”

“But you love getting in the water at night,” Dustin told her, pulling out a bag of tortilla chips and salsa from the pantry. “Mom gets embarrassed being in a swimsuit when the sun is out. She’s like a vampire swimmer.”

“Dustin!” she called out.

“I’m sure your mama has her reasons,” Rhett said, “and since she’s your mama, you might be a touch more respectful.”

Her son swung around and gaped at Rhett, rather like Abbie was doing.

The tortilla chips fell to his side, still clutched in his hand. “I was only kidding, Uncle Rhett.”

“Trust an old bubba when he tells you that isn’t something to joke about. Some women don’t like to be seen with only a stitch of clothing on. It’s better to be sensitive about such matters.”

His golden eyes met hers, and she felt her heartbeat start to race. That wasn’t the first time he’d shocked her with one of his insights. Even though she’d mastered the art of locking her emotions in, of shoring up her heart, he seemed to read her mind.

“Dustin, why don’t you go on out and join your Uncle Mac? I’ll help your mama with the flapjacks. I used to be a pretty good helper to my own mama in the kitchen.”

“All right, Uncle Rhett,” Dustin said, ducking his head as he shuffled forward.

Before he could slip past Rhett, the man clapped an enormous hand on his shoulder. “I’m only telling you this so you can be a better man with the women in your life. You’re growing up. You ain’t always going to be around your mama and Uncle Mac to tell you things, and teenage girls are their own mystery.”

“True that,” Dustin said, shaking his head. “Thanks.”

Rhett winked at him. “I’ll call you and Mac when we’ve got supper ready. Don’t spoil your stomach with too many of those chips.”

Abbie blinked, staring at Rhett in something like shock, as her son laughed and shut the door behind him. “Who are you?” she asked.

The right side of his mouth kicked up. “Just an old dog who’s learned a few tricks along the way. That young ‘un could benefit from a few of them, it appears. Hope I didn’t overstep.”

“No, of course not,” she said, tucking her hands behind her back. “You showed remarkable insight.”

“I pay attention,” he said with a shrug. “Now, I don’t want to drip all over your floor either, so I’ll just hop on back to my little house and change. Be back in a jiffy.”

She took the opportunity to pour herself a glass of white wine. Rhett was going to help her in the kitchen? Was the sky falling?

Sure enough, he was back in short order—leaning against the counter a few feet from her and smiling like he’d just won the jackpot. He’d changed into a simple white T-shirt and jeans, much less wild than his poker-playing clothes. When he dressed, well, normal like this, it was much harder to resist him. So much so that she found herself clearing her throat.

“Would you like a drink?” she asked.

“I’m fine,” he said, his gaze locked on her. “Now, what can I help you with?”

She set her glass down carefully. It would be embarrassing to spill it with her hands shaking like they were. “How about you grab the baking soda and baking powder out of the spice cabinet?” She pointed to the space in question.

“I can do that,” he said. “Where do you keep your forks? My mama always said a fork made better flapjacks than a whisk.”

Who was making these pancakes anyway? “In the right drawer beside the dishwasher.”

She got out the measuring cups and started to measure out the flour in the bowl she’d set out. He came up beside her and set his items on the counter.

“I really appreciate you having me over like this,” he said. “Being with y’all is a sight better than winning a poker tournament, let me tell you.”

“I can’t imagine that’s true,” she said dryly.

He turned her slowly with a gentle hand on her arm, the heat of him radiating through her. “I’ve always wanted to stay over with y’all, but I sensed your hesitation. I was determined I’d be on my best behavior if you ever did invite me. Abbie…what I’m trying to say is that I’m not sure if I should apologize for kissing you. Do you want me to leave?”

She turned back to dole out the sugar and ended up dropping the tablespoon straight into the bowl. “I don’t know…” Her breathing grew difficult suddenly, and she feared the start of an asthma attack. “I need my inhaler. Excuse me.”

Doing her best not to run to her purse, she fumbled with the clasp and dug out the device. Putting it to her mouth, she pressed the top and inhaled deeply. She needed to calm down—and to do that, she needed to ignore Rhett. He didn’t cross over to her, thank God, but kept his gaze on her.

“You go on to your sitting room,” he quietly said. “I’ll finish up these here flapjacks.”

She was trembling, she realized, and since she was afraid any further conversation about kissing would only worsen her condition, she nodded.

At the edge of the kitchen, she looked back. Rhett’s shoulders were slumped in defeat, and when he ran a hand through his thick golden hair, she felt tears surface in her eyes.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered across the distance between them.

He looked up. “It’s okay, Abbie.”

She left the room, wishing she were a different kind of woman, the kind who could admit that she wanted his kisses, that she dreamed of his hands on her.











Chapter 3      




Rhett awakened bone-tired the next morning. He and Mac had told tall tales into the night after a disquieting dinner over slightly burned flapjacks. Abbie had barely said a word, her inhaler resting next to her silverware. He still felt like shit for pushing her. What had he been thinking to abuse her friendship and hospitality?

But she’d looked so eager the night before, standing in the soft light outside the guesthouse. He’d never doubted a woman wanting him, but he was filled with second guesses now. Mac hadn’t said a word, which meant he likely didn’t know about the kiss, and Rhett decided the best he could hope for was for everything to blow over. He would make an excuse to leave today. He hated to think about Dustin’s disappointment—or his own—but he’d do anything to avoid making her more uncomfortable.

Checking the time, he groaned. It wasn’t much past six o’clock in the infernal morning. For a man who played poker and partied late, he was never up with the sun. But he couldn’t simply lie here brooding.

A fast, lung-burning run would be just the thing. He pulled on some shorts, followed by his shoes and socks, and walked out into the dry heat. Being a country boy, he preferred nature trails, but he’d run on the sidewalk in a pinch. 

He ran, pouring all of his frustration into it. The neighborhood was lined with greenery, and he found himself marveling at how much water people used to turn a desert into a paradise. Seemed like a plumb crazy idea, if you asked him, but it wasn’t for him to say. Of course Abbie had to use a butt load of water to keep her gardens thriving. She was a woman who cultivated flowers like some women cultivated their dance card at cotillion. 

Not your kind of woman, he tried to remind himself. She deserves better.

After more than an hour, he headed back, sweaty as a horse ridden hard and put up wet. Letting himself in through the back fence, he made his way down the meandering garden path.

When he reached the guesthouse, he stopped short. Abbie was hacking at weeds in a small patch of earth in front of the porch. She was wearing a loose yellow cotton shirt that hugged her petite body and some tan shorts that were hiked up her golden thighs. He’d never seen her in shorts. Lord have mercy. His mouth went dry, and he took a massive inhale.

She jerked around on her knees, clenching the trowel in her hands. “Oh…I…”

Her eyes traveled across his body. He knew because every hair seemed to raise on his skin despite the heat. And he grew hard, hard enough for her to see. Clearly she did because her eyes widened. Her chest rose with her own shallow breathing, and he feared she would have another asthma attack.

She dropped the trowel and rose from the earth, looking like some fertility goddess who gave life to barren places. Her hands were dirty, he realized, and he marveled that she wasn’t wearing gardening gloves. Very un-Abbie of her.

“I was waiting for you to come out to apologize for last night, but now I…”

Darn it all if she didn’t lick her lips then, making him even harder. “You what?”

“I can’t deny it,” she whispered, edging closer until she was inches away from his body. “I wanted you to kiss me last night. To…touch me.”

He swallowed.

“And I want it now,” she said, reaching out her hand slowly until it touched his chest. “Rhett, I’m tired of denying what I want.”

Her fingers grazed the hard planes of his pecs, leaving streaks of dirt behind, mixed with his sweat. Oddly arousing, he realized, like they were already mixing what they were made of.

“What do you want?” he asked, certain she needed to say it as much as he needed to hear it.

Her eyes locked on his, and she placed her hand right over his heart. “You. Put your hands on me, Rhett.”

Some voice of his was yelling for attention in a distant part of his mind, but his balls were gripping, and his muscles were locking, and all he wanted to do was lay her down in the sweet grass and pleasure her until she screamed his name.

He closed the distance between them and kissed her, fitting his hands around her body. She stumbled back, and he cushioned her as they both fell to the ground. Then her mouth was opening under his. He fell into the power of his desire for her, her heat, and the urgency between them.

“I want you to be sure,” he said harshly, breaking free.

She placed her hand flat on his naked chest. “I’m sure.”

He levered them up and swung her into his arms, walking to the door of the guesthouse and opening it with one hand. “Then you have me. I’m going to love you like crazy, Abigail Maven.”

Kicking the door closed behind them, he made sure to turn the lock. Then he headed to the master bedroom in the back of the cozy house. The shades were still drawn, and since he wanted to see her, he carried her over to open them a touch.

“You’re as light as a feather,” he said, liking the feel of his hands under her bottom.

“Kiss me, Rhett,” she whispered.

“Yes ma’am.”

His mouth descended on hers. Her lips were eager and unskilled, so he nestled her closer and cupped her cheek, showing her the angle they both needed. The hand that had clutched the weeds earlier clutched his hair, and his tongue speared her lips. She gasped, but soon she was squirming against him.

He knew what she needed. Abbie Maven needed an orgasm. Not just a plain ol’ vanilla one. She needed a raw, earthy one, as raw and earthy as the sweat on his body and the dirt on her small hands.

He set her on bed and sunk to his knees before her, kissing her neck with his open mouth. She tensed when he pressed her knees apart and settled between them.

“It’s okay, Abbie,” he whispered, pausing to meet her eyes. “Let me take care of you. Do you trust me?”

She nodded quickly, but he could see the anxiety in her eyes. 

“Ignore me,” she said. “I’m being foolish.”

If he’d thought her inexperienced with men before, this confirmed it. “You could never be foolish. Let’s keep kissing for a spell, and when you’re ready, we’ll go a little further. Okay?”

Another brief nod, but he was pleased when she snuggled close and lifted her mouth to his. The kissing was as exciting and nerve-racking as a newly dealt hand of cards. Every move she made told him whether he needed to check, call, fold, or raise. Some touches she arched into. Others she withdrew from, almost as though they were too much for her to endure. He patiently kissed her, stroking her in mutually-agreed-upon zones: her back, her hips, the sides of her waist, and a few sweeping passes over her bottom.

