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Cast of Characters

Camellia DiCarlo (Cami)—the oldest of George DiCarlo’s daughters, born to his wife, head of
guest services.

Sage Parker—Second eldest, head of the resort Spa. Born to Darla Parker.

Rosemary Keogh—Third eldest of George DiCarlo’s daughters, born to Wanda Keogh, head
of resort food services.

Lantana DiCarlo (Lana)—Fourth eldest, second daughter by George’s wife, hotel manager.
Delphinium Gifford (Delphi)—Fifth eldest daughter by Zelda Gifford, head of resort events.
Jonquil Chestnut—Sixth eldest daughter by Trudy Chestnut, head of the resort floral center.
Vince Talmadge—Landscape architect, best friend of Jeremy and Gage.

Jeremy Litster—local photographer, best friend of Vince and Gage.

Gage Mathews—head of Deer Mountain, the local ski resort. Best friend to Vince and Jeremy.
Harrison Forest—older half-brother to Sage by another father. Head of hotel HR.

Blake Bahlmann—regional manager of DiCarlo Resorts, stationed out of the Juniper Ridge
resort.

Joel Watts—former Navy SEAL, head of hotel security.



Chapter 1

Camellia gripped her sister’s hand as they passed into the wood-paneled conference room at
the attorney’s office. Her eyes burned, but she felt Lantana’s fingers squeeze hers so she
sucked it up and continued on.

A quick sweep of the room showed a lot more faces than she’'d expected, and though all of
them were familiar, she wasn’t certain how she knew the women. Three women— two blondes
and a brunette—were seated in the row of six chairs facing the table at the front of the room.
She’d noticed them all at the funeral, and they’'d been vaguely familiar then, but she still had
no idea why.

“Cami, who are all these people?” Lana asked, leaning closer to whisper.
“No idea.” Her eyes sought out Alex—her cousin, her father’s lawyer, and estate executor.

He walked toward them, leaned in to kiss each of their cheeks and squeeze their hands.
“Please take a seat. We'll start soon.” He guided them to a couple of chairs along the right side
of the room. “We’re waiting for one more person.”

“But what about—"

He interrupted Cami with a gentle touch to her elbow. “I'll explain everything in a few minutes.
Try to be patient.”

Cami sat beside Lana and looked up as Alex put a hand on each of their shoulders. “Are you
okay?” he asked. “Would you like something to drink? | have soda, water or juice.” He waved
to a nearby table.

“I'm fine.” It was a lie, she wasn'’t fine. She couldn’'t be fine the day after burying her father,
after finding out he’d had terminal cancer that would have killed him in a matter of weeks—if
the pulmonary embolism hadn’t done it first. She’d known he wasn’t well, but he hadn’t said it
was cancer. The loss made the pain of her mother’s death five years earlier come back again
full force.

“Nothing for me,” Lana murmured.

A tall blonde—thin, lithe, a little snooty in her three-inch heels and impeccable navy dress-suit
—sauntered into the room, scanning it, before taking a chair. Her short-cropped hair framed
her face and though a valiant effort had been made to cover it with makeup, her eyes were red
and puffy from crying.

Cami studied all of the women again, four of them besides herself and Lana. All of whom had
thrown flowers on her father’s coffin, all acted as though they had reason to belong, but none
had approached her or Lana with condolences—or spoken to each other as far as she'd
noticed. Who were they?

The women were near her own age, and so familiar. How had they known her father?

Alex greeted the newcomer, his low voice making the words indistinguishable, even from eight



feet away. He gestured to his assistant to close the door, and he returned to the front of the
room. He shot Cami and Lana a glance, grimaced, then let his eyes follow the line of women.

“I'm glad you could all make it, though I'm sorry for the reason you're here. I'm Alexander
Checketts, the executor of George Marlin DiCarlos’s estate. Because all of you were important
to George, he remembered you in his will.” He glanced at Cami again and she lifted a finger.
“As you’ll be able to tell when you hear the terms, this was a very recent revision.”

“Aren’t there a lot of other bequests in the will? Friends, employees?” She swept her eyes over
the other women, doubting they fit either category. Wouldn’t she have known about them if
they were important to her father?

Alex touched his fingertips to the tabletop in a gesture she had long recognized as a sign that
he was uneasy. Most people wouldn’'t have a clue he wasn’t perfectly comfortable, but she
knew him too well to be fooled.

“They will all be contacted separately, but this portion of the will concerns each of you equally,
and your father and | felt it best to present it to you as a private group.” He picked up the legal
forms and began to read the stultifying legalese which always made Cami’s head ache, even
under the best of circumstances—and these were far from that.

When he reached the bequests, he studied them. “I'm going to skip over the little things he
wanted given to others, though I'd be happy to provide copies of the will to anyone who would
like to check it. I'll go straight to the part concerning all of you.”

All of you? What did that mean? Cami glanced at Lana and caught confusion on some of the
other women'’s faces as well.

“To my daughters, Camellia DiCarlo, Sage Parker, Rosemary Keogh, Lantana DiCarlo,
Delphinium Gifford and Jonquil Chestnut, | leave my latest resort.”

Cami’s eyes flashed to Alex’s, but his gaze was riveted on the papers he held, though he
paused for a moment. She stared at the other women. His daughters? It didn’'t make sense,
but Alex started reading again, so she focused on him.

“Yes, you are all my daughters, though none of you knew about everyone else. You will share
equally in my legacy, but first | have a requirement. The newest hotel and spa will be ready to
open in September and if you want to earn your part of the inheritance, you will all need to pull
together to make it shine, as | know you will.

“All of you have areas of expertise that will be valuable in the launch of this latest enterprise—
expertise most of you have refused to fully utilize. You have two weeks from tomorrow to show
up in Juniper Ridge, Colorado, to put everything into motion. There is a house | have
purchased and furnished for your use during the course of your stay in the area.

“The trial period will last for one year from the opening date of the resort and your work will be
evaluated by the regional director and Alexander Checketts. If you prove your mettle as | know
you all will, you will each inherit equal parts of my estate, and share ownership in the hotel
chain.” Alex mentioned the estate value, which was in the upper reaches of the nine-figure
range.



Cami closed her eyes as a murmur went up in the room, punctuated by gasps. Her stomach
dropped at the sum. She’'d known her father was rich, it showed in everything he was,
everything he did, but this was far more than she’d realized. Far more than public record
showed.

Alex continued, “Those who stick it out will get their one-sixth split, the rest will lose
everything. If any of you choose not to participate, your potion of the inheritance will be
donated to an organization or charity | have specified.” He paused in the reading, a tick in his
jaw showing his feelings.

He met their gazes. “So you know, your father was very careful to choose a different
organization for each of you for your portion of the inheritance. He made certain the charities
were ones whose core values you'd despise, so you'd have added incentive to not want them
to get the money. You can speak to me after this meeting if you want to know where your
portion of the inheritance would go.” His eyes skimmed over them again, then returned to the
will to continue reading. “As | now own all of your places of employment, or the buildings in
which they reside, my directions will ensure you are all out of work if you choose to defy me.”

All of the air escaped Cami’s lungs. Her head spun and she thought she might be sick. Would
she have time to get to a bathroom if the nausea filling her decided to pour back out again?

“Who needs his money or his job? | can find a job on my own.” The last arrival stood and
headed for the door.

“Delphi, come back and listen to the rest. There will be time for dramatic gestures later,” Alex
said, his voice firm without being harsh.

She turned and glared at him. “I like my life the way it is. If it wasn’'t good enough for him, it
was his problem.” She stalked out, slamming the door behind her.

Alex’s jaw tightened, but he addressed the remaining women. “I'll catch up with her later. If the
rest of you can wait until | finish reading the will, I'll leave you each with a copy of your contract
and give you time to consider the terms.”

He bowed his head and returned to reading, “Cami, you'll be in charge of customer services,
including front desk, concierge, valet, etc. The heads of engineering and housekeeping will run
their own departments, but report to you. Your ideas for enhancing the guest experiences and
attention to detail are sorely needed in this venture.

Sage, it's time you put those skills to use setting up and running the spa. You’re wasting your
talent working where you are when you have so much more to give back to an organization.
Rosemary, studying abroad with various master chefs has prepared you well. You will head up
the restaurant and catering services, and have a supervisory role over the bar.”

Sage didn’t appear surprised or upset by the decision while Rosemary growled something
unintelligible and scowled.

“Lana, you'll take over as hotel manager, working under the regional rep’s guidance. | think
you've been on track for this position since you were six. Considering the less— than-ideal
situation I'm thrusting you all into, your level head and outside-the-box thinking will be
necessary.” Cami couldn’t help but agree, and was glad to see the smile of pleasure on her



sister’s pale face. Though Lana had known about the decision for a while now, it was the
realization of her dream.

“Delphi, you've been hiding your light under a bushel for too long. As hotel events planner,
you'll bring a creative push and wide array of expertise to bear. Jonquil, your tutelage under
my hand and throughout your adult life has put you in good stead to open the flower shop in
the hotel. You'll be responsible for providing blooms for the suites, restaurant, public areas,
events, and a selection for purchase in the gift shop.

“Combined, you six ladies, my daughters all, will make this venture the most incredible,
innovative, successful resort anywhere.” Alex paused and took time to make eye contact with
all of them. “I know this is a lot for you all to take in, you've had a big shock, and I'm sure none
of you are any happier about this than Delphi was. I'm sorry.” Sincerity shone from him.

Jonquil’'s brows drew together in confusion as she studied her sisters’ faces. Annoyance filled
Rosemary’s face, but she didn’t stand to leave the room like Delphi. Cami couldn’t help but
wonder what was going through their heads. She felt as though she couldn’t breathe properly
—the betrayal to her mother, and the secrets he'd been keeping from her, from them all, nearly
bowled her over.

Alex lifted the page and returned to reading. “Until your trial at the hotel is over, you'll live
together in a home | have purchased for you unless you live with your husbands.” Gasps and
curses filled the air, causing Alex to pause in his reading. Lana squeezed Cami's hand,
crushing her fingers, even as the thought of having to live with her father’'s other offspring
made Cami’s anger roil. Alex continued, “You must appear at the house and hotel for initial
meetings on the specified day and get the ball rolling. Once things have been put into place,
you may return to your homes to settle things and arrange for your absences from your current
lives. One year after the hotel opens, your inheritances will revert to you to do with as you
please. | love you all.”

Cami wrapped her arms around herself, shivering despite the fact that the room had been
plenty warm when she’d entered it a few minutes earlier. His daughters. He said they were all
his daughters, and a glance around the room, the recognition of pieces of her father in each of
the faces, told her it wasn't a figure of speech.

She glanced at Lana, seeing her pale face, the shock in her eyes. Cami squeezed her hand,
but wasn’'t much relieved by the wan smile and half-hearted returning squeeze.

Alex set down the papers and met Cami’'s gaze again. “l suppose | ought to introduce you all
to each other, though I've only recently met several of you. I'll start over here and work my way
down the row.” He gestured to Cami. “Camellia, who prefers to go by Cami is the oldest
daughter, born to George’s wife. Beside her is Lantana, or Lana, who will be the hotel’s
general manager, though if | hadn’'t seen her in action at work, I'd never believe she could be
so bossy because she comes across so sweet in public. Don't let it fool you.” He winked at
her. “She was also born to George’s wife and is fourth in line according to age.”

This was an additional blow for Cami. Fourth? He’'d had two other daughters between her and
Lana? Somehow she’d thought he and her mother had gone through a rocky spot after Lana
and that's when the women were conceived, but no, it had gone on for longer than that. Their
whole marriage? Had her mother known? These thoughts rushed through her head in only a



couple of seconds and she made herself focus back on Alex’s words.

“Jonquil is next,” he pointed to a woman with blonde spirals cascading down her back and
blue eyes the size of moon pies. “She’s sixth in age and the one who picked up George’s love
for plants.

“Delphinium, who prefers Delphi, and rushed out of here so abruptly, is fifth in age. She’s a
brilliant events planner and will be a great help in coordinating weddings or conferences, a few
of which have already been booked.”

The name brought realization to Cami. Delphi had lived on another floor in Cami’s dorm during
her last year of college. She and Delphi had spoken a few times, though they were no more
than passing acquaintances. Had she known they were half-sisters?

“After her is Rosemary.” She had wide-set, blue eyes, a long fall of straight blonde hair, and a
voluptuous figure which no doubt kept the men’s attention riveted.

“I'm not sure | want anything to do with this.” Rosemary crossed her arms over her chest.