When she squirmed again, he knew it was time to test the waters. He raised her shirt, kissing her flat stomach. While her breath stopped short, she didn’t tense up, so he lifted that yellow shirt until it rested against her collarbones. He kissed the delicate mounds of her small breasts, cupped in a simple white bra. But it was when he ran a single finger over that soft rolling skin that she moaned and closed her eyes.

He wanted to shout for joy and whistle Dixie.

Reaching under her, he undid her bra and slid his hands around to caress the undersides of her breasts. More tortured moans sounded from her lips. “Oh, honey, make music for me.”

Then he lifted her bra and set his mouth to her breasts. She jerked under him, but moaned again and continued moaning as he experimented with what she liked: soft or hard suction, gentle or urgent kisses. She liked them all, he discovered.

She lurched up and tugged her shirt over her head. Next went her bra. Her mouth gave an uncertain smile. He gave an answering grin. Covering her so their bare chests connected, he brushed their bodies back and forth until she was running her feet over the backs of his calves. Pressing back, he reached for the button of her shorts and opened them.

She was tensing against him all over again, but he knew how to assure her. More kisses. More caresses to her breasts. Soon she was opening on a new level, and he was sliding her shorts down her luscious legs. He took off her sandals, cupping her arches in his large palms. She lay before him like a feast.

“You are so beautiful,” he said in a hoarse voice. “Let me show you how much.”

He kissed his way up her legs. The closer he came to the core of her, the more tense she became. He eased back, focusing on giving her more kisses. He even turned her onto her stomach and kissed his way down her delicate spine. Taking her bottom in his hands, he kissed her there too. She gasped again, but since she was still squirming, he didn’t stop. Whatever was holding her back was dissolving, and he was proud to be a part of toppling the wall she’d surrounded herself in.

His hand reached around her body until he could touch her core. Out of some primal instinct, he knew it would be easier this way. She was shy about her pleasure, and so he stroked her gently at first, kissing her neck until she lurched hard against his hand. Sliding a finger inside her, he realized she was as tight as a virgin. He would need to take extra care not to hurt her when he entered her. Again, he experimented with touches to see what she responded to, increasing the pressure and speed until she quickened and cried out under his hands.

He turned her over, determined to heighten her pleasure. Parting her legs, he stroked her lightly until she started moaning again. Only then did he leave her to grab a condom from his wallet. 

Urging her legs to bend at the knee, he pressed slowly inside her. He ground his teeth at the fierce pleasure of being encased in her warmth. Holding onto his control took effort, especially when she made another tortured sound.

“Oh, Rhett,” she whispered, her head pressing back into the pillows, her face flushed.

He filled her, and as they moved together, his heart filled up with tender emotion. This was Abbie, the unattainable lady he’d always admired and wanted, but his strokes seemed to summon up a rarely expressed part of her. She clutched his back in passion, urging him on with grunts and little cries, like she wasn’t used to pleasure like this and didn’t know where it would end.

He set himself to the task of pleasing her with his body. Long, deep strokes seemed to work the best for her. His body was flush with sweat again, and he was pleased to see hers was the same. They glided together until she started to quake under him, and when she cried out again, he let himself join her.

The pleasure shot through him, and when he was spent, he rested his forehead on her shoulder. “My God, Abbie.”

She made a soft sound, utterly feminine, the kind God must have designed with the sole intention to disarm a man. In that moment, he would have done anything for her, become anything to stay with her.

Because he had to see her, he raised up on his shaking arms. “Abbie.”

“Oh, Rhett,” she whispered.

When she raised her hand and touched his face, he knew his life would never be the same.











Chapter 4      




Abbie had read plenty of magazine articles and books describing how lush a woman felt after sex. 

She’d never imagined it could ever happen to her. But it had. And with Rhett Butler Blaylock.

His body was still curved over hers. She couldn’t help but recall the look in his eyes when he’d raised his head to meet her gaze… Something had snapped in her heart, like a balloon breaking free of its earthly tether to float into the heavens.

He was breathing hard, and she realized she was too despite the deliciousness running through every limb. My goodness, she wanted more of this. She wanted the sweat and the heaviness of his body covering her, the slide of him inside her most sensitive parts. He’d opened up a new world to her, and she hugged him spontaneously, wanting to thank him.

“Oh Rhett,” she said. “That was so wonderful. I…”

She stopped midsentence, realizing she’d been on the verge of admitting private things, things she’d never shared with another soul.

When he raised his head, there was a gentle smile on his face. “It was wonderful. More wonderful than I’ve ever felt. Abbie…you do something to me.”

The words reminded her of the lyrics of an old-time song by Cole Porter, one of her favorites. He’d done something to her too. There was no denying it, but as the lusciousness faded and she noticed the streaks of dirt on Rhett’s body—from her hands—her cheeks grew hot. 

“I got you all dirty,” she said, grabbing the edge of the sheet to rub it off. “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t mind it one bit,” he said, nuzzling her neck. “I was as sweaty as a hog after my run. Seems I should apologize to you on that account.”

They had both lost their minds. With the passion fading, she felt…unmoored. Undone. “Rhett…I don’t know what to say to you. I meant what I said earlier. This was wonderful.”

“I can hear the ‘but’ coming a mile away,” he said with a narrowed gaze. “It’s all right, Abbie, if you feel like you’ve been caught a little flat-footed. I sure as heck do. So let me say my piece since you likely need to get back to the house.”

The house! Right, Dustin would be sleeping in since he wasn’t in school, but Mac would be up and about—unless he’d already left for the hotel without her. “What time is it?”

Rhett rolled off her and dispensed with the condom, making her cheeks flare all over again. Thank goodness he’d taken care of that. She’d been so relieved when he’d pulled out a condom. She hadn’t even thought about the need for protection until the moment had arrived. Another thing she was grateful to him for. Rhett had such a reputation for being irresponsible, but in matters that counted, he always seemed to come through.

“It’s eight thirty,” he said, his lips twitching. “We took our time. I, for one, couldn’t be happier, although I know you need to rush off to work, so let me get this said. Abbie, I’ve tried not to want you for years, but after this…being with you… I don’t want it to end here. I want more of you. I haven’t come close to having my fill.”

The intensity in his voice rolled through her, making every cell tremble. “If we’re being honest, I don’t want it to end either. But there’s Dustin and Mac to consider. I don’t want to do anything to hurt your relationship to them, and this could make things…well, weird.”

“I catch your drift,” Rhett said, rubbing his face. “I don’t want to make you uncomfortable either, so how about a bargain? We’ll keep it between us and see each other when we can. You come along to Mac’s poker games like usual, and we’ll find some time behind the scenes. Or when I come to visit y’all like I have in the past.”

Sex on the side? Abbie reached for the sheet to cover herself. The mere feel of the soft Egyptian cotton on her naked skin made desire race through her. Was this called being over-sensitized? Whatever it was, she wanted more of it. She was thirty-two years old, and it was time for her to enjoy what it meant to be a woman with a man. And Rhett wouldn’t say anything. She knew that. It would be between them. Practical-like.

“It’s a deal,” she said before she could think of any cons. “And when the time comes to an end—” she gestured between them, “—whatever this is, we’ll remain friends and never speak about it.”

When he didn’t immediately answer, she glanced over at him. He was stroking his unshaven chin. A shiver ran through her as she remembered how good that rough stubble had felt against her flesh. “All right, honey.”

His hesitation made her wonder what else he was thinking. She put a hand on his arm. “I’m glad…this happened.” 

“Me too,” he said with a soft smile, and when he leaned in to gently kiss her on the lips, something else snapped in her heart and she floated into the air while his mouth made sweet love to her.











Chapter 5      




Rhett felt like he’d won the World Series of Poker again the day Abbie donned his Ole Miss Eli Manning jersey. They’d made love earlier, and she’d been oddly restless instead of languid. She’d picked up his cologne and dabbed some Narciso Rodriguez right between her breasts, saying she wanted to smell like him.

When she’d wandered into his walk-in and brought out the jersey, asking why it had earned a special place at the front of his closet, he’d told her the story of how the former Ole Miss quarterback had played one of the most famous overtime games in college football history. Abbie didn’t understand the significance of seven overtimes or what a grudge match it had been against Arkansas, but she hadn’t hesitated when he’d told her to drop the sheet she was clutching and put the darn thing on.

No woman could have looked better in such a mannish outfit. It hung clear to her ankles, and Rhett had a thing for delicate, trim ankles. The only thing sexier was a woman wearing heels to show them off. When he suggested she strap on the cream heels she’d arrived in, she shot him an odd look.

“Is this some sort of male fantasy?” she asked, her brow furrowing.

“You bet your ass, honey,” he drawled. “Seeing you like this might actually be the pinnacle of my life. I figure it can’t get much better than this. You’re still flush from making love, wearing my cologne and my favorite football jersey. Add in the heels, and I could make my peace with the world.”

“You seem pretty healthy to me,” she joked, crossing to where her heels rested on the floor.

This was her first visit to his current home. Mac had taken Dustin off on a boys-only trip, and she’d flown here to see him. When he wasn’t off at a tournament or on one of his trips, he hung his hat at this Spanish-style hacienda in Las Vegas that made him think about banditos, tequila, and a woman wearing a low-cut white blouse. 

He’d been as nervous as a pregnant possum at her seeing his house. He’d so wanted her to like it. To like him even more…

They’d been meeting secretly for four months now, and the moments together had all felt as good as the first days of summer, if you asked him. The times apart had sucked. He hadn’t looked at another woman since they’d come together—a first for him.

He was falling in love with her, and for a man who rolled with the hand of fate, he found himself tighter than usual. It was getting harder to settle into his usual easygoing demeanor, especially when he set eyes on her for the first time after a separation. They didn’t talk on the phone or text when they were apart. She’d wanted to keep things separate, something he was finding it harder to accept. He wanted to hear her voice—every day—wanted to hear about her life and share stories about his, all the little relationship things he’d never had much interest in until now.

“Why don’t you come on over here so I can show you how healthy I am?” he asked, leaning back against the pillows.

She had a spring in her step as she hopped over to the bed—as much as one could hop in those shoes—and climbed on top of him, straddling him ever-so-sweetly. Then the smile disappeared from her lips and she tensed up. “I’ve been…ah…meaning to ask about something, and this position rather reminded me.”

Normally he would have made a joke, but the spit had dried up in his mouth at her tone. “What is it, honey?”

“I went on birth control a while back,” she said, “but I wasn’t certain about whether we should stop using condoms.”

He fought his frown. “I’m not following you.”

She bit her lip. “I wasn’t sure if you…”

When she got like this, it was like pulling teeth. “If I…”

“Always practice safe sex with other people,” she said softly, staring at his collarbone. “If they’re on birth control too.”

Awareness dawned, and the hurt that sliced into him was razor sharp. He picked her up and set her off to the side. “You’re asking if I’m having sex with other women while I’m with you.”

Her head shot up. He supposed it was a fair question, but he was oddly pissed.

“I’m not,” he said flatly. “Not since the first time we made love. I…” Jesus, was he going to pour his heart out like this? “I haven’t wanted another woman, and…I wouldn’t betray you like that.”

She was silent, playing with her cuticles in a way that made him want to cover her hand to garner her full attention. “We don’t have an agreement,” she finally said.

And if that didn’t blister his heart… What the hell did she think this was? “Honey, sure we do. We’re making love as a matter of course. That’s a mighty serious agreement, if you ask me.”

Her frown pissed him off, and he had to reach for the cool he always brought to the poker game when emotions were running high.

“While we’re on the subject, I’ve been meaning to ask you something too.” In for a penny… “I want to be in touch when we aren’t together. I understand your desire for discretion, but calling or texting each other isn’t going to put any of that at risk. I miss you when you’re gone, Abbie.”

The bold white letters across her chest lifted with her inhale, and he watched her breathing, making sure this conversation wasn’t bringing on an asthma attack. “I miss you too, but—”

He put his finger gently on her lips and stared into her uncertain green eyes. Yes, she was in uncharted territory too. “It’s only talking.”

But even he knew it would be more than that. Talking without sex was serious relationship stuff.

“Let me think about it,” she said, fussing with those darn cuticles again.

“Okay,” he replied, reaching deep for patience. “How about we try a little skin-to-skin action then? I have a feeling we’re both going to love it.”

And they did, twice that afternoon, once in the bed, and once on the kitchen counter after they ventured out of his bedroom for a snack.

He wanted to take her out that night, but she declined, saying he was a famous figure around Vegas. They might be spotted. Grinding his teeth, he defrosted some chicken breasts—chicken!—because she liked it better than steak. He was even re-ordering his diet when they were together. 

“You’re quiet tonight,” she said to him later. They were outside by the sizzling grill, having just put the chicken onto cook. She was wearing a navy dress that would have looked formal if her hair hadn’t been so mussed up from their lovemaking. 

No one ever accused Rhett Butler Blaylock of being quiet. “Am I?” he bluffed.

She put her hand on his back, and he felt his muscles jump from that simple touch. Last month, she’d started touching him outside the bedroom. He wondered if she realized it, or if she even understood the significance. On days like this, he had a hard time reconciling the guarded, conservative lady she’d exuded so effortlessly in the past with this newer, more open woman who laughed when he tickled her in bed or turned around so he could take her from behind while she clutched the dining room table with both hands.

Some women were full of mystery, his mama had told him. She would know—she herself was one of them. Abbie was such a woman as well.

“You don’t have to eat chicken with me, you know,” she said, fighting a smile. “I know you love your steak.” 

“I’m happy to eat what you eat,” he said, and even to his ears, it was total cow manure. He wasn’t going to get closer to her by eating the same things. That was ridiculous—and not a little codependent. Since when did Rhett Butler Blaylock even think about being codependent, least of all exhibit the signs? 

“Fine,” he grumbled, “I’ll grab a steak from the fridge.” He headed into the kitchen without looking back.

“Why are you in such a bad mood?” he heard her ask him as he opened the refrigerator door. She’d followed him inside.

Pulling out a ribeye, he set it on the counter. “I suppose it bothers me some that I’m good enough to sleep with, but not good enough to talk with. I’m trying to get over it.”

He ripped off the plastic wrap and stilled when he felt her arms come around him. 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

It was on the tip of his tongue to correct her, to say she hadn’t hurt his feelings, but who was he kidding? She had. “I care about you, Abbie. If you haven’t figured that out yet, I don’t know…” What the hell more to do.

“I care about you too, Rhett,” she said, pressing her face into his back. “These past few months with you have been some of the best of my life. I’ve never…”

He turned around so he could see her face.

She looked down, making him want to growl. “I’ve never had this with a man, and it’s precious to me. I’m grateful.”

He didn’t want her gratitude. “What about Dustin’s father?”

Her spine seemed to straighten, and she stepped away from him. “No.”

“Do you want to tell me about him?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “That subject…isn’t one I care to discuss.”

Suddenly she looked ready to shatter, and he fought a curse. He’d known the asshole had hurt her, but until this moment, he’d never realized how much. “I’m sorry, Abbie.”

“It’s fine,” she said without inflection. “I’m going to check on the chicken.”

He watched her walk away, not knowing how to fix things between them. Then his eyes settled on the sunflower seeds he kept around for something to chew on. He hated being a cliché, but as a country boy, he liked to chew over things. If a piece of straw was around, he’d work it between his teeth. When he was a sprout, he’d gnawed on honeysuckle blossoms for the sweetness.

Picking up his steak, he followed her out to the porch. The chicken was smoking, a clear sign Abbie wasn’t paying attention. He raised the grill lid and threw his steak on, wiping his hands with the paper towels he’d brought out.

“How about a sunflower seed contest?” he asked, holding out the bag.

She eyed it like he was serving her spit-turned squirrel from a campsite fire. “Excuse me?”

He drew out a sunflower seed and popped it into his mouth.

“Ew,” she said. “You didn’t wash your hands.”

He laughed, not feeling the need to respond to her germ fussing. Women! Working the kernel free until only the shell remained, he then walked to the edge of the back lawn and spat it as far as he could. “The person who spits the farthest wins.”

She laughed, not easily, but it was something. “You’re crazy.”

After demonstrating one more time, he held out the bag again. “See? It’s easy.”

“Rhett,” she said in the haughtiest tone to ever grace his ears, “I don’t spit.”

His shoulders started to shake, and soon all of his nerves and tension dissolved with laughter. “Honey, you should hear yourself. I don’t spit. Who are you? Queen Elizabeth or something?”

“I won’t ask whether you mean Elizabeth I or II—”

“The Second,” he said drolly. “Everyone knows Elizabeth I was a pistol. I’ll bet she could out-spit any man.”

She gaped at him. “Are you really suggesting one of the most powerful women of all time actually spat?”

“Bet your ass,” he said with a wink.

Laughter erupted from her mouth. “Oh, Rhett.”

The earlier storm between them was passing. “Your chicken is a bit charred, milady. Let’s eat first, and then we can have our contest.”

“You are out of your mind if you think I’m going to do this,” she protested.

But he was good at persuading people to try new things. Hadn’t he been the lucky one she’d decided to make love with? After dinner, he led her to the edge of the lawn and gave her another demonstration. This time he propelled the sunflower shell a good eight feet across the lawn.

“Give it a go, Abbie,” he suggested, jangling the bag. “Think of how impressed Dustin will be when you show him.”

Her brow knit, and he fought a frown. Normally they didn’t bring up Mac or Dustin when they were alone. It was weird since both men meant so much to them, but again, he’d followed her cues. Perhaps it was time to test that boundary as well.

“You’ll be a hit with Dustin’s male friends, let me tell you,” he said. “Men admire a woman who can out-spit them.”

“Why?” she asked, complete astonishment lacing her voice.

He could only think of an off-color reply, so he fumbled for something more palatable. “Because it shows gumption. Men like women with gumption.”

“What the heck is gumption?” she asked, her brow knitting.

“Grit.”

Both her hands came to rest on her hips as she stared him down.

“You know…it’s a woman who knows how to get things done,” he continued. “Won’t take no for an answer.”

“That’s not me,” she said, shaking her head.

“Sure it is,” he said. “Let’s take an example. If the company that was supposed to deliver the flowers to the hotel up and told you they couldn’t that day because…”

God, what would cause flowers to be delayed? He was out of his depth.

“They didn’t get my full order in,” she answered for him.

“Exactly! And you had a huge event that night. You’d hold them accountable, wouldn’t you?”

She worried her lip. “I’d ask them what other flowers they had in stock and see if they could deliver them according to our agreed-upon schedule so I could pull together a new design for the arrangements.”

He pulled her into his arms. “But you’d tell the delivery man to get his butt over to your place with the flowers, right? Once you insisted on getting some flowers—any flowers.” Land sakes, he was talking about flowers. If he didn’t hang the moon by this woman, he’d ask a male friend to put him down.

Her shoulder lifted. “I couldn’t say it like that. I’d appeal to their honor as a business.”

Okay, maybe she did need some practice on gumption. Most people in the world weren’t nearly as honorable as her, though she sure made him want to be a better man.

“Let’s get back to the contest.”

“Rhett!”

Reaching for her hand, he dropped a sunflower seed in her palm. “Go on. Pop it in your mouth and work the seed free. Once you have the shell, go on and spit it as far as you can.”

“I feel like Rose in Titanic,” she complained.

“Think of me as your Jack Dawson,” he said with a smile.

“You saw Titanic?”

He thought about whether he should be embarrassed for a moment. Nah. “It won the Oscar for Best Picture. Of course, I saw it. I like going to the pictures.”

She started laughing, but he caught her studying the seed in her hand.

“Go on,” he cajoled. “Try something new.”

Sure enough she tried, only to end up with a glob of spit on her white heels. “Oh yuck, I got it on my shoes. Rhett! I told you this was a terrible idea.”

Shoulders shaking, he ran to the dinner table for some paper towels. She was bent over, eyeing her shoes, when he knelt at her feet and wiped away the glob. “Okay, so you have a lot of work to do when it comes to spitting.”

She shoved his shoulder. “Hear me, honey. I am never spitting again. Got it?”

He looked up at her. She’d never called him anything endearing, and even though smoke could have poured from her ears, there was a new sass in her that he rather liked. 

“Did you just hear that?” He cocked his ear for effect as he stood. “I believe that’s what we call good ol’ fashioned gumption.”

Her hand shot out to shove him again, but he only grabbed her and hefted her over his shoulder. “Rhett! Put me down this minute.”

This wasn’t the first time he’d hauled her over his shoulder, and while she protested, he knew she loved it since she was always smiling by the time he set her down. He headed to the bedroom.

“Didn’t I mention men love women with gumption?”

“Lucky me,” he heard her whisper softly.











Chapter 6      




Abbie sometimes felt a little like Persephone, traveling from the world of Rhett Butler Blaylock to her normal everyday life of being a single mom, a sister, and a business woman. The division felt especially stark at moments like this one, when she was sitting alone in the stands watching Dustin’s soccer practice.