Cami realized Rosemary had gone to summer camp with her for a couple of years when they
were kids. They hadn’t gotten along at alll.

“I can’t blame you,” Alex said to Rosemary. “But I'd appreciate it if you gave it serious
consideration,” He continued the introduction, “Rosemary attended culinary school and studied
under masters in France and Italy. She’s tops in the restaurant business, though she’s been
happy to let someone else run the show.” He held up a hand to stave off Rosemary’s rebuttal.
“She’s third in age.”

He smiled at the last woman, who had curly brown hair brushing her shoulder blades, and
wore little makeup. “Sage is the second eldest. She’s been working in salons and spas since
her teens and has traveled extensively throughout Europe learning their techniques in addition
to more formal training.” Their father had sent Cami to work in the San Diego office one
summer to ‘broaden her horizons.” Sage had been working there at the same time, though
they’'d only shared greetings as they passed each other.

He slid the legal papers into the manila folder. “Now, I'm going to be in my office to work for the
afternoon. I'll be available to any of you if you have questions or are in want of clarification. I'll
be stepping out to speak with Delphi later, but feel free to discuss things together or to come
and go. I'd like your answers by morning, if possible.”

Alex began passing out individual folders to them. “Here are contracts for each of your
positions. I've spoken to the regional manager and he agrees you don’t need to move to
Colorado permanently yet, but you do need to make the trip in two weeks. Your father
expected to live at least another month, so if you are not needed in Juniper Ridge yet, you're
welcome to return home for some time after the meeting. The estate will cover plane fare,
rental cars and any other expenses you incur as a result of this move.”

Cami’s stomach churned, her head ached and her heart felt as though it was going to break as
she took the file folder from Alex. How could her father have done this—any of it? He'd
cheated on her sweet, devoted mother not once, but many times, and after dropping this
bombshell on his daughters, he thought he could dictate their lives?



“One last thing. He left a letter for each of you. It's in your folder with the contract.” He
threaded his fingers together in front of him. “You have every right to be upset about several
issues, but please read his final words to you and take them into account while you make your
decisions. | may not have agreed with, well, almost any of this when he brought it to me, but |
know he loved you all a great deal and thought he was doing what was best for you.” He
exited the room with an apologetic expression.



Chapter 2

Cami held the folder and ran her fingers along the edges, trying to make her mind think.

The women stood, some turned to speak with their neighbors, though none of the words were
overly friendly. Cami released Lana’s hand. “I need a moment and | may speak with Alex after.
You go on, I'll take a cab.” They had ridden in together, but Cami couldn’t discuss this until
she’d had a few minutes to center herself. “I'll swing by your place later.”

“No, I'll wait. | need a few minutes to take it all in, too.” Lana looked almost sick. Cami found a
powder room and, deciding she wasn’t going to vomit, sat on a bench in front of the counter
and pulled out her cosmetics. She added color to her pale cheeks, freshened her lipstick, then
stared at herself, trying to bring order to the chaos of emotions zinging through her. When she
felt steady again, she stood and headed for Alex’s office.

She marveled that her father had managed to keep it all so secret, these other families of his,
or had he never seen his other daughters? Is that why Delphi had run out so angry? It would
have been difficult to keep up with them all, between running his empire and jumping into
every available bed at the drop of a hat. She’'d thought him a wonderful father, a devoted
husband, but what kind of father had he been to these other women? She wasn’'t going to
think of them as her sisters. Shared genetics meant nothing compared to the bond she shared
with Lana. And how dare he order them to run the new resort, disrupting their lives even
further than this news would do when it got out. And it would get out.

On the other hand, he had manipulated every one of them into her path at some point in their
lives, so he couldn’'t have ignored them completely. Would they resent the fact she had him
around more just as much as she now resented their existences?

Alex’s assistant showed Cami into his office.
He sat at his desk, watching her approach. He stood, circling the desk to her.

She held his gaze, stopping a foot away. Questions crowded her mind, but “How long have
you known?” was the first to pop out.

“About your sisters?”

She wasn't going to use the word sisters. “About the other women—nboth the ones he fathered
and their mothers? How long have you known my father—" Her voice cracked and tears
pricked her eyes. It was like losing him all over again, only worse this time because she
realized now that he wasn’t the man she thought she’d known. When she spoke again, her
voice was rough. “That my father had children he kept secret, and he’d gone out of his way to
make sure we all met.”

The last part was what killed her. It was almost as though he’d wanted to be caught. She
doubted the encounters had only been between her and the others, which meant he had
probably maneuvered them all into each other’s lives at some point. Despite her mother’s
death five years earlier, he hadn’t mentioned the existence of other offspring.



Why hadn’t he told them, knowing he would force them all into this position anyway?

“l found out about them when his previous attorney retired and passed the account to me,”
Alex admitted. “The will has undergone several revisions in the past six months, but since he
got cancer, they were all basically the same idea. He wanted you ladies to meet officially as
sisters, not as mere strangers. And he wanted you to get to know each other, certain you'd
become good friends. Though in my opinion, if he wanted you to be friends, he should have
handled it differently.”

“You think?”

Alex pulled her into a brotherly hug. “I was so angry with him, furious he had done that to your
mother—that he planned to spring this on all of you. And yet, he loved all of you so much; it
was obvious any time he talked about his daughters.”

She buried her face in her cousin’s chest and formed a fist, then pushed away and hit him in
the shoulder. “Why didn’t you tell me? How could you keep his secret when you had to know
what it would do to me? To all of us.”

He rubbed his shoulder, looking sorry. “Lawyer-client privilege.”

Feeling almost regretful about hurting him—almost—she poked him in the chest this time. “To
hell with lawyer-client privilege—this goes way beyond that. | trusted you. | never thought you
would keep something so huge from me.” Her voice broke as she spoke, the pain and loss
building every minute.

“I couldn’t tell you. You know | couldn’t.” He pulled her in again as she started to cry. “I'm sorry,
Cami. I'm so sorry.”

They stood like that for a long time before Cami glanced up and saw Jonquil standing in the
doorway. She shot a pointed stare at Cami and Alex hugging, then turned away. Cami told
herself she didn’t care what the woman thought of her. Odds were the woman had been aware
her father had been married, had daughters with his wife. This couldn’t have come as a total
surprise to rest of them.

Embarrassed anyway, Cami pulled back and gratefully took the facial tissue Alex offered her.
She wiped her eyes, sure her mascara had smeared. “I don't suppose you left us any
loopholes.”

“That would have been extremely sloppy of me, and you know he wouldn’t have allowed it.”
He wiped at a tear on her cheek. “I tried to talk him out of these stipulations—several times.
He’d humor me for a few minutes before overriding my points, and went on with things the way
he wanted them. He could be very stubborn.”

“I know. | just can’t believe he would spring this on me, on all of us.”

“While | disagree with his choices, | know he loved you, and he hoped all six of you could
become friends, or he wouldn’'t have done this. He wanted to give you the rest of your family.”
He picked up the folder she’d set on the table, flipped it open and removed the sealed letter
from her father. “You haven’t read it yet.”

“No. | think | might be afraid to.” It was stupid, and she was embarrassed to admit it, even to



Alex, but there it was.
“Afraid of what?”

She smiled, though it was half-hearted at best. “Partly afraid he’ll say something that will make
it hard to stay mad at him, and partly that he won't find a way to explain himself.”

“I haven't read the letters, so | have no idea what they say.” Alex took the tissue from her hand
and wiped at her cheek, a brotherly gesture. “You have a smudge.”

“I've probably turned into a raccoon,” Cami said.

“Yes, but a beautiful raccoon. How could you help it with your killer genes?” He smiled,
squeezing her hand. “Read your letter, and if you need to talk about it more, you have my
number.”

“Thanks, Alex.” She didn’t think she was ready to face anyone else, but she wasn’'t a coward,
so she had to at least pretend she could handle this.

~*~

That night Cami sat in her quiet condo, staring at the unopened letter. She’d already reviewed
the contract, been more than happy with the terms—if you ignored the fact she didn’'t want to
move to ski-country, middle-of-nowhere, Colorado. He'd repeatedly asked her to take the job,
and she’d refused. Why couldn’'t he accept her wishes? Why did he have to bowl everyone
over and force them to do his will? What was next, a return to arranged marriages?

She hadn’'t signed the contract, hoping wherever her father was, he watched in agony,
wondering if she would do as he asked. She’d never been able to deny him anything, unless
you counted the way he wanted her to step out of the concierge position she’d filled in the
Chicago motel for the past five years and take over a department elsewhere. She didn’t want
to be the boss, preferring to provide excellent personalized service to hotel guests herself.

And it wasn't like she needed the inheritance money, but having it go to an organization like
Freegan Nation burned her—if they wanted to go digging through dumpsters for people’s
scraps instead of getting real jobs and being productive, that was their prerogative, but no way
she was going to encourage the lifestyle. Since that had been the point of her father choosing
them, she had to at least admit he’d chosen well.

Her fingers trembled as she opened the heavy cotton bond paper.
Dear Camellia, my sweet Cami,

I think of all of my girls, learning about the others is going to be hardest on you, and I'm
sorry for that. | know I'm probably not leaving you much time to get things moving in
Colorado, but your refusal to take the job without having your arm twisted didn’t leave
me a choice. | suppose | can’t complain about your stubbornness, since several of you
girls received that quality from me. | hope whatever you’re feeling now, you didn’t find
out about the others early enough to sour our last days together. I've wanted to tell you
about them for years, but couldn’t figure out a way that wouldn’t completely destroy the
relationship we had.



You are my oldest, the first tiny baby | ever held and I fell in love with you on sight. |
loved being a father so much. You all light up my life. | know you probably think I didn’t
love your mother, couldn’t have loved her considering my lifestyle, but I did. She was
my good friend, a sweetheart who was always there for me, and | tried to be there for
her when she needed it, but though | adored her, we were always better suited as
friends than as lovers.

“Really, Dad? If you didn’t really love her, why did you marry?” Cami set down the letter and
walked away, staring out the floor-to-ceiling windows at the Chicago skyline. Anger tore
through her and she embraced it. “How could you do this, Dad? How could you do this to
Mom, to the rest of us?”

She spoke the words into the night, as if she expected answers. She hadn’t thought much
about her parents’ relationship. It had seemed solid, and her mother had always acted happy.
If that was a good marriage, Cami wanted no part of the institution. She couldn’t accept
infidelity, brush off the betrayal—not from her father, not for herself. It was as well, she
supposed, that her relationship with Trent had ended. Would these extra emotional burdens,
have made her so weak she would have given into his proposals if she hadn't kicked him to
the curb already? Or would this have been the last straw?

After several minutes, she crossed the thick-piled carpeting again and picked up the letter,
resolved to finish it.

Your sisters are going to need you, and you’ll need them. If you work together | know
you can make this the greatest resort in the chain. If you don't, it will still succeed while
you all fulfill your contracts. But don’t settle for mediocrity, Cami. I've always been
proud of you, of what you do and who you’ve become. Live up to your potential, and
when you find something—someone, somewhere you belong—grab on and hold tight.
Your tenacity, your love of people and ability to work with anyone will smooth your way
in life, no matter what it throws you. Take time to stare at the stars, to enjoy the
landscape, and to live life to its fullest.

All my love, Dad.

Tears burned down her cheeks as she reread the last paragraph. This was his last wish for her
and she knew she could do it. She sighed, grabbing a pen to sign the contract. It was only a
year. What could happen in such a short time?



Chapter 3

The house in Colorado was enormous, two full stories and sprawling in the pine forest.
Windows glinted in the sunlight; rock and stucco created textures, colors, and tones
indigenous to the area. Cami pulled into the ridiculously huge six-car garage and steeled
herself to meet the others again. She hadn’'t spoken to any of the others at Alex’s office, but
she wouldn’t have that option here.

Alex told her everyone signed their contracts, including Delphi and Rosemary, despite their
clear opposition. The trip to Colorado brought the situation into focus for Cami, made it far
more real.

Every inch of the property was perfectly cared for from the well-swept balconies and patios to
the landscaping, which blended beautifully into the surroundings, if you ignored the fact it was
a little too perfect to be natural.

Even the garage was spotless without a bit of dirt in the corners. Someone was seriously OCD
—not that Cami minded. Having staff around to keep things clean would make her life easier
and cut back on bickering over whose turn it was to do the dishes. She didn't miss those
college dorm days at all.

Three cars were already here—all rentals, like hers. Lana was making the long drive from
Chicago, planning to stay to oversee the last stage of the resort preparations. It was perhaps a
bit outside the normal scope for a hotel manager, but she was, as always, an overachiever.