Not that Rhett lived in the underworld. After visiting his current home, she knew he had good taste. She’d gone there fearing it would be full of wild decorations, like snakeskin chairs or an array of hides or stuffed animals with beady eyes. But she’d been wrong. His house was tastefully decorated—full of warm-colored, geometric-styled Western rugs, Native pottery, and rugged landscape paintings of the surrounding area straight out of a John Ford movie. 

She’d felt comfortable there, shockingly. Almost at home.

And he dressed mostly in normal clothes when they were together. Sure, he wore cowboy boots, but not the open leather vests or chaps he so famously sported on the poker circuit.

Behind the scenes, he was just Rhett: kind and thoughtful, intense and controlled. When she was with him, she felt like she was his whole world, that nothing existed outside the little bubble they were in. The way he loved her body amazed her. She’d been afraid of sex for years—heck, for a decade and a half—but she never felt that with Rhett. Sure, at first everything had been so new to her. In the beginning, she’d hesitated a lot, always worried she wasn’t doing something right, but that had fallen away.

It always felt right with him.

Part of her wondered if that feeling was because he was so good with women. He clearly had tons of experience. Yet it seemed like more than that. When he’d suggested talking on the phone or texting when they were apart, she was all the more convinced. He’d been vulnerable with her. Even she’d seen that, sharing how he missed her. The fact was, she missed him too, and it bothered her. Way more than she liked to admit.

The parents around her started cheering. She popped out of her reverie as Dustin broke free from the pack and headed up the field toward the goal, dribbling the ball with a control and precision his coach said were far beyond his years. 

“Go, Dustin!” she shouted, gripping her knees.

Dustin kicked the ball toward the corner of the goal. The goalie jumped sideways to stop it, but it sailed past him, hitting the net with force.

“Great job!” Abbie stood as he pumped his fist in the air to celebrate.

His teammates ran toward him, cheering. Even though it was practice, they still played like it was a real game. His coach instilled that in them, which was why she liked him. She and Mac continued to remind Dustin of the importance of doing his best no matter how low or high the stakes.

She sank back down on the hard metal bench, nodding at the other parents who were smiling at her in that your-kid-is-great way. Returning their good wishes, she noted the couples around her. Usually, she didn’t much mind being on her own, but today she felt the absence of a man beside her, someone who would be rooting for Dustin right along with her. Sure, Mac came to games, but he wasn’t Dustin’s father, and everyone here knew it.

Rhett came to mind, and she felt the tug to text him about Dustin’s goal. Her fingers inched toward her purse. Rhett would be pleased to hear about it. He loved Dustin. And it was innocuous enough.

Before she could change her mind, she grabbed her phone.

Hey! Sitting here at Dustin’s soccer practice. He just made an incredible goal.

She looked at the words. What else should she say? God, she didn’t know. Frowning at the screen, she settled for something simple.

Wanted to share. Hope you’re having a good day.

Telling him she missed him right now was a bad idea. This was enough for now. Her phone immediately beeped, signaling a text.

Hey there! You made my day. Awesome on the goal. You tell Dustin I wish I’d seen it. Miss you, honey. More than I can say.

She stared at the screen. Her throat grew tight, and she had the oddest urge to cry. Sitting up taller, straight back, no slouching, she put her phone away. She tried to focus on the rest of the practice, but her mind kept wandering. 

Vivid images of Rhett making love to her had her body temperature rising. So not appropriate, given where she was. She clenched her hands in her lap to prevent herself from reaching for her phone and texting Rhett back. If they started this… 

She worried Dustin or Mac would see her phone and discover what she was doing. But she was also worried she wouldn’t be able to control her longing for Rhett. When they left each other, she did her best to forget about him.

The more time passed, the further they pushed this…thing, the less it worked. She was becoming obsessed with being with him and how he could make her feel. If she thought they could have a future, she might feel differently, but they didn’t. 

She wanted a dependable man, someone who had the same values that she did. Rhett was not that man. Nor was he stepfather material. He and Dustin might love each other like crazy, but he wasn’t a good role model. He was that fun uncle who allowed hijinks like wild cowboy rodeos in their backyard and indulged her son’s sweet tooth with an extra helping of ice cream.

But knowing all of that didn’t stop her from wanting to be with him. 

Her whole life, she had never done anything only for herself. As a child, she’d done what her parents had wanted in attempt to please them. At eighteen, she’d been date-raped by a monster on her second date with him and gotten pregnant. Since then, she’d put Dustin first at every turn and tried to be a good mother. But he was getting older, and she’d been feeling the confines of the box she’d created for herself.

Until Rhett, she hadn’t believed she’d ever want to be with a man. To experience all the carnal pleasures the body had to offer. She certainly hadn’t expected to laugh in bed like she did with him. But he made sex so fun and easy, much like he made everything around him.

It had made her realize this was something she wanted in her life. And yet she knew she couldn’t have it with him. The only thing she could do was to enjoy their sensual sojourn and leave it at that. Rhett clearly was enjoying it if he hadn’t been with another woman. What a relief that had been…

But she wasn’t going to confuse what they had for something more.

She’d done that once before, and she’d paid for it in the worst way. Dustin had been the only good thing to come out of it.














Chapter 7      




Rhett had always looked forward to major poker tournaments, like the one starting tomorrow at Foxwoods Casino in Mashantucket, Connecticut, but he’d never anticipated them more than he did now—even if the November wind was a total contrast from the eighty-degree weather he’d left in Vegas. 

Before it had been about the potential to rake in a huge pot and be celebrated as the winner. Now it was all about seeing Abbie. According to his clock, he only had another hour to go before she and the rest of her family arrived at the hotel. She’d texted him from the airport to let him know she’d arrived with Dustin and Mac, who was also playing in the tourney.

He’d worried she might be a distraction to his game, but no—she was his anchor, giving him even more control and focus at the table. He wanted to win in front of her as much as he wanted to win for himself. 

“You seem to have throttled back on the partying lately,” Rye Crenshaw said, crossing his ankles on the coffee table in Rhett’s suite.

The country singer was performing at the casino’s Grand Theater, and they were shooting the shit before Rye had to head over for a final microphone test. They’d known each other for quite a spell since meeting at Vanderbilt University. Rhett had been a late bloomer to college, attending after he’d hit the poker circuit at eighteen. Rather than follow a traditional college path, he’d taken courses when he could to cobble together a bachelor’s degree in psychology. He’d had the numbers game of poker down, but he’d thought it wise to learn more about what made people tick. It had upped his game tremendously.

He wondered if Abbie knew he had a college education. It wasn’t something he broadcasted. Would hurt his image.

“Did you hear me?” Rye asked, kicking Rhett’s boots to garner his attention.

“I haven’t throttled back,” he said, shaking the shredded ice in his mint julep like it was a maraca.

“Bullshit,” Rye said. “You didn’t once look at woman in the bar last night. Even Clayton commented on it.”

Rye’s deputy music manager also went back to their Vandy days, which meant both of them knew Rhett better than he’d like. At least when it came to picking up on his secrets. “Clayton should stay focused on making sure your concert comes off perfectly tonight.”

“Why do you think he’s at the theater, and I’m here? He and his mama make the magic happen behind the scenes. But let’s get back to the topic at hand. Do you have something serious going on that I don’t know about?”

He didn’t want to lie to his friend, but he didn’t feel comfortable saying anything about Abbie, not when she was so bound and determined to keep it from everyone. “I can’t comment on that score, so you might as well stop your asking.”

“Good Lord above!” Rye stroked his goatee. “You aren’t thinking about settling down, I hope?”

“No,” he immediately said. “Can you imagine me like that?”

His friend rolled his eyes. “Not for a second. About as crazy as me settling down. Still, if you’re not interested in other women, it has to be somewhat serious. What are you doing, bubba?”

Some days he didn’t know. His friend would laugh his ass off to hear he was spending time with a lady like Abbie. She was way too good for him. Both of them knew it. But she was also too conservative for him.

Somehow that logic didn’t stop him from ticking off the number of days they’d been apart: eighteen. Way too long for his sanity.

When they were alone, they were great. It was living in the world together he was unsure about—and that included her boy if things continued between them. 

His lifestyle wasn’t exactly suitable for a woman like her, and it certainly wasn’t for Dustin. He loved the boy, and part of him longed for fatherhood, but he wasn’t so sure he had what it took. His own daddy had failed miserably and hadn’t passed on any helpful tips. Plus, there was no way Rhett could be as squeaky clean as Mac Maven. His friend could show the boy how to be a good, upstanding man. Rhett’s image in the circuit demanded that he act in ways a teenage boy might idolize—but shouldn’t. How could he discipline the boy for behavior he himself exhibited?

When he thought about them all standing up together, him in leather chaps and an open leather jacket revealing his bare chest; Abbie in one of those Jackie Kennedy suits with matching shoes and purse; and Dustin in plain shorts and a T-shirt, Rhett could almost laugh. 

Except he didn’t exactly find it funny.

“I’m only seeing what it feels like to be a one-woman man right now,” Rhett decided to admit, sticking as close to the truth as he could. “Last I looked, this was a free country.”

“I should use that in a song,” Rye mused, fighting a grin. “The only time I dipped my toe in that forever pond was with Emeline Williams, my sister’s best friend. She was the perfect Southern debutante.”

“From a family so respected in Natchez, Mississippi, I couldn’t wipe her boots,” Rhett said with a snarl. “My mama sewed some of her pilgrimage ball gowns, and she wasn’t kind to her. Thank God you broke off your engagement. You would have been miserable.”

“I would have been more miserable if I’d gone into the family business of lawyering with my daddy.”

Because Rhett could hear the bitterness in Rye’s voice, he lifted his glass to him. “Leaving Vandy law school to sign your first record deal took courage, man. I was proud to know you. Still am.”

Rye knocked his bourbon back. “Getting disowned by my family was the best thing that ever happened to me. At least my baby sister is still in touch with me.”

“Amelia Ann has spunk,” Rhett said. “She’s going to fight the Southern Stepford system. Just you watch.”

“Let’s change the subject,” Rye said, setting his glass on the table with a crack. “I’m getting maudlin. You really aren’t going to tell me who the woman is? Gads, it’s not Raven or Vixen, is it?”

Rhett gave a shudder. “Good God, no! They’re like my sisters.”

“Whew! That’s a relief. Of course, it doesn’t much matter as far as I’m concerned. They won’t give me the time of day.”

That made Rhett laugh something fierce. “You’re not their type. If you ever make a move—”

“Already done years ago,” Rye said, “when I first met them. They gave me the cold shoulder. Never happened again.”

“Can’t say as I blame you,” Rhett said. “They’re both adorable.”

“Hmmm…” Rye drawled. “Not the adjective I would use.”

“Catch me up on other news,” Rhett said. 

Rye proceeded to fill him in on their other mutual friends back in Nashville.

Rhett kept an eye on the clock, waiting for a text from Abbie. Usually she came up to his suite to see him as soon as she could get away. When his phone beeped, he kicked Rye’s boots off his coffee table.

“Time for you to go, bubba,” Rhett said, standing up.

“She’s here, isn’t she? You’re as jumpy as a Mexican jumpin’ bean. Land sakes, boy, you’d better get a hold of yourself.” Still, Rye slapped his black Stetson on his head. “Sure I can’t stay and say howdy to her? I’d love to meet the woman who has you one-timin’ it.”

“No,” Rhett said, pushing him toward the door. “Go sing your heart out tonight.”

“I suppose we won’t be getting together later for some carousing?” Rye asked. “Now I understand why you can’t come to the concert. My boy has plans.”

Truth was, it hadn’t been difficult to choose between seeing Abbie and going to his friend’s concert. Rhett knew it should bother him, but he just couldn’t muster it. “I can see you in concert anytime.”

“She’s not married, is she?” Rye asked with a puzzled look.

“No, what kind of moron do you take me for?” Rhett asked, shoving his shoulder. “Married women are off limits.”

“Amen,” Rye added. “Just checking. You’re not acting like yourself, bubba.”

“I’m feeling just fine, thank you kindly, and while I’m sorry I can’t make it to hear you sing, you’ll do fine without me. Besides, I gotta rest up for the tourney tomorrow.”

All he could think about was everything he wanted to do with Abbie, the first of which was kiss every inch of her milky white skin.

“Of course you need your rest,” Rye said dryly, slapping him on the back. “Then Clayton and I will have to be satisfied we got to hang out with you last night. I guess we’ll pull out of town right after the concert. Gotta get to New York City for the next gig, and there’s no reason to postpone partying in the Big Apple. Sorry to miss you later, though. This was a nice coincidence.”

“It was,” Rhett said, giving him a nod. “Break a leg, bubba.”

“Always,” Rye said with a firm nod. “If I can return a word of wisdom…don’t let your heart get broke. No woman is worth that.”

Rhett wasn’t so sure about that. If there was ever a woman to risk heartache over, it was Abbie. She wasn’t the kind of woman who came along once a season. She was one for a lifetime.

“Get out of here,” Rhett said, opening the door. “Good seeing you, bubba.”

“You too, Rhett,” Rye said and headed down the hallway to the elevators.

Rhett closed the door, thinking about his friend’s advice. He wasn’t in danger of getting his heart broken, was he? Surely, he and Abbie could keep things on the level. But it had to end sometime. They both knew it, though it was another thing they didn’t talk about it. 

Mac was still in the dark about their relationship—or if he knew, he hadn’t said anything. Rhett hated not being out in the open with one of his best friends, especially being that Mac was Abbie’s protective older brother, but she’d insisted they keep their relationship a secret. Still, he felt like shit about that some days. His friend had to know something was up with him, even though they’d never really partied together like he did with Rye and company.

Remembering Abbie’s earlier text, he pulled his phone from his pants pocket and read it. 

Here at the hotel. Would love to see you. What room are you in?

Mac had also texted him, and he frowned at the invitation his friend had sent.

Family is here. How about dinner tonight? Rye’s playing, right? How about we go afterward? I’ve never heard him sing, I’m embarrassed to admit.

Shit, he hadn’t expected that. Country music wasn’t exactly Mac Maven’s favorite. He and Dustin loved rap. Rhett couldn’t understand why for the life of him. The music’s beat was too monotonous, and the lyrics would curl the toes of a preacher woman. He knew Abbie didn’t approve of the music, but she didn’t try and control what they listened to, so long as it wasn’t too obscene. He’d always been amused by her conversations with Mac about what constituted obscene. He replied to Mac after considering his words.

How about we do dinner only? I want to be rested for tomorrow. Late night with Rye and Clayton yesterday.

That at least was true, although when in the hell did Rhett Butler Blaylock ever talk about resting up? Mac immediately responded.

Okay. Probably best for my clan. Abbie looks tired, although she won’t admit it. She’s been working too hard lately. Wanna meet in the bar for a drink now?

His gut clenched at the mention of Abbie. Did she look tired because she was thinking of tossing him aside? Was she tired of him? He texted back.

Rye just left, and I need to get my bearings. I’ll text you about that drink.

He clicked on Abbie’s text to answer now that he’d given himself some time to consider his words. Hopefully she could get away. She usually did. Surely her text meant she wasn’t tired of him, right?

Hey, sugar. Eager to see you too. When can you get away? I’m missing you in 1501.

Once, he would have made sure to book a suite close to the Mavens, but for these last months, he’d gone out of his way to ensure he was staying on a different floor. Abbie usually stole out of their suite after Dustin went to sleep and returned in the wee hours of the night. Sometimes she looked as uncomfortable about the sneaking as he was, but other times she lit up like a camping lantern. He’d finally realized why. Miss Straight-lace Maven had never done anything daring like that, he expected.

Her time with him was her own form of rebellion.

At least he thought that was true. He still didn’t know anything about her experience with Dustin’s father. That gaping hole kept him awake some nights. The more he cared about her, the more he wanted to know what the fucker had done to hurt her. Why he had abandoned her and one of the best kids around. Since Rhett’s own father had been a complete asshole, he didn’t spin any Pollyanna tales about the magic of fatherhood. Some men simply weren’t suited for it. His phone beeped again.

Give me a few minutes. I’ll be there soon as I can.

He tidied up his and Rye’s glasses. Checked out his visage in the parlor’s mirror. He’d taken off his carmine red leather vest since he thought she’d be more comfortable with his loose white chambray shirt. While his pants were suede, they were chocolate brown and pretty tame for him. He’d chosen a gray cowboy hat with a silver band. Again, still in keeping with his style, but not too over-the-top. 

When he hit the tables tomorrow, he’d wear his new alligator boots and white leather pants and vest—no shirt—with a zebra-striped cowboy hat. Jane and Elizabeth loved the outfit, and since Elizabeth had started tweeting about his clothes, much to his fans’ enjoyment, they were starting to pick out what he wore. Oh, those gals…

He texted to make sure his poker babes were covered for the evening. Usually they preferred to hole up in their own suite before a tourney. Despite the image they presented, they were not party girls. Quite the contrary. They would be watching video on Rhett’s key competitors, looking for any betting strategies or tells—even though everyone was prepared for tomorrow. Himself included.

A discreet knock sounded on the door, and he raced over to open it. He felt rooted to the floor when he saw her. She stood in the hallway in a black suit with white piping on the edges, looking ready to step onto an old movie set.

When she looked like this, sometimes he was afraid to touch her.

“Hello, Rhett,” she said with a hesitant smile.

“Hey, sugar,” he said, stepping back to let her inside.

Once the door clicked, they lunged at each other. His mouth fused with hers in a wild, drugging kiss. He felt her hands working their way down to his belt buckle.

“I need you,” she panted against his chest. “Right now.”

He didn’t hesitate. He hiked up her skirt and pulled her panties out of the way as she undid his pants. Her hands on his hot flesh had him groaning. Dipping his knees, he pushed into her hard. She groaned, and he could tell she was already on the edge—just like she usually was their first time together after an absence. His slid in high, kissing her neck, and she shattered, crying out. He locked himself in place to keep from coming. This was going to last. He always made their first time together last. Forcing his eyes closed, he reached for control as she pulsed around him.

When he felt her caress the back of his neck—like she always did to signal she’d come back to herself—he boosted her up onto his waist and carried her into the bedroom.

Laying her on the bed, he focused on unbuttoning her jacket and spreading it open.

“I’ve been thinking about this for days,” she said, her voice lush and low in the quiet room. “I need more.”

Her words gratified a primal part of him. His woman needed him.

“I know what you need,” he said, pulling out of her and undressing them both.

He felt her arms clasp around him as he kissed her sweetly. The edge wasn’t gone for her. He could feel it in the way her body vibrated against him. Smoothing down her torso, he took her up and over again. When she finally lowered the hand over her eyes—something she was prone to do when she experienced her pleasure, he’d come to realize—he slid back into her.

“I haven’t been able to stop thinking about this,” she whispered again, joining him in the dance. “Or you. I’m worried I’m becoming a sex maniac.”

He laughed hoarsely, but the feel of her soft skin against him prevented a wicked reply. Coming onto his knees, he raised her bottom up and increased the pressure of his thrusts. Soon they were both crying out, hands fisted together like they couldn’t bear to come without the other.

He savored the stillness he found with her afterward, something he’d never experienced with anyone else. That place held some kind of power, inspiring the reverence he’d felt as a boy whenever his mama brought him to the white church with the spiky steeple. 

He cuddled her close and held her to him. When she raised herself up on her elbow, he met her eyes and smiled. “Hello, honey.”

“Hi,” she said, a return smile flickering on her lips. “I missed you.”

He smoothed a lock of her short black hair behind her ears. “I missed you too. You texted.”

Her face scrunched like she was unhappy he’d called it out there. Well, too bad. “I did. It was only a soccer goal. You didn’t have to text back.”

“Of course I did,” he said. “Especially when I asked for it.”

“Hmmm….” she said as though she wasn’t sure what else to say about the matter. 

Progress, he decided. But then he wondered to what end. Mac was waiting for him to respond about a drink in the bar, and he and Abbie would have to pretend their family dinner wasn’t bookended between sexcapades.

“You look troubled,” she said, tracing his brow.

“Mac said you were working too hard,” he decided to mention. “Something on your mind, honey?”

She gave a shrug, more like teenage Dustin than cool-as-cream Abbie. “It’s my way of keeping myself on track. You’re…distracting.”

He bit the inside of his cheek to keep from grinning. “Am I now?”

“Don’t sound so smug,” she said, batting him on the chest. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“Honey,” he drawled, “when a man takes you against a hotel door, he pretty much realizes he’s distracting. That is, unless he’s dumber than dirt. Which I’m not.” That made him think about Vandy again. “Did you know I have a college education? I met Rye Crenshaw and his boys at Vanderbilt.”