Cami snatched her purse, carryon, and a medium suitcase from the car to haul in. There
would be time to go back for the largest bag. Before she reached the door to the house,
however, a man with dark hair kissing his jaw and few days of beard scruff opened the outside
door to the garage. “You need a hand?” he asked. He pulled off work gloves and set them
aside, rubbing his palms on his blue jeans.

Cami couldn’t help but take a second to run her eyes over his tall figure—and it was easy to
see all the muscles through his sleeveless white shirt. He had a smear of dirt on his face, and
his brown eyes flashed over her with a similar quick perusal.

“I'm Vince Talmadge, by the way. I'm taking care of your landscaping, both here and at the
hotel.” He extended a hand to her.

She found his palm hard, his fingers strong, but gentle. She met his gaze and felt a zing of
interest flash between them, confusing her. He was completely unlike her usual type. “Nice to
meet you. | do have another bag in the trunk, since you're offering.” She clicked the remote,
popping the trunk. “I'm Camellia.”

She glimpsed back over her shoulder as he reached into the trunk, so she caught his frown. “I
thought you were only staying a few days,” he said. “How many clothes do you need?”

Guys just didn’'t understand. “I'm not sure how long I’'m staying. It depends on what | learn at
the meeting tomorrow.” She held the door into the kitchen for him as he hefted the suitcase as
if it weighed mere ounces instead of being so heavy, she’d barely managed to lift it into the



trunk.

As he passed her, he snatched the medium-sized bag from her. “I'll take this for you, too. Mrs.
Grady should be around here somewhere. She’s been working like crazy for the past few
weeks getting everything ready for you ladies. Sisters, right?”

“Something like that,” she murmured as she took in the gleam of glass, soaring ceilings and
hardwood floors, the shine of chrome and calm presence of the dark marble countertops of the
kitchen. Cooking in this place would be heaven. Not that she had much time for the activity. Or
much skill at it—but in a room like this, she thought it would be a joy to learn more. Maybe it
was time she learned more than the basics.

He caught her studying the room. “Some place, isn't it? You won’t go knocking into each other
here if you don’t want to, even if there are six of you. Hey, Mrs. Grady.” He looked toward the
open stairwell, raising his voice. “You’ve got another arrival.”

A trim brunette in her sixties appeared at the top of the stairs in a pair of faded blue jeans and
an oversized, men’s button-up shirt. “Wonderful. You're Camellia, right?”

“Please, call me Cami. Which room is mine?” “Up here.”

Cami followed Vince up the free-standing stairs to the landing overlooking the great room and
kitchen, and headed to the last room on the left. Vince left the bags outside the door.

“Thanks for your help,” she told him.
“No problem. If | hadn’t, Mrs. Grady would have insisted on going back for the big one herself.”
The woman laughed heatrtily. “I'm not exactly on my last leg, but thanks for helping out.”

He gave her a cheeky grin and turned to the stairs, calling over his shoulder. “I'll be mulching
the beds if anyone else needs a hand. And nice to meet you, Camellia.”

“Same here.” Cami watched him descend the stairs with the speed and grace of a gazelle
before she turned back to Mrs. Grady. “Known him long?” She was curious to learn more
about the man, despite her warning radar telling her to stand back. He wasn't like the guys she
normally dated, and right now, with her life being dictated to her, she was finding the difference
a little too enticing.

“Forever. | used to keep house for one of his friends’ families.” She opened the bedroom door.
“Now, check it out. Your father approved the redecorating himself.”

The walls were a vibrant peach with pale green trim and cream wooden blinds. The colors
shouldn’t have worked, but they did. They were repeated in the bedding, the desk snugged up
against one wall, and the bathroom on the other side of the room. The vase in the center of
the long counter was flanked with double sinks and filled with peach and white camellias—
fake so they wouldn’t wilt, but so realistic—if camellias had come in peach—as to trick the eye.
Plenty of cupboard and shelf space was available, all in cream with a long wall of mirrors
behind the sinks and two on hinges so they could be positioned to give her three angles while
she did her hair and makeup.

A stereo system was set up with a stack of CDs by musicians Bobby Darin, Perry Como,



Frank Sinatra, Michael Bublé, and Harrick Connick, Jr. Her heart melted a little when she
realized the thought her father had put into making her comfortable.



Chapter 4

Cami heard people coming and going over the next couple of hours, and could smell the food
Mrs. Grady mentioned she was making for dinner. Though she knew she ought to go out and
greet everyone, she didn’t want to face them yet.

When the knock came to her bedroom door, Lana’s voice floated to her. “Cami, dinner’s on.
Come on down.”

I am not a wuss. I'm a strong, independent, capable woman. | can be nice to these other
women, even if | don’t like them. She glanced in the mirror see if her clothes were wrinkled,
then crossed to open the door. She smiled at Lana. “Sorry I've been hibernating. I've been so
busy the past few weeks I've gotten way behind on my email.” True, though it was more
excuse than anything.

“Rosemary’s getting everyone from downstairs. We thought we could use a family meeting
before we meet as coworkers tomorrow.”

What an odd relationship tangle they would all have to deal with, Cami thought as she
followed Lana down to the dining area. Two large trays of lasagna, a huge green salad and a
loaf of garlic bread were laid out on the enormous kitchen island. An assortment of sodas and
water bottles sat nearby.

Delphi came up the stairs as Cami joined the others in the dining area, though no one sat. A
quick headcount told her everyone was present. When no one spoke up, Lana started things.
“Do we want to get our food first, then chat while we eat?”

There were a few shrugs and people moved to grab plates. “If this is as good as it smells, I'm
going to have to do an extra thirty minutes on the treadmill in the morning,” Delphi said as she
slid a large slice of lasagna onto her plate.

“At least you don’t have to cook stuff like this every day and still try to stay the same dress
size,” Rosemary lamented. “Anyone else do Zumba? | have some DVDs.”

“I'm in,” Jonquil said.
“Me too.” Sage piled her plate with greens.

“Not me. I've got to be the least coordinated person on the planet,” Delphi admitted. “Dance is
way outside my abilities.”

“I'll loan you the beginner disc.” Rosemary grabbed a can of Mountain Dew. “After a few times
through you'll be fine.”

“If only.”
“How about you?” Rosemary asked Cami.

“I hate exercise of every kind.” And she’d rather run in a snowstorm then spend buddy-buddy
time with the others.



Everyone seemed so easy together, casual. Cami wondered if she was the only one who had
knots in her shoulders from worrying about this moment. Then she noticed the way Delphi's
mouth was drawn in a tight line and the way Rosemary played with her food instead of making
eye contact with anyone else. The only person who looked open and interested was Sage,
whose brown eyes seemed to take in every detail.

Cami took the last seat on the left, beside Delphi, and reminded herself she’d been to major
fundraising dinners, eaten with senators and movie producers. There was absolutely no
reason for her to be so anxious.

“So, can | have the first question?” Jonquil asked once everyone had begun eating. She slid a
glance at Cami. “What’'s up with you and the hottie lawyer? Is he why Dad made the comment
about living here or with a husband?”

Lana choked, Cami’'s brow furrowed. “Hottie lawyer? You don’t mean Alex?” “Of course | mean
Alex. | saw you two cuddling after the reading of the will.”

“We weren’'t cuddling. | was upset, he was comforting me. He’'s my cousin.” The thought of
someone thinking she was dating Alex disturbed Cami more than she could say. He was a
handsome guy, but he’d been raised almost as her brother.

A smile teased Jonquil’'s mouth. “Is he our cousin, or just your cousin?”

“He’s mine and Lana’s on our mother’s side.” Was she serious? Cami tried to imagine Alex
and Jonquil together. They would make a beautiful couple, but she didn’t know nearly enough
about Jonquil to decide if they would mesh at all—and she didn’t think she liked the idea.

Jonquil's brows lifted. “Better and better. Is he seeing anyone?” “Not that | know of. You'd do
better to keep your distance though.”

Jonquil pointed her blue eyes at Cami and her tone cooled. “Why, you think I'm not good
enough? Maybe I'm tainted by my illegitimacy. | could corrupt him.” Anger blazed from her.

“No.” Cami closed her eyes, took a second to figure out what it was that had made her
instantly upset at the idea of Jonquil putting the moves on Alex. She decided there was too
much truth in the accusations for her comfort. She had to live with these women for over a
year, so starting off with honesty was her best bet. “Okay, maybe it is, a little. Look, I'm trying
to deal with this, but it’'s a lot to take in. I'm not happy about any of it.”

“And so you're going to hate us all and think we’re all vamps, because obviously Dad was
seduced and tricked into sleeping with each of our mothers,” Delphi suggested. Her voice was
light, steady as she took a sip of her soda. “The poor man didn’'t have a chance—they may
have drugged him. For months. | know he was seeing my mom for nearly six months, but it
must be all her fault, and she taught me everything she knows.”

Cami put her elbows on the table as she massaged her temples with her fingertips. “I know it
wasn'’t like that. If there had only been one affair, | might be able to trick myself into believing
he had a weak moment, but Dad was not a weak man. He knew what he was doing.” She took
a sip of her soda to give her time to yank back the emotions riding high and swirling together
inside her. “I'm going to try not to be unreasonable about this, but | can’t promise I'll always
succeed. I'll get through it.” If Delphi was going to call her on every misstep, though it was



going to be a long year.
“Done.” Jonquil sliced a bite off of her lasagna with her fork. “So, Alex?”

Laughing despite herself, Cami forced herself to give a socially acceptable answer. “Go for it.
You're not his usual type, but you never know. Sometimes he surprises me.”

She knew there was a little bite in her voice; she couldn’t help it. And from the way Jonquil’s
brows lifted, the subtext made it through just fine. Cami didn’t think anything would come of it.

“I have a question,” Sage said when a moment of silence had passed. “Is there anyone here
who doesn’t remember meeting everyone else at least once at some point?” When everyone
stared at everyone else, Cami nodded. “He maneuvered us all into each other’s lives. He’s
been doing it since we were girls. It's almost as if he wanted to get caught.”

“I always wondered why he insisted on sending me to that particular summer camp, when
there were so many closer to home,” Rosemary agreed. “He wanted me to meet you,” she
gestured to Cami, “and later you.” Jonquil this time.

“He was lucky we didn’t end up hating each other, considering we were placed in rival cabins,”
Jonquil said. “But as our tent outflanked everyone, | won’'t hold a grudge.” Several mentions of
meetings with others at the table came up before Cami asked her burning question. “I've been
wondering. How many of you knew Dad was married, and Lana and | existed?” She watched
as every hand went up besides Lana’s. She took a deep breath to calm the flash of anger and
hurt. “All of you?”

“It's not like Dad was low profile,” Jonquil said. “I learned when | first started college.”
“High school,” Delphi and Rosemary piped up.

“I've always known,” Sage said. “Though | didn’t know your names until a couple years after
we met.”

Cami swallowed back the hurt and anger these comment brought up in her, but wasn't sure if
she was glad or not to have been kept in the dark. The relationship with her father had been
good, which she was glad about, but now she looked back and felt nothing but betrayal.

“Did any of you know about each other?” Lana asked. Headshakes all around. “That’s
something.”

“So why is it we're all meeting tomorrow for an official business meeting, when we're all sitting
around the table now having a meeting anyway?” Jonquil asked.

Lana fielded this one. “The contractor and new regional director will be at the meeting
tomorrow so we can discuss preparations. We'll take a tour of the building and have a chance
to spend time in our sections making sure everything is going as it should. | don’t think we
need to discuss any of our private affairs with them, and it's best to get it out of the way now
so we can focus on work tomorrow.”

“I can't believe Alex didn’t hint at any of this,” Cami said, stabbing at her salad greens. In her
head she understood why he’d kept it all a secret, but her heart ached. She’d always thought
they were close, and yet he’d kept this from her. It wasn't like he was protecting her from ever



finding out.

Lana set down her fork and studied everyone around the table. “This is going to be an odd,
awkward situation as it is. Over there, I'll be your boss. | don’t want to be that here, so we’re
going to have to be very careful about keeping the two separate—if that's even possible. |
don’t have to be happy about how everything happened, and it's going to be a while before |
can forgive Dad for putting us in this situation. | don’t know if I'll ever forgive him for cheating
on my mom. Still, I want to be your friends, at least.”

“Then we’ll make it work,” Jonquil said. “Because it's our lives and it's important to all of us.”

Cami wasn’t sure she could say it was important to her. Right now the rage was so huge all
she wanted was to be able to have a decent working relationship with these women and
otherwise have them stay out of her way. It wasn’t their fault, but dealing with them made her
anger worse.

When everyone else agreed, though, she decided to keep it to herself.



Chapter 5

Vince watched the women pull up in three cars and file into the hotel. He rubbed his forearm
across his sweaty head and paused in his movements after maneuvering the front loader to
set the boulder where it belonged on the landscape.

They were some incredible women, an interesting mix of hair colors and clothing styles from
business formal on Lana and Cami to more casual chic attire on Rosemary and Delphi. Sage
wore a billowy, eccentric skirt, and Jonquil’s sleek pantsuit seemed somehow tomboyish, even
while it reeked of professionalism. A tall, muscular, bald guy pulled in right behind them,
following them into the building.

Vince had managed to meet all of the women the previous day, intentionally putting off work in
their yard until the day they were to arrive, if only to catch a glimpse of them. Or rather,
because he was highly curious about one woman in particular.

George had mentioned all of his daughters at one time or another, but spoke particularly of
Camellia. Vince had gone out of his way to track down pictures of her on the Internet when
George had made it clear he felt Vince would be a nice match for her. Vince wasn’t one to let
others guide him when it came to women, but he’d been curious.

And then he’d seen her picture and thought if she was half as nice on the inside as the
outside, he might be willing to get to know her after all. Yesterday he’d learned she was far
better looking in person than in the grainy newsprint pictures. And those long legs—they could
make a grown man weep in appreciation.

Now she flicked the sunglasses off her face, shook out the mop of red curls, and put on an
expression of determination before stepping into the building. She had seemed so confident
the previous day, he was surprised to see the signs of nerves.

Turning his mind back to his work, Vince backed up the front loader to get the next boulder.

~*~

There must have been nerves all around, because after the women’s various morning
routines, they settled down to breakfasts of eggs, cold cereal, or in Rosemary’s case, three
cups of espresso, black. They car pooled to the hotel, which was only a couple of blocks away,
a nice convenience on mornings when a walk would be a welcome change. Checking out the
blue skies as she got out of the car, Cami thought she might indulge in the activity often.
Juniper Ridge might be the back of beyond, but it was lovely.

Half a dozen men worked in the yard, putting in landscaping. Dozens of construction vehicles
created a maze the ladies had to pick their way through to reach the front door. When the
women walked from the finished exterior to the inside, the sound of hammers and drills was
apparent, though the entrance was mostly finished, if lacking furniture.

Alex greeted them as they crossed into the building. “Hey, ladies, I'm glad to see you all came
together. Welcome to DiCarlo Resort and Spa of Juniper Ridge, Colorado. As you’ll notice,
there’s still a great deal of work to be done before you open September first. We’'ll do a full tour



with the regional director after the meeting. Over the next few days, each of you will have a
chance to discuss your departments and goals.”

“Me first, right? | have to get back to Boston for a wedding in two days,” Delphi reminded him.
“This meeting is causing me a major headache.”

“Yes, you first. How are things coming with that, anyway?” He turned and walked beside her
as he led them to the meeting.

“Good, great. If this bride hadn’t called me at three a.m. in tears and terror that something was
going to go wrong, it would be better.”

Alex stopped at an open door and gestured for the women to go on through. “Every job has its
perks.” His smile was wry.

“Don’t they just,” Lana said as she breezed into the room ahead of Cami, then stopped two
steps in, causing Cami to run into her, and nearly knock her down. “What are you doing here?”

Cami righted herself and took a step back to find Lana staring at Blake Bahlmann, formerly
hotel manager at the Chicago resort. Only a couple of seconds passed before she regained
her self-possession and continued into the room.

“I was just appointed the new regional director and | took over opening the hotel after your
father got too sick to finish. Didn’t Alex mention | would be here?” The tall blond man slid his
hands into the pockets of his blue suit pants and gave Lana a steady stare. “You're looking
well, as always.”

Her face was a mask, her words clipped. “Thank you. Did you fly in this morning?” She took a
chair and pulled out the binder she’d been organizing for the past two weeks, flipping it open.

“Last night. | stayed at a charming little B&B down the road.”

“Soon there’ll be a room here when you drop in to check on us. I'm sure it'll be more to your
liking.” She smiled woodenly at her sisters, but her usually steady hands fumbled with a pen
as she slid it out of the sleeve of her binder—the only sign of her discomfort.

“It seems there were a number of things Alex failed to bring to your attention.” He turned his
gaze on the other man before glancing around at the women with his usual ease and grace.
“Since you're all seated, I'll introduce myself and then turn things over to Lana. It is her
meeting, after all. The contractor should be up here in a few minutes to discuss how things are
coming along. In the meantime, for those who don’t know, my name is Blake Bahimann and
I’'m the regional director for DiCarlo Hotels. When | was put into my position, the contract
stipulated | would move my office to this location when it was completed enough for residency.
I'll be taking an office in the same area as Lana’s, and the quarters usually assigned to the
hotel manager.”

He looked at Lana, who had gone pale. She gripped the pen in her hand so tightly her
knuckles went white.

“My apologies,” he continued, “but | understand other living arrangements have been made for
you and your sisters.”



“Yes.” Her jaw clenched as though it took a few seconds to swallow down angry words. “I'm
sure we will all benefit from your experience and expertise as we get things set up here.” Her
voice said otherwise.

“No doubt. But this is your baby, so I'll let you get to it.” He sat and pulled out a legal pad and
pen, his face expectant.

The exchange confused and fascinated Cami. She understood Lana felt her toes were being
trampled on, but there was definitely something more going on between Lana and Blake. She
could have sworn the two of them had been on good terms the past Thanksgiving when she’d
seen them together at the Boston resort where they’d worked together. Perhaps more than
general friendliness, in fact.

Cami filed the encounter away to consider later and turned her full attention to the discussion.



Chapter 6

Cami spent the rest of the day at the hotel.

Though she had gone over the supply list Blake provided for her based on what they needed
for the previous hotel opening, she sat in on all of the discussions between Blake, Lana, and
the other women about their areas of expertise. It was necessary to understand everyone’s
skills and strengths, their needs and what they had available to them so she could make
guidelines and plans for her own department. Delphi left before lunch to prepare for her client’s
wedding, but the rest of the women kept going strong into the afternoon and the next day.

For two days she watched the way Lana carefully avoided looking at Blake, her preoccupation
with work, and how quiet she had grown. Even when she and Cami were alone, Lana
remained withdrawn. Finally Cami decided to give her sister a nudge.

“So, crazy of Alex to make Blake tell you he’s going to be peeking over your shoulder all year,”
she said as she sat beside Lana in the great room. “You should have at least gotten a heads

up.”

Lana was hunched over her laptop making notes. “He was always going to be checking my
work. We’'ll have the advantage of his experience nearly full time now.” Her lips compressed
into a thin line as she stared at the screen, but she stopped typing.

“What's the deal with the two of you, anyway? You became an ice princess the minute you
saw him.” Cami studied her sister, noticed when Lana straightened her back, loosened her
shoulders and smiled.

“I've got a lot on my mind. The order for the uniforms should have gone out a month ago and
there’s all the supplies for the restaurant and spa. Thankfully the decorator ordered linens for
each room already so that's one less thing to worry about.” She flashed a smile as Jonquil
stepped down into the room. “How’s your list coming?”

“Great. I'll have it for you before | take off in the morning.” Jonquil dropped into an overstuffed
chair, tucked one foot beneath her, and flipped back her long blonde braids. “I don’t know how
you're dealing with the pressure; there’s so much going on, so much to plan and prepare and
it's not like you’ve done this before.”

“Close enough,” Cami said. “Dad wasn't kidding when he said she’s been getting ready for this
since she was six. She’s worked in every department, studied in school, and was bent on
managing a hotel on her own before she turned thirty. She met the deadline by more than a
year.”

“Does it bother you that people are going to think you got preferential treatment because
you're the daughter?” Jonquil asked. When Lana turned hot eyes on her, Jonquil held up a
hand to stave off the argument. “I'm not saying you didn’t earn it. I'm just saying I've been
working my tail off in my own field trying to make a name for myself. Dad wanted me to move
to San Francisco and take over the department there a couple of years back. | didn’t because |
didn’t want people to wonder how | got hired. | was only twenty-six and no one knew he was
my dad—what would they think? All of us are working here because of nepotism.”



She gestured to Lana. “Even though you've been working your tail off, people are bound to
guestion whether you're ready for it, or only got the position because you're his daughter.”

Lana took in a deep breath—a sign she was attempting to rein in her temper, then nodded. “I
knew there would be speculation, but I figured if | made it work, if | put everything | had into it,
and proved | could do it, the speculation would die down after a year or so. Or mostly. Having
Blake here, though, doesn’t exactly indicate Dad thought | was capable of doing it on my own.
People are going to think he’s here as my safety net.” Her lips twisted in a frown.

“Ah, | hadn’t thought of that.” Cami drank from her water bottle, kicking herself for being so
oblivious to why her sister was mad about him being there. “I guess it makes sense. It's wrong,
of course, but people will think it.”

“And everyone’s going to wonder how the younger sister got to be manager when you’re not,”
Lana said to Cami. “So expect questions and speculation there, too.”

“I wondered,” Jonquil said. “Shouldn’t you have been first in line for hotel manager?”

“I didn’t want it. | never have,” Cami said with a shrug. “I've been happy doing what | do and
I’'m the best. I'm better with people than slogging through paperwork. Now not only do | have
to be the boss, | have to put everything together from scratch. | won’t have concierges who are
familiar with the local area.” Cami screwed and unscrewed the lid to her water bottle. “I'll have
to move here sooner than most of you so | can figure all of that out, study the area and do my
research, in addition to interviews and set ups. Now I've gotten used to the idea, | find I'm
actually kind of excited about it.” Not the being boss part, or the being forced to live here with
four strangers, but the work would be an interesting challenge.

“I'm set to move in by August first myself,” Jonquil admitted. “I'm not sure how much staff I'll
have to bring in, but this is a bit outside the realm of my expertise— dealing with flowers in
rooms, which ones, how many, what to order, juggling employees to keep up with everything,
and adding in events, restaurant bouquets, lobby, etc. I've already set an appointment to pick
the brain of the florist at the Philly hotel.”

“Good. You'll do fine. Dad wouldn’'t have put you in charge if he didn’t think you were more
than capable of handling yourself,” Lana told her. She straightened her shoulders. “We’re all
capable of doing this. It's going to take some time to adjust and prepare, and once the hotel
opens we’ll all have to hit the ground running.” She chewed on the end of her pen. “And
pretend Dad didn’t build in a back-up in case we fail.”

Cami didn’t think for a second that their father had assigned Blake to their location expecting
failure. Lana wouldn’t believe it unless she wanted to, so it was better to leave her to figure it
out on her own. The way Blake had let her run the meetings should have made it clear he
intended for her to take the lead.

Her mind shifted to the hunk who carried her bags in when she arrived. Vince? She’d seen
him, shovel in hand, working with the landscaping crew when they’d come out of the hotel.
He’d raised a hand in greeting, and she’d managed not to drool as she returned the gesture.
He was so different from the other men she’d dated. His sheer physical presence, mixed with
the sweetness of the way he’d spoken to Mrs. Grady was an intriguing contrast. Maybe she
was so messed up right now any non-creepy guy who smiled at her would get a second look.



She hoped it was him and not because she was messed up. Standing, she excused herself to
go to bed. Apparently she needed some serious sleep.



Chapter 7

Trent Doyle seemed like the ideal guy for Cami when they’d first met. Handsome, educated,
well bred and on the way to the top of his profession in television news. Unfortunately, as Cami
realized far too late, he was also up to his eyebrows in credit card debt and seeking a way out
of his financial troubles. He’d experienced a few reversals in his business affairs as well, which
had made him bitter.

And he’d seen a ‘merger’ with Cami as the answer to his problems.

When she realized the truth, however, she’'d ended things. It had pricked her pride, but she
knew it was a small thing in the long run. The split came mid-January after he proposed.

Perhaps she should have been too dazzled by the huge rock he’d bought for her, or the
romantic evening to look further. Most women would be swayed by the sweet nothings he
whispered in her ear or the promises of forever.

Distracted by worry for her father, whose health had been failing, though she hadn’'t known
about the cancer, she’d accepted. When Trent pushed her for a quick wedding— an
elopement to Atlantic City would suit him fine—she backed away and started to see things
more clearly. Since her father died everything had gotten completely out of control and he
hadn’t even crossed her mind.