Her green eyes widened. “I didn’t know that. I…wow. Vanderbilt, huh? When? What is your degree in?”

His chest puffed up as he told her the tale, and he had a weird feeling in his chest when she said, “I knew you were smart, but…”

“It’s not exactly in keeping with my good ol’ boy reputation, although it tickles me some when people assume a World Series poker champion is stupid. Like they think anyone can do it.”

“I didn’t know it bothered you,” she said.

“I said it tickles me, honey,” he corrected, rubbing her back. “Not the same thing.”

“But why go out of your way to perpetuate that image if it’s not true?” she asked.

He heard a sliver of judgment in her voice, and it raised his hackles. He knew he embarrassed her, but she’d never hinted at it out loud. 

“It’s called a feint or ruse,” he said. “Best to have people underestimate me.”

“Mac doesn’t do it that way, and he still wins.”

He took a breath to settle himself. “No, he intimidates straight away. We joined the circuit from different parts of the country, honey. Maven started in Atlantic City while I started in the South. Plus, we’re different people, and back then, I dressed like that because I wanted to make a statement. I still do.” For some reason, that was important to say. 

She raised up and pulled the sheet toward her. “As long as I’ve known you, you’ve pretended to be some wild man, and yet with me…”

His throat tightened.

“You’re different with me,” she said, looking at his chest. “You always have been.”

“You’re a lady,” he said softly. “I treat you with respect. Like you deserve.”

“Sometimes I wonder who you really are,” she whispered. “The man I’m with in moments like these or the one out there on the circuit flanked by two poker babes.”

She’d never said, but she didn’t approve of Jane and Elizabeth. Not that she was unkind to them. They just stayed out of one another’s hair, and he’d thought it for the best. Maybe he’d been wrong about that.

“Sometimes I wonder who you are too,” he said, turning onto his side to face her. “Outside, you’re the perfectly controlled and responsible single mama, sister, and professional, but with me… Honey, there’s a little bit of wildcat in you too.”

She flinched.

“That’s not a mark against you,” he immediately said. “It was a compliment.”

Rising from the bed, she clutched the sheet. “I’m sure you meant it that way. I should get back. Mac wanted to have a drink with you before dinner.”

He didn’t know how to fix whatever was going on in her head, so he grabbed her hand and kissed it. 

“I’ll see you later then,” he said and watched her dress and leave him behind.

Like he feared she would eventually leave him for good.











Chapter 8      




Abbie clutched the napkin in her lap, watching as Dustin and Mac chortled in response to Rhett’s joke about his short ribs looking like the ones on a Texas armadillo.

Sometimes she didn’t understand his humor, but she usually made the effort to laugh. Tonight she couldn’t get into the swing of things. They were an hour into dinner, and she felt like she was walled off from the others by a plane of glass.

How dare he accuse her of being two different people? She wasn’t wild. She was only having fun, exploring her sexuality after it had been turned against her. It was a sight different from pretending to be someone else half the time, hamming it up for the media.

“Would you pass the salt, Abbie?” Rhett asked, glancing her way. “You’re mighty quiet. If you’d gotten the short ribs, I’d blame it on the armadillo resemblance, but you have that nice chicken salad. You all right?”

“It was a long day,” she said politely, wanting to kick him in the shins for calling her out in front of Dustin and Mac. He darn well knew she was upset with him.

“Mom’s been working like a crazy woman lately, Uncle Rhett,” Dustin exclaimed. “I’d swear she’s possessed or something. Uncle Mac says she’s been rearranging the flowers so much at the hotel that they’re wilting earlier than usual. And she’s making me work like crazy too. I’ve never cleaned my room so much in all my life.”

“The arrangements didn’t look right to me at the moment,” she said, feeling the need to defend herself. “Plus, if a flower snaps or wilts under the pressure, then it wasn’t tough enough in the first place.”

Everyone turned and looked at her. She cleared her throat. Was she still talking about flowers? Rhett’s gaze suggested he thought otherwise.

Abbie picked at her salad, unable to hold his gaze. “As for you, young man. You hadn’t emptied your laundry hamper in weeks. Your soccer clothes were rank.”

“Back where I’m from, ‘rank’ has a lot of different uses.” Rhett wiped his mouth with his napkin, his lips twitching. “But your mama probably wouldn’t want to hear them.”

“I do,” Dustin said, hero worship visible in his eyes. Did Rhett know how much her son looked up to him? It reminded her how she’d been playing with fire. If Dustin found out…well, he’d start hoping for things that would never happen. She couldn’t allow that.

Rhett gave him a wink. “I’ll tell you later, bubba. Isn’t that hamburger cold yet? I’m stealing one of your fries. Look out.”

Sure enough, his hand dove in like an airplane, and Dustin started laughing as he slapped at it. 

Abbie speared a forkful of greens, trying to talk herself into taking a bite. She had no appetite. When she glanced up, she caught Mac watching her. He was worried about her, she knew, but she prayed he didn’t suspect the reason for her disquiet involved Rhett. If he suspected anything, he hadn’t said. But that was Mac. He’d let her work it out herself. She’d have to come to him for advice if they were going to talk about her time with Rhett, and she had no intention to do that.

Enduring the dinner took the last of her energy. When Rhett insisted on paying the bill, she breathed a sigh of relief that it was over. All she wanted to do was crawl into bed and forget their earlier interaction. She’d already said she was tired. She could bow out. Rhett wouldn’t insist she come to him. As for seeing him tomorrow night, she’d play it by ear. Right now, things didn’t feel light and carefree.

But just when they were about to get on the elevator to go to their rooms, Rhett reached out and stopped her. “Mac and Dustin are going to go on up, but there’s something I want to show you, Abbie.”

“You’ll love it, Mom,” Dustin said with a grin. “Don’t stay out too late, kids.”

Mac laughed and punched the elevator call button. “I’ll make sure the munchkin goes to bed on time. Have fun, Abbie.”

“What?” she asked.

The door closed in her face. 

She turned to Rhett. “You told them you were going to show me something? Are you out of your mind? I told you—”

“I know what you said,” Rhett interjected, leading her back toward the lobby. “When you see where I’m taking you, it will make more sense. Mac and Dustin didn’t want to go, although I extended the invitation to them nonetheless.”

Fuming was an unnatural reaction for her, but there was no denying that was exactly what she was doing. “I don’t want to go anywhere right now, Rhett. I only want to take a shower and go to bed.”

“Humor me,” he said, gazing into her eyes. “Please, Abbie.”

When he asked like that, looking at her so sweetly, it was hard to refuse. “Fine. But this better not take long.”

“Follow me,” Rhett said, and they walked outside to the hotel entrance.

“There’s Rhett Butler Blaylock,” she heard someone exclaim and then there was a camera flash followed by another.

She bristled. Being photographed alone with Rhett made her uncomfortable. There were certain implications, and the media had never been shy about making logical leaps. When a black sedan pulled up, she gaped at Rhett as he opened the passenger door. “We’re driving?”

“Not far,” he said, gesturing for her to get in. The valet had just emerged from the driver’s seat. “Trust me.”

Casinos were entertainment entities in and of themselves. The competitors—and their retinues—never left a venue while a tourney was going on.

“It’s a really nice surprise, Abbie,” Rhett said. “Trust me.”

More camera flashes reflected off the car, and since she was making a spectacle, she ducked into the car and let him close the door. Coming around to the other side, he tipped the valet. Then he got into the driver’s seat and immediately put the car into drive. He drove them out of the casino and onto a highway called CT-2.

“Where are we going, Rhett?” she asked.

“I racked my brain for something to make up for earlier,” he said. “I know you’re upset, and I hate that. Abbie, I’m sorry about what I said earlier.”

An apology and a make-up surprise? Somehow she hadn’t expected that. “I’m sorry too. I don’t want…” She trailed off. If she told him the unvarnished truth about how she felt, she’d be making herself even more vulnerable. She hadn’t yet come to terms with the fact that he made her forget the control she’d cultivated for her entire adult life. It scared the dickens out of her.

“What?” he asked.

“I don’t want any bad feelings between us,” she managed to say instead, clutching her seat belt.

“Me either,” he said. “Let’s hope my surprise raises your spirits.”

They fell silent, and she paid attention to the signs illuminated by the headlights. They crossed the Shetucket River into a quaint town called Norwich. For the life of her, she couldn’t imagine where he was taking her. When he pulled onto Mohegan Park Drive, there was a truck idling in front of them with its lights on.

“Give me a moment,” Rhett said as he put the car in park. Before she could say a word, he bounded out of the car. He stopped in front of the truck’s driver’s-side window, talked to the man at the wheel for a few moments, and then came running back. “He’s going to let us in. The casino arranged a pass for us last minute since the park closes at sunset.”

Moments later, they were following the truck to a parking lot deeper inside the park. When Rhett finally stopped the car, he turned to face her. “It’s a full moon tonight. I thought you might like to walk in the moonlight. This place has a very famous rose garden, covering about two acres. Of course, they’re dormant now, but there’s a nice path for strolling.”

He’d brought her to a park with a rose garden? She cleared her throat, trying to dislodge the emotion clogging it. “I didn’t bring a coat.”

“Mac brought it down earlier,” Rhett said. “He and Dustin weren’t eager to come to the park for a moonlight walk, but they both thought you’d enjoy it.”

Fear speared her chest. “How did you explain it to them?”

“I said it might boost your energy after all the work you’ve been doing, and that I needed to clear my head before the tourney tomorrow,” he told her, handing her coat to her. “Mac has seen me leave the hotel before to take a walk.”

“I thought you always partied into dawn,” she said, following him out of the car.

“I haven’t done as much of that these past few years, and usually not the night before a tourney starts. Maybe the day before.” He laughed. “I’m a country boy at heart, you know. I like being outside, and the moon is pretty spectacular tonight. I saw it out of my hotel window last night, which is what gave me the idea after you left me. All I needed to do was find the perfect place, and that’s what the hotel’s concierge is for.”

Plus, Rhett was a high-roller at the tournament. They’d do anything to make him happy. She knew all about that from working at Mac’s hotels. They did the same for their guests.

“This was very thoughtful, Rhett,” she said, walking with him down the path.

“You might take my arm,” he said, extending it out like an old-world gentleman would. “The moon might be all bright and silver, but it’s hard to see any rocks or ruts on the path.”

She took his arm and liked the feel of it a little too much. It made all the uncertainty and self-torment of these last hours fade away. They strolled down the path. The barren fall branches looked like a million arms reaching to the sky in the moonlight, eagerly awaiting the sun’s return in the morning. And the moon’s fullness reminded her of a woman’s belly close to birth. 

“When I’m out walking in places like this at night,” Rhett said, “I miss the singing of the cicadas back home. We didn’t have air conditioning when I was a sprout, so I’d keep my windows open, hoping for a breeze. Many a night I fell asleep to their chorus.”

She thought back to their earlier conversation, the one that had stirred her up so. The words wouldn’t leave her, and she sighed, not sure what to do.

“You’re thinking about our chat earlier,” he said, “wondering how my poker personality fits with a man who has fond memories of open summer windows and cicadas. One who likes taking moonlit walks.” 

Pausing, he turned to her. The moonlight touched the angles of his face, making him seem larger and his hair more golden. He’d left his cowboy hat in the car, she realized. Until this moment, she hadn’t really looked at him.

“Abbie, maybe I’m all of those things,” he said. “I’m all of my experiences, just like you’re all of yours. We don’t have to put the different parts of ourselves into nice, neat boxes, each tied off with a bow. Perhaps we should just let them have some line to run, like a kite on a breezy Sunday.”

She’d never flown a kite a day in her life, but she understood what he meant. She and Mac talked about giving Dustin enough freedom so he wouldn’t feel boxed in, but not too much that he’d get out of control. 

Out of control. Had she been? Surely, making up excuses to leave the family suite to see Rhett—like she had earlier—wasn’t responsible behavior. Neither was sneaking out to see her secret lover after everyone was asleep. How was she supposed to raise her son to be responsible if she wasn’t?

“I’m not a wildcat,” she found herself saying.

He made a sound under his breath. “I didn’t mean for that to put your back up so, and I want to take it back, but I just can’t.” Tipping her chin up to him, he smiled. “There is nothing wrong with being a passionate woman, Abbie. The passion inside you has finally emerged, and I feel privileged to be a part of that. I hope it’s something you’ll cherish about our time together. When you let all that passion out, you’re more beautiful than that moon up yonder, and she’s a mighty spectacular sight.

“Maybe what we’re both teaching each other is how to be somewhere in the middle,” Rhett mused, starting to walk again. “I’m a little calmer than I was before being with you, while you’re a little less starchy being with me. Not a bad tradeoff, to my mind.”

“Starchy?” She couldn’t help but laugh. “Oh, Rhett, was I that bad?”

“When was the last time you wore something that hasn’t been dry cleaned?” he asked her.

She frowned, thinking. “I hate admitting this, but it was your Eli Manning jersey.”

“Of course it was, sugar,” he mused. “When are you finally going to admit how well I know you?”

Suddenly he paused again and put his hands on her shoulders, drawing her closer. His head loomed in the moonlight, and she knew he was going to kiss her. Her hands curled around his back without thought.

“Fact is, honey,” he drawled, lowering his mouth slowly, “you know me just as well as I know you.”

His mouth bussed her lips softly, and she angled closer to deepen the kiss. The gentle brushes weren’t enough. She clutched his back, urging him on. He tugged on her bottom lip, and a sigh escaped from her mouth. Yes, she thought. Oh, yes.

The moonlight washed over them, casting its own kind of magic. She opened her mouth, and they took the dance to another level, his tongue swirling around hers.

When he pressed back, she rested her head against his chest. “Moments like these…I wish time could stop.”

“Me too,” he said, and there was a hitch in his voice. “Will you come back to my room and make love with me?”

“Yes,” she said, because she wanted to with all of her heart. Because she wanted to silence the voice in the back of her head reminding her they couldn’t stay in the moonlight forever.











Chapter 9      




Whether it was the moonlight or the intense lovemaking with Abbie afterward, Rhett found himself jittery as he started the poker tournament the next morning. He nodded to the other players at the table, trying to tune out the crowd, but it didn’t much work.

Abbie was watching—or would be—and it rattled him something fierce.

Walking toward the table, he’d been acutely aware of his flamboyant outfit and the theater he and his girls were putting on. The fans loved it, but when some of the female fans raised their tiny sleeveless T-shirts so he could autograph their bellies like he’d done a million times before, he found himself as uncomfortable as a schoolmarm with hemorrhoids.

He pulled it together enough to advance as the victor from his first table, but he caught the narrowed gleam in Vixen’s eyes as he headed over to join her and Raven.

“Get your head in the game,” Vixen whispered, smiling fakely all the while. “That took way longer than it should have.”

“You’ve been off all morning, Rhett,” Raven added, her dark wig nearly bigger than her head. “Abbie isn’t here yet, so you can forget about her.”

They’d never mentioned Abbie to him, even though they were smart enough to read between the lines. He’d wondered if they would bust his chops about it.

“I’m pulling it together.” Then he shook his head. “Correction. I have pulled it together. The next table is going to be a piece of cake—and the next and the next until I’m at the winner’s table being declared the champion.”

He played steadily, busting out the other players at his table with controlled efficiency before moving on to the next. Keeping his eyes away from the crowd helped. He’d seen Abbie enter the room midway through his last game, so he no longer needed to scan the space for her.

When he took a break, he stayed away from everyone but Vixen and Raven. They told him where he’d slipped up, something he already knew, but they also told him his complete focus on the table was its own tell. Usually Rhett would wave at the fans after winning a hand, his devil-may-care charm ever apparent.

“I don’t feel like waving at anyone,” he spat out. “It’s not happening today.”

“Fine,” Raven said, rubbing him on the back, sticking with her role even though he was struggling with his own. “But you might wave at the crowd at an opportune time if the game gets tight. Use it to your advantage. It might throw off your opponent.”

Or it might alert his opponent to the fact that he wasn’t waving as much as usual, Rhett thought. The psychology of poker was more an art than a science. “I’ll be all right, girls. Don’t worry none. The seat at the final table is mine.”

Four hours later, he’d won his place outright. Mac was there too, along with three other regulars. At this level, poker was a small world. He nodded to the other players and took his seat.

The next few hours were draining, but he kept his focus on the game. His stack of chips was steadily growing, and two players had already busted out. There were only three of them left, but he knew they’d have a while to play yet. Mac didn’t often go for wild betting swings at the table—that was Rhett’s M.O.—but Tennessee Travis, the third player, could go either way. So when the man went all in on the next hand, Rhett held his breath. He had a pair of kings, but he wasn’t sure it was a good enough hand if Travis was confident enough to bet it all.

When Mac won the hand, Rhett breathed a sigh of relief. He was still in the game, but his stack of chips had been severely depleted. He nodded to Travis as the player excused himself from the table.

“Just you and me now, Maverick,” Rhett said.

“It’s not the first time,” Mac replied, his three-piece suit still crisp after a full day of poker.

“You never sweat, do you?” Rhett asked, knowing everyone in the room was listening to them, watching them. “My pits are as wet as a popsicle at a Fourth of July picnic.”

“Thank you for sharing,” Maverick said, rolling his eyes.

“Are the players ready?” the dealer asked.

They both nodded and set their wills against each other once again. Rhett’s stack took another hit in the next hand, and he knew Mac was going to knock him out if he didn’t pull an ace out quick. The opening he was looking for presented itself in his next hand, and he decided to make his stand.

“I’m all in,” he said when it was his time to bet.

Mac’s steady gaze met him across the table—his eyes were as green as Abbie’s, but Rhett wouldn’t allow that thought to shake him. His friend was pressing in on him, trying to make him give something away. He blandly stared back.

“All right, Rhett,” Mac said, “if that’s how you want to play it.”

The dealer turned the last card, and Rhett stared at the queen. He’d beat Mac with a full house. 

“Whoa!” he said, putting his hand to his forehead. “I did it!”

“Winner and champion, ladies and gentlemen,” the announcer called. “Rhett Butler Blaylock.”

Rhett stood up from the table and pumped his fist in the air. “Yes’m. Whew!” He met Mac halfway around the table and shook his hand. “Almost had me there, Maverick.”

“You’re as sly as a fox when cornered,” Mac said, shaking his head. “Great game, Rhett.”

“You too,” he said as Vixen and Raven sauntered toward him. Raven was holding a bottle of that fancy French champagne she favored, and she opened it, competently, like she did everything, as they approached him. 

He hugged the two women and lifted them clear off their toes, laughing like a loon. Every victory was sweet, and he celebrated each one like it could be the last. Grabbing the champagne from Raven’s hand, he chugged it. The bubbles exploded in his mouth, which made him laugh more. The girls were grinning at him, and then he was putting his thumb on top of the bottle and shaking it.

“Don’t you dare!” Raven exclaimed, trying to escape.

But he did. After spraying them with champagne, he dumped the rest of it over his head while their shrieks echoed in his ears. 

“Y’all are so funny sometimes about being tidy,” he drawled.

“Rhett, Rhett, Rhett,” the fans were chanting, and he turned toward the sound, thrusting his hand into the air.

“Yes!” he cried, walking toward the crowd.

He paused when he saw Abbie standing at the front of the gathering with Mac. Dustin was hugging his uncle, and from where Rhett stood, it looked like Mac was comforting his nephew more than the other way around. 

Abbie seemed to feel his eyes on her and looked over. He felt Vixen and Raven put their arms around his waist, one on either side of him, and he started to stride toward Abbie, eager to share his victory with her.

Her face flinched right before his eyes, and in that moment, he knew she was seeing the wild and crazy Rhett Butler Blaylock, not the lover she had allowed to touch her in the moonlight. It was obvious she didn’t like what she saw.

He walked in the other direction.








Chapter 10      




Abbie stewed all night after Rhett nearly outed their relationship on live television and in front of Dustin and Mac.

She’d seen the joyous look on his face and her heart had hammered in her chest at the realization that he was making a beeline to celebrate—with her. Not with Mac or Dustin. Her.

His hair was soaked from the champagne she’d seen him spray over his poker babes before dumping it on his own head. 

Dustin had laughed like a loon at the sight and said, “Whoa, I wish I could spray hot chicks with champagne.”

Her illusion had shattered. 

Rhett had meant what he’d said last night. He was who he was, both on the poker circuit and with her. But she couldn’t keep seeing him. Her son idolized him, but he wasn’t a good role model. And the sight of Rhett walking over to her, his poker babes wrapped around him, she’d realized he wasn’t a man she wanted to stand next to in public.