Despite their breakup, Trent continued to make overtures. She'd hardly paid attention, so her
mind was elsewhere when she opened her condo door a few days after her return from
Colorado and found him standing there.

“Trent. What a surprise.” How had he gotten into the building? Had she forgotten to change
her code at the door, or had the doorman let him in? Doorman. She was sure she’d changed
the code.

He stepped forward, pulling her into a hug in the doorway. “Camellia, you must be so upset. |
heard what your father did to you, and | can’t imagine how you’re going to tolerate living in the
middle of nowhere for the next year.” He pulled back so he could study her face, worry clear in
his features.

“I'll manage. It's not like I'll be living in a tent in the wilds of Africa.” Cami extricated herself
from his embrace, but in doing so, stepped back, leaving an opening, which he took
advantage of by striding into the room. “I believe there’s a Neiman Marcus in Denver.”

The sarcasm was lost on him. “You were always such a strong woman.” His glance around the
room took in everything. “The news about your father’s infidelities is positively shocking.”

Cami sighed, trying to decide if she should offer him refreshment like a polite hostess, or insist
he leave. The last thing she wanted was to discuss her personal life. She was leaning toward
the second option, but decided since he’d made the effort to show up, she might as well see
what gossip he was dying to share with her. Or was he digging up tidbits for a story? Either
was equally likely.



“Dad loved surprises.” And was far more adept at them than she’d known. She was also
amazed none of his other daughters—or their mothers—had stepped up to blow the whistle on
him. Hadn't it bothered them at all that he was married and sleeping around? When she wasn’t
being angry at her father, she was numb.

Trent sat on the sofa and patted the spot next to him. “He managed a doozy this time. Four
illegitimate daughters. It's incredible, and arranging for you all to live together, to work
together, and for Lana to take charge of the whole thing when she’s so young. Well, obviously
it's a mistake, but your father always did push for his way— whether it was right or not.”

Defensive words rose automatically inside her, though some of his sentiments were
uncomfortably like her own. No one talked down Lana or her father in front of Cami though.
“Stubborn and willful, yes, but no fool. Lana’s more than up to the task of managing the hotel
and the other women have years of experience in their own fields. | think we’ll make the
Juniper Ridge resort a unique and exciting experience for guests.” And they would, even if it
killed her to ensure it.

“Of course you will, and it should be an interesting experience.” His tone was placating, as if
she were some sweet young child who needed calming from a temper tantrum.

It made Cami see red. She didn’t want to play his game, and was tired from dealing with her
own emotions without letting him pile more onto her. “Why did you come here, Trent? I've had
a long day and a full plate ahead of me tomorrow. Cut to the chase.”

“It's nothing. | thought you might need a friend to talk to, to grab a bite of dinner with—I know
how you manage to starve yourself when you get busy.” His expression was far too innocent.

She wondered again how she’d missed the insincerity and self-centeredness before. “Trent,
that train has left the station and it's not coming back. If you've only stopped in to pick and pry
and try to get at my money, you're welcome to leave.” She gestured to the door. “In fact, even
if you're being totally sincere, I'd like you to go. I've had a long day and would rather be alone.”

“I'm hurt you won't talk to me.” He stood, crossing back over to her and took her hand.
She shook it off. “We’re over, Trent. Give it up.”

“Come on, Camellia.” He’'d never used the shortened version of her name, as if it were
somehow undignified. “You? Colorado? Seriously? | mean, it's nice for a visit now and then,
and you might enjoy a week of skiing this winter, but you have a great job here. It's not like you
need the step up in the company or a job of any kind—not with your inheritance. Why are you
going to waste your time there just to please him?”

Interesting. So he didn’'t have all the details about the stipulations of the will—not that she
would have needed the job anyway, not with the trust fund left to her at her mother’s death, but
she hadn’t been raised to sit around and let everyone else do all the work. She’d have to thank
Alex for managing to suppress part of the will's terms. It was bad enough being strong-armed
into moving without everyone knowing it. “You think | ought to stay here and date you some
more?”

He took her hands in his again. “Marry me. | still have the ring; we can do great things
together.”



“No, thank you.” She pulled her hands away, not even a little tempted.

His face turned red. “What do you think you’re going to do there for a year or two, huh? Date
some eligible ski instructor? A snow plow driver? You're making a huge mistake.”

He knew where to needle, but a picture of Vince flashed through her mind. Though he was in
landscaping—making him a peon in Trent's world—the thought of dating someone like him
held far more appeal than she’d expected. “No, my mistake was dating you. | fixed that
months ago. Get out.”

“You know no man would want you without your trust fund. You're far too bland, dead boring,
in fact. You're going to be sorry.” He turned and stalked into the hall.

“I'm already sorry | ever dated you.” She shut the door behind him. Then she walked to the
phone and called to the front desk to let the doorman know Trent was not to be admitted to the
building again. And for good measure, she changed her code at the door—again. Rubbing her
pounding temples, she decided to forgo the paperwork and read a novel in a hot bubble bath
instead. And ice cream. She could really use some Ben & Jerry’s.



Chapter 8

Cami watched the firm muscles bunch on Vince’s shoulders and back as he dug in the yard.
She supposed she must have a bit of a voyeuristic streak to sit back and stare while he had no
idea she was there, but she couldn’t help herself. It was July first and the Colorado sun
streamed through the trees, dappling Vince’s figure with shade as he dug, though it didn’t
seem to be keeping him cool. A sheen of sweat covered his forehead and a V in the front of
his shirt, making her wonder why she’d never found it sexy before.

For her first morning back, she thought she couldn’'t have ordered up a better view. “That one’s
a fine specimen of a man,” a voice said from behind her.

Cami caught her breath and turned to find Sage standing at the kitchen counter. “I didn’t know
you were there.” She put a hand to her chest as her heart raced, though part of it was
embarrassment she’d been caught staring. “Actually, | didn’t know you were in the area. When
did you arrive?” Lana had been there for a few weeks now and hadn’t mentioned Sage’s
impending arrival to Cami when she came in a couple of days earlier.

“Late last night. I'm glad | didn’t disturb you.” Sage dipped a tea ball in her huge coffee cup.
“You know what he’s working on out there?”

“No. | was thinking about going out to check.” Except she hadn’t put on makeup yet, and she
was still wearing pajamas and sipping her first cup of espresso.

Sage glanced at her and grinned. “I bet you'd knock him for a loop if you did. | have to
complain though, you shouldn’t look so good first thing in the morning. Other than a lack of
makeup—which you hardly need—you’re as beautiful as ever.”

“Speak for yourself,” Cami said, turning back to watch Vince some more. “Even straight from
bed, your hair manages to be artfully tousled instead of like a curly mess.” Cami had already
combed through her curls before coming down the stairs, or she wouldn’t have considered
Sage’s suggestion.

Sage ignored the comment and crossed over to the fridge, pulling out a water bottle. “Heads
up.” She tossed it to Cami.

Cami caught it. “And this is for?”
“It's for him, idiot. Go get a closer peek. | have a feeling about you two.”

Another glance out the window and she saw Vince rub his arm across his forehead. Trent’s
words about the men she might find available in the area echoed back to her. That, and the
thought that Vince wasn'’t at all the kind of guy her dad would have steered her toward, had
augmented her natural attraction to the man. They wouldn’t fit for the long-term, but she was
feeling a little rebellious right now.

It was only a bottle of water, after all, not an offer of marriage. She smiled. “You know, | think |
will.” She paused at a mirror on her way to the door and checked to make sure she didn’'t have
makeup smears or hair standing on end, then continued out to the porch.



Vince looked over as she approached, her bare feet padding silently on cool stone. A smile
slid onto his face and she got close enough to appreciate what day-old stubble could do for a
man. Yum.

“Good morning, Camellia,” he greeted her.

“Good morning to you, too. Please, call me Cami. Only my father calls,” she stopped herself
and tried again, nearly choking on the change of tense despite the time that had passed,
“called me Camellia.” Trent didn’t count. “I thought you might like something cold to drink.”

“I wouldn’t turn it down.” He sliced the shovel into the ground by a hole, one of three holes
he'd dug that morning along the deck railing.

She passed the water to him and a shiver shot up her arm as his fingers brushed hers.
Another sip of her espresso gave her a chance to center herself again, put on the casual
nonchalance she used so often, even when she was far from feeling it. When he tipped his
head back and glugged from the bottle, however, she narrowly prevented herself from biting
her bottom lip in appreciation. “Have you been out here long?”

“A while. I'll be putting those bushes in this morning.” He gestured to several potted bushes on
the edge of the driveway. “I checked the sprinkler system to make sure nothing’s clogging it,
and figured out why the bed down there isn’t getting water. I'll have it fixed by day’s end. You
just get up?”

She put a hand to her hair, all too aware it wasn't as perfect as she liked. “Yes. It's been a
crazy week, and the extra sleep was definitely needed. Sage and | are going to be around for
the holiday. Anything special we should be sure not to miss?” Cami hadn’'t asked Sage how
long she was staying, but doubted she’d made the trip if she only had a couple of nights free.
“Any local excitement?”

“Plenty. I'd be happy to have you and your sister join my family for everything this weekend.
We’ll make sure you become familiar with the local sights and businesses.” He leaned a well-
muscled arm along the porch railing. “We’re always happy to have extra people join us.”

Family, people, local color, and a gorgeous man to show them around. Could they possibly
want for more? She could want to have him to herself instead of bringing Sage along, but
Cami decided to take what she could get. “That sounds wonderful and exactly why | came to
town. I'll check with Sage and get back to you. Do you have a business card handy?”

He pulled one from his wallet, snagged a pen from somewhere on his tool belt, and jotted
something on the back. “The office might close up early on Thursday—before events since
everything really gets started on the third around here, but you can reach me on my cell. |
think I've got yours somewhere in the sheaf of papers Alex gave me, but if | could get it
again?”

She rattled off the number while he programmed it into his phone. “How long are you going to
be in town?” he asked.

She fingered the card, which had the landscaping company’s logo on it, but not his name. “I
should be around most of the time from now on, though I'll have a few things to handle back in
Chicago. Since we’ll probably be bringing in staff from out of the area, at least for my



concierges, | figured I'd better become familiar with local offerings and make some contacts
before we open for business.”

“Sounds like a good idea, but is it going to take two months or will you have some free time?”
His lips curved and his eyes stayed on her, glinting with interest.

Excitement fluttered in Cami’s chest. “A good concierge can get almost anything for anyone at
any time of the day or night, which means my staff will need a list of contacts from day one.
We start interviewing applicants in a couple of weeks, so I'm already going to be short on
time.” She smiled as she considered the end of his question. “But yes, | do anticipate having
some free time, at least until the last half of August.”

“I'll keep it in mind.”

He finished off the water in the bottle and she put out a hand for it. “I'll stick it in the recycling
bin. Sage will have my head if it goes in the garbage can.” She remembered the way Sage
had taken Delphi to task for throwing a soda can in the garbage that first night.

He laughed. “Thanks again; it hit the spot. I'll give you a call tonight.”

“I'll look forward to hearing from you.” She turned back to the house, her grin nearly
permanent. The coating on the windows made it easy to see out, not so easy to see inside,
but Sage’s silhouette stood out against the window on the other side of the room where the
blinds were open. Cami was willing to bet she’d watched the whole thing.

When the door shut behind her, Cami detoured by the recycling bins set up under the kitchen
counter. She crossed over to Sage, feeling rather pleased with herself, and grateful for the
brunette’s nudge. “He invited us to join his family festivities for the Fourth, said he’d show us
around and make sure we don’t miss anything. You game?”

“Sure, why not. Unless you’d rather be alone with him?” Sage pulled her tea ball out of her cup
and set it on the side of her plate. She always used some private loose tea mix she’d brought
herself instead of the baggies in the cupboard.

“I barely know the man.” Cami turned, took one more long look as he bent over to lower a
bush into the hole he’d dug, and she let out a sigh of appreciation. She thought getting to
know Vince might make the following year considerably more interesting than she’'d expected
—if she had correctly interpreted his interest.

Then, determined to forget about men for a while, especially one she was barely on a first-
name basis with, Cami focused on Sage. “I didn’t expect you to be up here. How long are you
planning to stay?”

Sage shrugged and took a sip of her tea. “I'm here full time from now on. | want to keep an
eye on construction in the spa and make sure everything is perfect. Besides, they’'ve already
hired my replacement back home.” She pulled the mint leaves out of the tea ball and tossed
them, before rinsing it out. “You?”

“The same. | need to start making contacts.” She finished her now-lukewarm espresso and
washed the cup. “l guess | ought to start with a shower.” When she was ready, armed with
maps, she would go for a drive.



~*~

When Cami came down an hour later, ready for the day, she found Mrs. Grady running a
vacuum in the great room.

The woman turned the machine off and smiled. “Cami, good morning. | hope | didn’t disturb
you.”

“Not at all. | didn’t hear you out here. How are things going this morning?” She moved to the
kitchen to grab a bagel. Now she was fully awake, her stomach demanded sustenance.

“Fine. Lana left for the airport an hour ago and Sage just took off. What are you three doing
here already? | thought your home was mostly going to be empty for another month.” She
pulled a feather duster out of her back pocket and swiped it along the fireplace mantle,
checking for stray specs.

“I've got businesses to visit, restaurants to try, tourist locations to check out. I'm going to use
the next couple of months to become familiar with the area so | can put together a full list of
resources for guests.” Cami pulled the tub of strawberry cream cheese from the fridge and
slathered her bagel with some of the contents.

“Sounds like quite a tall order. And maybe a bit more vacation than real work at times.”

Cami chuckled. “Yeah, | suppose it does. | intend to enjoy myself while | do my research.” She
grabbed a bottle of orange juice from the fridge. “Now, how’s your husband doing?” She’d
learned about Mr. Grady’s health problems during the previous visit to Juniper Ridge.

Mrs. Grady’s mouth tightened slightly and appeared worried. “He’s still in for dialysis three
times a week. We keep hoping for a miracle kidney—though that sounds terrible, doesn't it?
Chances are someone will have to die before he gets one at this point.”

The sadness in Mrs. Grady’s eyes nearly broke Cami’s heart. “Have you checked to see if any
of your friends or relatives can provide a kidney?”

“Everyone we can think of has been typed, but we can’t find a good match. It's not as easy as
you might think.” Mrs. Grady continued to dust, as if she needed something to do with her
hands to keep from crying.

Cami crossed the kitchen and gave Mrs. Grady's shoulder a squeeze. “l hope something
comes available for him soon. It must be so hard watching him be sick.”

Mrs. Grady nodded, but didn’t say anything more.

With a lump in her throat, Cami collected her breakfast, her bag with her laptop and notes, and
said goodbye. If throwing money at the problem would make it go away, she’d make it happen,
but some things even money couldn't fix. If she hadn’t already known that, George’s cancer
would have brought the truth home loud and clear.

She took a deep, cleansing breath of the fresh mountain air and pushed the thoughts back.
For the next few hours, at least, she needed to focus on work. She would come back to ideas
about how to help the housekeeper later.



Chapter 9

Cami came down the stairs on July third to find Mrs. Grady bustling around the kitchen while
Sage sat at the island with half a bagel, a glass of juice and an open newspaper in front of her.

“Good morning. How are things going?” Cami greeted them. The bagel smelled good, and
easy to grab on her way out the door. There was a lot to do before the evening’s festivities.
Vince had told her everything started with the children’s parade and booths in the park that
night, before picking up in earnest with the main parade and other events the next morning.

“Sage was telling me about the Talmadge’s party tomorrow night. | thought I'd make something
for you to take along,” Mrs. Grady said as she flipped through a cookbook.

“That's sweet of you, but | could pick up something at the store before | come home to
change.”

“I make a wonderful coconut cake. Everyone raves over it, and it won't take long to whip up. It
can bake while | clean,” Mrs. Grady insisted.

When Cami opened her mouth to protest, Sage spoke first, “We really appreciate it. | know
these kinds of gatherings are meant for friends and neighbors, and we’d fit in better with
something homemade. I'm afraid people are going to think we’re stuck up or something.”

“Pshaw, nobody thinks that.” Mrs. Grady waved her hand for emphasis. “I love to bake and my
Harold doesn’t feel up to sweets lately.” Her lips pressed in worry.

“How is he doing?” Cami asked. She felt guilty she hadn’t thought to ask.

“He’s managing decently for now.” Mrs. Grady pressed her lips together, but if she was trying
to appear brave, the worry in her eyes kept her from succeeding. “At least the radiation for his
cancer isn’'t supposed to make him as sick.”

“You'll let us know if we can do anything for you, won’t you?” Cami asked.

“Of course.” But Mrs. Grady’'s expression said she doubted there was anything the sisters
could do.

“What are you reading?” Cami asked Sage when Mrs. Grady disappeared down the hall. She
pulled the bagels and cream cheese from the fridge.

“Horoscopes. You're an Aquarius, right?” Sage ran her finger down a newspaper column,

“Yes.” Cami decided to humor Sage, since she liked her. This whole Mother Earth thing she
had going on, the fetish for natural fabrics was interesting, even if it wasn’'t the way Cami
wanted to live. And at least believing in horoscopes was harmless.

“Ah, it says here today is a window of opportunity for you. Play your cards right and you could
find true love. New friends could also come your way. Expect a few surprises from all sides
today.”

“It does not!” Cami turned the newspaper and found the listing. She couldn’t believe it when



she found Sage had read it right—except she’d added the bit about the surprises.

“What, did you pay to have them put that in there, or something?” She thought astrology was a
bunch of hooey. “And you made up part of it.”

“It's true anyway. Newspapers rarely get things right, but today you’re in luck.” Her dark eyes
and curling hair gave her the look of a gypsy. “And the surprises will continue tomorrow.” She
tipped her head slightly. “Maybe not all good, though. Sorry about that.” “It's ridiculous. I've
never had a horoscope be right before, and it's not going to start now.” Which was a shame
since the thought of finding true love, with someone as hot as Vince, was very appealing.

Sage pushed the paper aside and grinned. “We’ll see, won't we?”

~*~

“Are you sure | won't be in the way?” Sage asked as she met Cami in the great room late that
afternoon. “I can do something else.”

While Cami would rather not hang out with Sage, the reasoning stemmed from her preference
not to get too friendly with the other woman, not because she wanted alone time with Vince.
Not yet anyway. She was a pretty good judge of character, but the total of ten minutes they'd
interacted so far was nowhere near enough for her to make a sensible decision. And Trent had
proved she wasn't infallible.

She intended to enjoy plenty of light flirting today; she was ready for some adventure, and it
had been a long time since she felt like that. “Not a chance. He invited both of us, and you're
welcome to come.”

Sage gave her a questioning stare. “If you change your mind and decide I've become a third
wheel, let me know.”

“Will do.”

They popped into Cami’'s BMW Z4, let the roof down and enjoyed the sunlight on their hair as
they zoomed down the mountain.

“Wow, this is incredible. Why don’t | have a convertible?” Sage asked after a couple of
minutes.

“I have no idea. The whole country should have convertibles. | think it would do away with
road rage completely.” Since the side windows were up, only a gentle breeze tickled the top
hairs on their heads, which would be easily repaired when they reached the city park—and if
not, well, it was a small price to pay.

Finding a spot to leave the car wasn't nearly as easy as tending to the few flyaway hairs. The
park was crowded with vendors and game booths, and hundreds of residents lined each side
of the road along the block, preparing for the children’s parade. The crowd surprised Cami,
since she hadn’'t expected more than a hundred or so people in attendance.

Cami’s phone rang as she locked the car doors. She grinned when she saw Vince’'s name pop
up since she’d been about to call him. “Hello, Vince. Where did you end up?”

He gave her directions to their spot on the sidewalk. “I saw your Z4 a few minutes ago. That's



a pretty sweet ride.”
“No question there. | love it.”
“So when do | get to take her for a spin?”

Cami laughed. “You're not going to drive her, but you keep dreaming.” “I bet | can convince
you before summer’s out.”

“Many have made the attempt. Sadly for them, none have succeeded.” Trent had been
particularly put out by the failure.

“Oh, I usually get what | want eventually.” There was a wealth of meaning in his voice.
“We’ll see you in a minute.” Cami hung up and chuckled.

“I can already tell I'm going to be in the way.” Sage pushed back her dark curls. “Fact is, | want
you in the way. For now, at least. If | change my mind, I'll let you know.” Cami took in
everything around her. “Oh, deep fried candy bars. Can you get any more delicious, or more
sinful?”

“Rosemary’s cheesecake?”

Cami considered. “No, cream cheese is milk based which has protein and calcium— so it's
practically health food, so cheesecake barely qualifies as a sin. Those, on the other hand,” she
pointed back to the booth, “are very near the top of the naughty foods list, and I'm having one
sometime before the fireworks tomorrow night.”

Sage laughed. “You're in a good mood.”

Cami pushed away the thought that she might be exploring her interest in Vince to spite Trent
and her father. She decided it didn’t matter—she’d give things a chance over the next thirty
hours or so and see how she felt about him when she crawled into bed the next night. “I
needed a break from thinking about work. Besides,” Cami waved at Vince when she saw him
heading their way, “look at that hunk waiting to spend the evening with us?”

Vince met them halfway. “You're right on time. The kids should start rolling in any minute now.”
He spread his arms. “Welcome to our local celebration.” He slid between them and led them
into the crowd.

At this proximity, Cami couldn’t help but notice the spiciness of his aftershave and his lack of
five-o’clock shadow. Had he cleaned up for their meeting this evening? The thought intrigued
her, but she set it back for now.

He guided them to a group of people standing under a huge beach umbrella, all laughing and
chatting with the ease of long familiarity.

A short woman with dark hair that hugged her head turned and smiled as they approached.
“You must be George’s girls. I'm so glad to finally be able to meet a couple of you. Your father
was so proud of you all. Vince, quit flirting and get the ladies a cold drink. | swear we’re having
a heat wave.”

Vince slid out from between them. “This is my mom, Etta Talmadge. Mom, this is Sage and



Cami.” He indicated them each in turn. “Do you ladies have a drink preference?”
“Do you have water?” Sage asked. “Of course. Cami?”

“Whatever your hand lands on first.” She saw his eyes light with mischief and wondered if
there was beer in there too. “But let’s stick to sodas, okay?”

His lips twisted, an acknowledgement she’d read him well. “I'll be right back.”

“So how long are you girls staying? Isn't it lovely here at this time of year?” Etta asked when
Vince was out of range.

“It's lovely,” Sage agreed. “I've hardly had a chance to get to know the area yet though.”

“I'm making some headway there, but there’s a lot of territory to cover.” Cami shrugged. “It
comes with opening a new business.”

“And you’ll be here how long?” Etta asked again.

“Most of the summer, for both of us. My, er, our sister Lana, had to go back east to take care of
a few details, but she’ll be here most of the time as well. There’s so much to do between now
and September.” It was going to take some practice to get used to referring to them all as
sisters—especially since she refused to think of them as such. Though she didn’t feel a
connection to anyone but Lana, for the rest of the world, she would put on the mask of being
happy about it. Pretending was one of the things she did best.

“There’s always more than you’'d expect. | remember when my husband moved from the group
law practice to opening his own and all the paperwork and taxes, files, and forms and, oh,
goodness, it never stopped. And the job ahead of you girls is so much bigger. | admire your
energy. I'd certainly never manage it.” Etta led them over to one of the umbrellas.

“Don’t let her fool you,” Vince said as he handed Cami a Coke, and Sage a bottled water. “She
raised three active boys, plus half raised Jeremy and Gage. On top of that, she had the PTA,
community theater, and kept her hand in helping Dad when he needed it.” Catching a tall,
dark-haired man’s eye, he gave him a nod. “Speaking of, | better take you around to meet
everyone else. We'll start with Gage.”



Chapter 10

Cami, Vince and Sage were met by a man holding onto two leashes with huge brown and
black dogs straining for Vince. Gage’s brown hair was not nearly as long as his friend’s. While
Vince was all rough edges, hard palms, and scruffy goodness, Cami found Gage’s appeal to
be somewhat more refined, though the day’s growth on his chin and the strong angles of his
face were still alluring—in a general sense. He was leaner, with a glint of laughter in his eyes
which came across as good humor. Cami wondered if the assessment was apt, or if his
appearance was all facade as Trent’'s had been.

Either way, she nearly melted when she saw the excited joy in the dogs’ eyes as they greeted
the trio. “Hey there, sweeties. Are you friendly?” She sought confirmation from Gage.

“Yes, but don’t go thinking these mutts are mine. They belong to Vince.” Despite his words, the
tone held warmth and amusement. “Say hello to Smith and Wesson.” He gestured to each in
turn.

The names made Cami laugh. She had no doubt the bruisers could be lethal if they felt
pushed to it, but at the moment they were more like happy puppies out on holiday. “They’re
beautiful.” She greeted Wesson, rubbed the soft fur around the dog’s bear-like head and
giggled when a huge tongue lathered slobber all over her lower arm. The dog jumped up on
back legs, propping enormous paws on Cami’s shoulders.