In that unguarded moment of victory, he’d obviously forgotten he wasn’t supposed to look at her that way or seek her out exclusively. But he must have seen it on her face, the way her skin had tightened up in fear, because he’d walked away.

She’d almost sagged against Mac in relief. But her heart had burned with pain, something she hadn’t expected to feel so keenly. She’d been falling in love with the man Rhett was with her. But since he wasn’t that man all the time, she was going to get her heart broken.

Fortunately, he hadn’t responded to her late-night text when she’d bowed out from seeing him after a long day. She needed to compose her speech for when she would see him next. It was time for this sexual sojourn to end, no matter how much it hurt.

If she waited any longer, it would only hurt more.

The sun was rising, the sky streaked with pink and orange light when she texted him again, this time asking to see him. They were leaving later today, and she wasn’t sure how she’d sneak away.

Sneak.

She hated that word, and she hated the part of her that had fallen for its allure. The part he’d described as wild.

 Her phone vibrated immediately.

Come on over. I’m awake.

Usually he partied long into the night after a massive poker win. Was he still enjoying his victory? She decided to put it out of her mind.

She dressed in a conservative navy suit and tan heels, then let herself out of the suite and made her way to his room. When she knocked, the door immediately opened.

He stood in the doorway, still in his clothes from the night before.

“Is the party still going?” she asked, scanning his face to see if he was drunk.

“Nope,” he said, letting her inside. “I didn’t do much of that, but I couldn’t sleep none. Appears you had the same problem from those blood-shot eyes of yours.”

He didn’t reach for her. Only turned around and walked to the sitting room without waiting for her. He was angry with her, and her gut tightened all the more as she closed the door and followed him. She’d hurt him, which she hadn’t wanted. The knowledge only confirmed her decision.

“Rhett, I didn’t get a chance to tell you congratulations.” 

She came to a stop behind the oatmeal-colored couch while he walked over to stand in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows.

“You played brilliantly,” she added when he tucked his fingers in his belt.

“Thank you, Abbie,” he said in a crisp tone. “It’s never easy to beat a friend like Mac, but it’s part of being on the circuit.”

“He never holds it against you,” she said, not knowing what to do with her hands, so she rested them on the back of the couch.

“I figure that’s not why you’re here,” he said. “Seems the moonlight serenade I arranged for you didn’t linger for very long, did it? Well, I suppose that was to be expected, given how different you think we are.”

Her breath caught in her throat at his coolness. He’d never acted like this with her, not in all the years they’d known each other. “We are different, but that’s not what makes this hard. Rhett, we both knew this couldn’t lead to anything.”

“I suppose we did,” he said, rocking on his heels. “And when a lady says the…arrangement has come to an end, a gentleman doesn’t argue with her. I’ll only say that we’re still friends—just like you wanted—and that I enjoyed every minute of it.”

She pressed her hand to her mouth as she considered his words. He was making this very easy, but then again, he had more experience with this sort of thing. “Of course we’re friends. That will never change. You know how important you are to Mac and Dustin.” 

She refrained from including herself in the list. How was he going to treat her after this? Cool like today? And how was she going to treat him? Could she look at him in her kitchen and not remember what it had been like to come in his arms? 

“And you’re always welcome in Arizona,” she added, “although Mac is talking about looking for a place to build another hotel.”

“In Colorado,” Rhett added, nodding. “Maverick has always been more than a poker player. Only Mac can wear an Italian suit on the circuit and not get laughed at.”

Abbie forced a smile, hearing the slight dig in his words. She just couldn’t tell if it was at her or himself.

“Rhett, I’m sorry if I hurt you last night,” she whispered. “I was afraid—”

“I’d pluck you up off the ground in front of the crowd and kiss you senseless,” he finished for her. “You were right to be afraid. I plumb lost my mind. But we won’t have to worry about that again, will we? Parting ways is likely for the best.”

She let her gaze catalogue the angles of his face, the line of his jaw, and the way his golden hair curled against his forehead. “I don’t know what exactly one says in this situation.”

“What do you want to say?” he asked sharply.

She met his eyes. They were as golden as his hair, and she felt a little stab in her heart at the memory of how they’d always sparkled a little brighter after they made love—a brilliance of color that was only for her. “I want to say thank you. I…until you, I’d never enjoyed…you know.”

“I’m glad,” he said quickly. “I enjoyed it as well, Abbie. You take care of yourself, you hear.”

Her throat tightened. He made it sound like it was going to be a long while until they saw each other again. She supposed that might be true. And even if they did see each other, they wouldn’t have any reason to spend time alone. She would never wear his Eli Manning jersey again or walk with him in the moonlight.

“You take care too, Rhett,” she said, forcing a smile. “I guess I’ll be getting back.”

His nod was crisp, and he walked her to the door. Her legs felt lined with lead. The closer she got to leaving him, the heavier everything in her body became, including her heart.

“We just can’t stop time, can we?” she whispered as she reached for the doorknob.

He covered her hand, and she let herself lean into his chest one last time. There was such warmth and strength there. She would miss it. She would miss him.

“No,” he said quietly, “but we can be grateful for the moonlight while it lasted. Goodbye, Abbie.”

She took one final inhale of him, the scent of man and fading cologne mixed with something exclusive to him. “Goodbye, Rhett.”

A gentle whisper touched her cheek, and she realized too late it was his lips. Then the door was open, and it was closing behind her, and she regretted not stealing one final kiss to remember him by.











Chapter 11      




Rhett realized he’d stopped rocking the chair only when Clara started to wail.

“Yeah, sweetheart, when your mama left me, that’s how I felt.” He tucked the blanket more securely around her, and she grabbed ahold of his finger. Goodness, she had a heck of a grip for someone so tiny.

“Letting your mama go that day was one of the hardest things I’d ever done, but I’d already lost her. I knew that when I saw her face after the poker tourney.” 

When Abbie had texted him later that night to say she wasn’t coming to his room, the writing had been on the wall, as they said. He’d wandered around his room the rest of the night, cursing the moonlight streaking through the windows, unable to sleep in the bed where he’d made love with her the night before.

“I did my best to act like a gentleman, knowing I’d be seeing her given my friendship with your Uncle Mac. Plus, I already loved your brother, Dustin, like crazy. I wasn’t going to let a breakup with your mama keep me from being his adopted uncle.” 

Now he was Dustin’s daddy through and through, and his heart warmed at how he and Abbie had made that happen on paper. He’d given his boy his name, and Dustin had been proud to become Dustin Blaylock. After all his hijinks and all the wild seeds he’d sown, it humbled Rhett something fierce to be a man a boy was proud to call father.

“It broke my heart to leave you that morning,” a soft voice said out of the blue.

Rhett turned his head and watched as his wife came forward in the room. Both of them had undergone a transformation since the days he’d described to Clara. Abbie was wearing a pair of designer jeans and a violet cashmere sweater, having adopted a more casual look for when she wasn’t working. Rhett had toned his wardrobe down too, even on the circuit, and his poker babes had graduated to their own careers with Raven becoming one of the finest poker players on the circuit.

“Guess we both had to find out what we really wanted deep down,” Rhett said. “No matter how far I went, I couldn’t stop thinking of you. I realized I’d do anything to be your man.”

Abbie knelt by the rocking chair and put her hand on their baby girl’s cheek. “There isn’t a day I don’t thank God for that. When you came to Dare Valley and told me you were never going to leave me again…that you’d never give up on hoping I’d let you love me… Rhett…”

He was feeling a little choked up right at the moment. “What, sugar?”

“I love you, is all.”

Bending forward with baby Clara carefully tucked against his chest, he kissed her lightly on the lips. “Love is all there is, honey, and I sure as heck love you to the moon and then some.”

Abbie gave him a bright smile and held out her arms. He transferred the baby easily to her. From the moment Clara had come into the world, he’d known to give her over whenever her mama asked. He wasn’t a stupid man.

“Lucky for you,” he said, watching the two women who ruled his universe, “I’m good at serenading, whether by moonlight or at the holidays.” He ran a finger down Clara’s smooth cheek. “But that’s another story.”

His follow-up serenade—the one that had helped him win her hand in marriage—had come around the holidays. He’d written a song for her and sung it outside her window while his friend, Rye Crenshaw, accompanied him on the piano.

“You’re the best serenader there is,” Abbie said while making faces at the baby.

Her attention span for him lately was mixed at best, but he understood the draw of Clara better than anyone. He slid his hand around her waist and pulled her close.

“Perhaps I can talk you into letting me serenade you later when Clara goes to sleep,” he whispered in her ear. “I might not have told Clara the private and passionate bits, but I sure as heck enjoyed remembering them.”

His lady-wife cocked her brow in that elegant way that drove him wild. She’d finally admitted she was a wildcat, but only with him—and that was just the way he liked it. 

“I might be amenable to that,” she said, grinning.

He sat back in the rocking chair and let his mind start to wander. “Good thing I have a couple of hours to think up more serenading.”

But he wasn’t too worried.

Serenading was only another word for wooing, and Rhett had that down but good.




*  *  *

If you haven’t already read how Rhett and Abbie get back together, satisfy your curiosity by checking out THE GRAND OPENING and THE HOLIDAY SERENADE.




Wonder what’s up next in Dare Valley? J.T. and Caroline’s book is called THE SKY OF ENDLESS BLUE.




Sign up for my newsletter to be the first to hear about my newest release or grand giveaway.




Can’t wait to read more? Make sure you have all my books. I have lots of them (fiction and non-fiction). Check out the full book list. You might have missed something!




Think my books are uplifting? Join my Facebook community. I’m known for fun and motivational posts guaranteed to make your day happier and inspire you.


      Dear Reader,




      It won’t surprise you Dare Valley lovers that Rhett has been at me for a long time to tell he and Abbie’s earlier story. When they had baby Clara, he just couldn’t be held back. In typical Rhett-style, he took over my writing schedule. But it was worth it, don’t you think? I’d let him serenade me any time.

      If you enjoyed this story, I would love for you to post a review since it helps more readers want to pick up this story and enjoy it themselves. When you post one, kindly let me know at ava@avamiles.com so I can thank you. Thank you for spreading the word!

      There are a lot of wonderful surprises coming up, including J.T. Merriam’s return to Dare Valley in THE SKY OF ENDLESS BLUE. Grandpa Hale has a lot planned for this story, let me tell you. That old rascal always makes me smile.

      Thanks for reading and being part of our wonderful family.




      Lots of light and joy,

      Ava
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