“Hold on there, girl.” Vince took hold of the dog’s collar and pulled her off when Cami took two
steps back to keep from falling over. “Sorry. They're still puppies, despite their size, and |
haven’'t had much time to train them this spring.”

Not at all put off, Cami smiled, then reached out a hand to rub Smith’s face—this time keeping
her distance better. “It's fine. | love dogs, but I'm not home enough to keep any of my own.
They look almost like Akitas, except the ears.”

Vince smiled in surprise. “Part Akita, yes, and part Bullmastiff. Sweet as sugar and not done
growing yet.” He gave both dogs a good rub, and with a few hand signs, had them sitting on
their haunches, quivering with excitement. Then he introduced Sage and Cami to Gage.

“I'm not sure why you were willing to spend time with this joker,” Gage said when he held
Cami’s hand. “But | guess | can’t complain, considering.”

“Back off, Matthews, this one’s all mine.” Vince’s warm hand enveloped Cami’s free one.

The declaration caught Cami by surprise, left her torn between irritation and amusement. For
the day, she opted for amusement.

Gage released her. “So noted. It's a pleasure to meet you, anyway.” He turned to Sage. “And if
the rest of the sisters are as pretty as you two are, our community owes your father a great
debt of gratitude.” He took her hand and lifted it to his lips.

“You're a smooth one, aren’t you?” Sage asked, appearing amused. His lips quirked. “I try. Do
| succeed?”



“Ill let you know.” Sage glanced down the street to the oncoming horde of young ones. “Do
you have family in the parade?”

Vince answered, “My niece. She’s been talking, planning and decorating for weeks. Expect
something as spectacular as Barnum and Bailey when she pedals by.”

“You don’t have any kids or nieces in it?” Cami asked Gage.

“Im an only child and unencumbered.” His smile flashed. “I prefer it that way, but the
Talmadges always drag me to join them for stuff like this. | guess I'm a glutton for punishment.”

Conversation shifted to the kids and Cami studied the crowd. She’d expected two or three
dozen kids on bikes or tricycles with a few streamers in red, white and blue. The number of
entries was far more than she’d anticipated, though the decorations weren’t impressive. A few
young girls in matching leotards tried twirling their batons in sync, and failed; boys in top hats
and colonial costumes walked by; and the crowds of watchers grew.

Vince’s niece, Hannah, rode by on her bike, a red wagon towed behind. Flags erupted from
her handlebars, patriotic streamers and metallic ribbons fluttered in the breeze. The wagon
held a large, seated teddy bear wearing a dust cap with a flag draped over the wagon and
several inches below the sides. A sign touted Betsy Ross’s patriotism as she sewed the first
flag.

Putting two fingers in her mouth, Cami whistled long and loud for the little girl with brown
pigtails. “Go, Hannah!”

Hannah grinned like she couldn’t stop.

Cami had always been proud to be from Chicago, of the city’'s wonders, sounds and
excitement. She’d been pleased to know everyone of note, to have contacts everywhere, to
get hotel guests exactly what they needed, especially if said needs took some serious
wheedling. She’d never realized how much she missed out on, though, living in a city with so
many people who were focused on number one. Hotel guests were, by definition, self-
absorbed. They weren’t part of the community, the history, the area. This was different. This
was community.

When the youngsters finished, Hannah rode over on her bike and put up the kickstand,
beaming as she accepted hugs and compliments.

“I love the decorations, kiddo,” Vince said as Hannah wrapped her arms around his waist. He
hauled her up for a bear hug.

“Thanks. You liked it, even though | didn’t use your idea of purple mountains majesty?”
“Of course. How could | not?” He tipped his forehead against hers. “Your idea was better.”
She giggled again and he set her down, then introduced her to Cami and Sage.

“Is that your real name?” Hannah asked. “I thought you were all supposed to be flowers.”

“My name is actually Camellia, but it's a mouthful, don’t you think? Not like Hannah which is so
pretty.” The girl was adorable.



“I like Camellia. Did you like my bike?”

“It was awesome. Definitely the best one out there.” Cami could say that in good conscience,
since it was true. “l bet you had to do a lot of research.”

“Yeah. Usually they show the flag with a circle of stars, but you know they used to put them in
squares and other shapes too.” The girl was off and chattering and only stopped when her
mom pulled her away ten minutes later to grab some dinner in the park.

“Thanks for being so patient with her,” Vince said after they’d cleaned up their things and
headed into the fray. He held tightly to his dogs’ leashes.

“It's no problem. She’s a sweetheart.” A huge tent covered a stage and chairs and a mediocre
country band was already in full swing when Vince’s group arrived. “Interesting blend of music
styles,” Cami commented when the band switched to a rendition of Bon Jovi’'s “It's My Life”
with a heavy western twang.

“What can we say? We're a colorful people. Are you hungry?” Vince asked.

“Oh, yeah. Cami wouldn’t let me near the kitchen—she was anxious about whatever food
would be available here,” Sage said.

“It's our responsibility to support the locals, which means filling up from the food booths,” Cami
justified.

“I like your line of thinking, and while you're at it, | think there are a few changes you ought to
make to the landscaping at your place,” Vince said with a twinkle in his eye.

Cami elbowed him playfully and he shifted away before she made contact, laughing. “Let’s
focus on dinner for now, okay?” she said. “I'm starving.”

They wandered through the thoroughfare, then headed back, stopping at a Navajo taco booth
for dinner. While they waited in the long line, Joel, the security guy from the hotel whom they’'d
met during their tour, approached them. “How are you all doing tonight?”

Though she wasn'’t interested herself, Cami couldn’t help but notice the warm look Sage gave
him. Joel was at least six-foot-four, shaved bald, and was easily 250 pounds of solid muscle—
not surprising once she learned he was a former Navy SEAL. Even smiling, he could be one
intimidating guy.

“We’'re great. Are you here by yourself today?” Sage asked him.

Joel's lips curved. “Not anymore. At least not if you don’t mind me crashing your party.”
Though the words were uncertain, his attitude wasn’'t. He fully intended to join them, and if
Sage’s answering smile was anything to go by, she didn’t mind in the least.

“The more the merrier,” Vince said. “I don’'t think we’ve met. I'm Vince Talmadge.” He and his
friends went through the round of introductions and Joel settled into line with them.

They rejoined the family, and Cami was happy to meet Jeremy, Vince’s other best friend. He'd
been busy snapping photos of happy children during the parade. He had a brunette on his
arm, Krissa, who claimed to be just a friend, but the way she clung to him sent a different
message.



When Krissa jumped up to greet a couple of friends, Sage looked at Jeremy, whose gaze had
been following his date. “She’s not the one, you know.”

Surprise filled his face. “Who says I'm looking for the right woman? | enjoy my single life.”

Sage’s brows lifted. “Yeah. You keep saying that, but the woman you’ll marry is just around the
corner.” She tipped her head a little, studying him, making him squirm a little.

Joel shifted a little closer to Sage, his gaze darting around the park. He didn't seem to think
the comment weird at all.

Cami was surprised by Sage’s comment. She chuckled, trying to wave away the odd behavior
—what was with this woman, anyway? “She’s making all kinds of interesting predictions today.
| wouldn’t take all that woo-woo stuff too seriously.”

A flash of hurt crossed Sage’s face before it disappeared. “Obviously I'm just joking with you.
No one can know stuff like that.” She turned back to talk with Joel as if to shut the rest of them
out, leaving Cami to feel guilty about the comment.

There was a moment of silence before Hannah ran over to cajole Vince into dancing with her.
Almost as one, the group stood and headed for the music tent.



Chapter 11

When they had danced a few songs to the Mexican Banda group that had taken over while
they ate, Vince led her to the edge of the dance floor where the others were sitting. “So,
there’s a balloon launch in the morning. Either of you ever been up before?” he asked both
Cami and Sage.

“I have. It was cool stuff. | did it once in high school.” Sage looked at Cami. “Dad happened to
visit the right weekend, and paid for the two of us to go up. Of course he spent the time
pointing out different kinds of plants and trees and lecturing me on erosion.”

Cami chuckled, despite the twinge of pain and sadness the comment brought up. “Sounds like
him. 1 wish | could say | had a turn, but alas, my timing must have stunk.”

“You want to? I'm launching a balloon in the morning, | can take on an extra couple of people,”
Vince suggested.

Cami grinned at the thought. “What do you think?” she asked Sage, hoping she’'d say no
thanks.

“I think you totally ought to go. One trip was fun, but I'm better off with my feet on the ground,
thanks.” She rubbed her stomach and grimaced. “I didn’t mention that | felt more than a little
gueasy by the time the balloon landed again. | guess | wasn’t meant to fly.”

“So you want to come alone?” Vince asked Cami.

She ought to say no, but it wasn't like anything untoward was going to happen in an air
balloon. Spending the evening with him surrounded by family and friends cured her lingering
wariness. She was starting to think he was just what he appeared to be—even if he had
surprising facets. Ballooning. Huh. “It sounds like fun. | don’t get motion sickness, so | should
be fine.”

“Wish | could go up with you,” Jeremy said. “But I'll be taking pictures on the ground for the
local magazine.”

“And they’ll be spectacular, since you’ll know what to expect,” Krissa said with a giggle.
He whispered something in her ear, making her giggle more.

“And I'm running the mountain bike race in the morning,” Gage said to Sage. “If you have
some time, come over to Deer Mountain and I'll show you around.” He mentioned a major ski
resort in the area.

“Deer Mountain? You work over there?” Cami asked. She still needed to make some contacts
in that direction.

“Yeah. | understand you’re the one who hooks guests up with last-minute passes and stuff.”
Gage brushed off a fly buzzing past his face. “If so, I'm the one you need to speak with.”

“That's my department. What can you do for me?”



They spent twenty minutes discussing summer events, ski packages, and activities organized
by the ski resort year round. She wished she’d brought a notebook.

“Swing by on Monday and we’ll go over it in more detail, see if we can work out a package
deal,” he suggested.

“I'll do that. About ten work for you?” “Perfect.”

Cami and Sage stayed and chatted for another hour before a glance at Sage told Cami it was
time to say goodnight. “Thanks for a most entertaining evening, gentlemen.” Vince’s family had
long-since returned home.

“You're welcome.” Vince stood and helped Cami to her feet.

“It's time | left, too. I'll walk with you,” Joel said, and came alongside Sage. “Be back soon,”
Vince told his friends and the two couples walked off together.

Vince took Cami’s hand again as they headed for her car. Joel and Sage followed behind.
“I'm glad you could both join us tonight,” Vince said.

“Thanks for inviting us. Your family’s nice and so are your friends. In fact, Jeremy’s really
great, | think maybe Sage’s comment to him might be about me.” Cami stopped teasing when
Vince bumped her with his shoulder.

“Don’t you start talking about my friends like that or I'll get a complex.” “I doubt it. You don’t
seem like the insecure type to me.”

“Shows what you know. Most every guy is the insecure type when they’re around beautiful,
sophisticated, funny women.” He sent her a flirtatious glance, then looked over his shoulder.
“Now, for tomorrow. You sure you don’t want to join us, Sage?”

“Quite sure.” The response was emphatic.

“Do you need some extra help with your ground crew?” Joel asked, ever formal and distant.
“Since Jeremy and Gage are busy. I'd like to see how it works.”

“I can always use an extra set of hands,” Vince agreed.

Joel turned to Sage. “You want to ride along with me? We can join them here for the main
parade. | wouldn’'t want you to be all alone.”

She hesitated for only a moment. “Sure. I'll come to the launch site with Cami and you can
meet us there.”

“Great! My family would love to have you all join us for whatever part of the day you'd like.”
Vince slid his fingers through Cami’'s and gave them a quick squeeze. “We’'ll have to leave at
the crack of dawn to get set up and in the air on time. I’'m more than happy to pick you up.”

“How early?” She only winced a little when she realized she’d have to wake up before five.
“I'm up for it. Stop by for us on your way out there.”

“Will do.” He stopped when they reached the car and let Joel and Sage walk past them. “I'll
see you bright and early.”



Cami unlocked the car remotely for Sage, then shifted to face Vince. “I'll be ready.” “Good.” He
lifted a hand, ran his finger along the right side of her jaw. His eyes said he wanted to kiss her,
and he held her gaze for a long moment before putting a few more inches between them. “See
you soon.”

“Yeah, bright and early.” Shivers rose on Cami’s neck and shoulder where he’d touched her.
With some effort, she pulled away and took the two steps to her door. She was both glad he
hadn’t followed through with the kiss, and a little disappointed. “Good night.”

As they pulled out of the parking lot, Cami enjoyed the hum of excitement zipping through her
veins when she thought of the next day’s balloon ride, and considered her relationship with
Vince could make her summer blues stay far, far away.

When they made it through the center of town at a crawl so as not to hit pedestrians, Cami
noticed Joel behind them in his Jeep. She looked at Sage, who was staring out the window. A
pang of guilt flashed through her. “Look, I'm sorry about what | said. | didn’t mean for it to
sound like that.”

“Yes you did. But don’t worry, I'm used to it. And | shouldn’t have said anything to Jeremy, it
just popped out. Next time I'll keep it to myself.” Her tone was light and unconcerned, but she
didn’t look back at Cami.

“I’'m not trying to hurt your feelings.”

“Just leave it, Cami. I'll try not to embarrass you again. But don’t be surprised when I'm right. |
tend to be.”

Cami glanced in her rearview mirror as she pulled in front her the house and noticed Joel
parking at the much-smaller place next door. “Joel is our neighbor.” She needed a change of
subject.

“Yeah. He mentioned that.” Sage straightened, grabbing her things.

When they parked in the garage, Sage hurried from the car, not saying anything as they
separated to their rooms for the night.

Cami thought she ought to be happy that Sage would avoid her now, but she felt bad about
embarrassing her in front of near strangers. She decided to worry about it later. She had notes
to make from her chat with Gage earlier.



Chapter 12

Cami couldn’t help but grin as she answered the door early the next morning. Vince stood on
the other side, and the sky was starting to turn navy with the coming dawn. “Good morning.”

“Hey. Are you ladies ready to go?” He brushed the hair back from his face and took a quick
scan over her blue jean shorts and form-fitting spring-green blouse. “You might want a jacket;
it can get pretty cool if we get as much altitude as | expect.”

“I'm prepared.” She gestured behind her to the jacket lying across a nearby chair.
“Sage should be here any second.” She’'d been down for breakfast earlier.

As if in answer, the sound of steps on the balcony echoed down to them, and Sage descended
the stairs wearing a red, white, and blue T-shirt and slim khaki shorts. Her dark curls were
caught back in a white baseball cap. “Let me grab my bag,” she said and moved to the
kitchen.

“I wasn'’t sure if you ladies would actually be ready. My sisters have a habit of keeping me
waiting for fifteen or twenty minutes whenever I'm supposed to meet them somewhere or pick
them up.”

Cami smiled, liking the way fondness entered his voice when he talked about his family. “Dad
didn’t tolerate tardiness well.” George hadn’'t been a bear about it, but it irked him, and she’d
never wanted to displease him.

“No, he didn’t.” Vince tugged at an errant curl by her face and tucked it behind her ear. “You
miss him.”

She wanted to deny it, but she couldn’t. “Yeah. I'm not too thrilled with him right now, but | miss
him.”

Sage reappeared, wearing a sweater and with a backpack hooked over one shoulder. “Let’s
go.”

“Going hiking?” Vince asked while Cami grabbed her jacket. He checked out the hemp
sandals on Sage’s feet, which were definitely not hiking appropriate.

“No, just my camera, some extra bottled water, and something to collect flowers in case | find
a few blooms | want to press. You said we might launch from a meadow, right?”

“Yeah. It's not peak time for flowers, but I'm sure you'll find a few that interests you.” He held
the door open so the ladies could precede him, waiting while Sage set the alarm, and double-
checked the door lock after he’'d pulled it closed.

They rounded the edge of the garage and Cami could see the basket and a huge canvas bag
sticking up above the sides of Vince’s truck bed. Excitement shot through her. “How far away
IS it?”

“Not too far, maybe ten minutes.” Vince pulled the passenger door open for them and assisted
Cami and Sage inside before circling around to the driver’s door.



Cami tried not to squeeze too close to Vince in the cab, but it wasn’t built for three adults. She
found herself straddling the stick shift, hip to hip with Vince as he pulled onto the road. His
cologne wafted her direction, an intoxicating mix of spice, musk and man. “Do you usually
launch from the same place?”

“It depends on the wind currents. | actually got permission from a few property owners for
launching, and before | came to get you, | checked the wind patterns to see which location
would work best for the area where | want to set down. Now we’ll have to see if | actually get
to land where | want. You can’t guide a balloon to land where you want it to; it follows the air
flow around it, so you have to know wind patterns before you launch.”

“Really? | didn’t feel much of a breeze when we got into the truck, so is it possible we’ll go up,
and right back down in the same place again?”

“No.” Vince chuckled as he changed gears, resting his wrist on her knee, but keeping his hand
on the gear shift. “It may seem like there’s no real breeze here, but if you get up a little higher,
the currents change and there will be wind. And though | checked the wind patterns, the guys
on the ground will still have to follow us because | never know for sure where I'll end up.”

“That's why it’s called a chase car,” Sage piped up.

“Right.” Vince took them around another corner and shifted down. Once they were going at a
normal speed, he moved his hand back to Cami’'s knee, setting it there lightly, heating her bare
skin.

“Gage and Jeremy talked like they usually crew for you,” Sage said.

“Yeah, we’re all commercial certified hot air balloon pilots and take turns going up. We have a
few local kids who like to crew with us. Two of them are working on getting certified as well.”

“Do you have to take formal lessons?” Cami asked, trying to focus on his words, and not on
the hand on her knee.

Vince turned onto a dirt road. “Not like when you want to pilot a plane. There’s a written test,
then you have to work with a licensed instructor, and log a certain number of hours and stuff. It
depends on what level of certificate you want. Kids can get a commercial certificate when
they’re only eighteen.”

“How incredible. So how old do you have to be to become an instructor?” Eighteen seemed
insanely young to Cami, but if they could drive a car at sixteen, why not, she decided. People
were far less likely to crash in mid-air than on the twisty mountain roads.

~*~

It was getting light already and Cami spotted Joel standing between a red SUV and his Jeep in
a meadow.

There wasn’t much time for questions as Vince greeted everyone and made introductions. The
guys pulled the equipment out of the truck bed, and Sage said she was going to scout out
some flowers.

“Don’t you want to watch the balloon get set up?” Cami asked.



“I've done it before, and it'll be a few minutes before it starts to rise. I'll be back soon.” She
turned and headed toward a patch of color a hundred yards off.

“Hey, where are you going?” Joel called out to Sage.

“Don’t worry, I'll stay in sight. Just checking out some flowers,” she called back over her
shoulder.

Cami noticed Joel didn’t seem to like Sage wandering away, and kept glancing back at her,
scanning the surroundings every few minutes. What was with him? Once a SEAL, always a
SEAL, she decided.

Turning back to the setup, Cami watched as they unfurled the balloon fabric from the huge
canvas bag and pulled it out along the ground. She helped unfold it, so it lay more or less flat
while Vince removed a huge fan from the truck bed and set it up.

“I guess it takes a lot of air to fill one of those things,” Cami said when she came back over to
him, wishing she’d worn long pants. She burrowed deeper into her jacket for warmth.

“Those things are called envelopes,” Vince said with a grin. “And yeah, they take a while to fill.
You want to take a corner of the envelope and hold it open for me?” When she lifted it so the
air would blow into the fabric, a freckled teen named Cory grabbed the other side of the hole
and helped hold it open. Vince yanked on a string and started the gas-fed fan.

The air rushed at Cami, and her hair whipped around her face and tangled behind her. The
fabric jerked in her hands, rippling as the envelope slowly filled with air.

Vince set the fan to the correct angle, then turned back to the basket behind him. He and Joel
lifted the burner into place on top of the basket and fastened it, before leaning it onto its side,
so the burner would face the balloon. They shifted it closer, then Vince returned to the fan to
check the angle.

It did take a while to get sufficient air into the envelope, but it wasn't as bad as Cami had
expected. Even so, she was freezing by the time Vince directed the first burst of flames into
the envelope.

Once he started heating the air, it didn’t take long for the balloon to become upright. The crew
surrounded the basket, holding on to keep it on the ground as Vince helped Cami inside.

Sage wandered back, her bag slung over one shoulder again. “It's a beautiful balloon, and a
great day for a ride.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Vince said as he vaulted into the basket. He checked the business
radio in the instrument panel to make sure he could speak to the ground crew. “We’re good to
go. Catch you all when we land again.”



Chapter 13

The guys hopped off the edge of the basket and it started to rise, bobbing up above the
ground and gaining altitude quickly. “What if the radio hadn’t worked?” she asked.

“We have walkie-talkies for backup, they're good up to two-thousand feet, but the radio is
better.”

Cami waved to Sage and the others as the distance between them quickly lengthened. She
peered up into the bright jewel tones of the envelope above them as the sun broke over the
top of the mountain and radiated light down on them. “It's gorgeous. How long have you had
the balloon?”

“A couple of years. We might make it through next summer with this envelope, if we're lucky,
then we’ll either have her overhauled or replaced. They rarely make it more than five-hundred
hours. It's better here than some places because we’re cooler, but eventually the heat from the
burner takes its toll.”

“And what about the rest of this stuff?” She gestured to the basket and instrument panel.
“What's all this equipment for if you can’t steer the balloon?”

“I can steer it, if | want to go in the direction the wind allows.” He pointed out the altimeter,
compass, and fuel gauge for the burner, and showed her how to work the business radio so he
could chat with the chase crew.

The fresh morning air called to Cami as she soaked in the beauty of the valley. She was
fascinated as Vince pointed out the local sights, and found she was more impressed than ever
when she saw the DiCarlo resort from the air—it was spectacular. “We should get a shot of the
resort from up here for the website.” She leaned forward on the basket and stared out at the
world below them.

“Good idea. | bet Jeremy would be happy to take one next time he comes up.” He stared at
the grounds. “So, has anyone told you about your resident ghost yet?”

“We already have a ghost?” Cami was amused. “I thought someone was supposed to die
there before you could have ghosts on the property.”

“Yeah, well, the property existed before the DiCarlo empire bought it, didn’t it?”
She nodded her acknowledgement. “So tell me about the ghost. Has it been around for long?”

Vince smiled and leaned toward her, his voice lowering theatrically. “There’s a legend of a
Mexican family mining in the valley who struck it rich. When local vandals learned about the
find, they went to the house—which was supposed to be situated right where the hotel is now
—Kkilling the wife and children while the husband was away, and stealing all of the gold before
torching the place. The husband returned home to find his home in ashes and the charred
remains of his family inside, a tomahawk sticking out of his wife’'s head. He reportedly spent
the rest of his life and then his death, haunting the property, a broken man.”

Cami hoped the story wasn'’t all that well known—just the thought made her shiver. “That’s a



little creepy. So have there been reports of sightings over the years?”
“Plenty of them. And they’ve increased since your father broke ground on the hotel.
One of the local crackpots claims the construction has disturbed the dead.”

“I wonder if it will hurt or improve our room bookings if the story gets out to guests.” Was there
a way to use it to their advantage, since it was lingering around anyway? She dismissed the
idea—it didn’t exactly work well with the company reputation and would definitely cause issues
with the normal clientele.

“Not too worried, then?” Vince asked.

“I'm taking a positive attitude. | doubt it will make headlines in hotel news unless we make a
big deal over it. Our guests rarely care much about local legends.” And if anything popped up,
she’d bury it.

“Glad to hear it.” Vince reached out and slid a curl behind her ear.

Cami touched her mussed curls and tried to make order of them with her fingers. “Now | know
why Sage wanted her space while the fan was on,” she joked. “I've got to be a mess.”

Vince just smiled. “You look fine, happy.”

“How could | be otherwise?” she said as she met his eyes and felt a shiver of attraction shoot
through her. She wondered if this was more than a passing flirtation and decided to test it. “I
have a confession to make.”

“A confession? Sounds heavy. Don't tell me you like Greek food.” His face was so serious, it
threw her for a second.

She felt the corner of her mouth twitch at the way he’'d responded. He always kept her
guessing, doing the unexpected. Cami found him intriguing and more than a little alluring.
“Yes, | do, but | didn’t know it was a sin requiring confession. I'll keep it in mind.”

He took her hand in his. “I'll appreciate it, and forgive you for your unhealthy addiction to
Gyros, if that's the problem.”

She leaned in and lowered her voice slightly. “It's worse—Moussaka.”

He tipped his head away as if it was a blow to his sensibilities. “Don’t tell me. | might not get
over it.” He smiled and rubbed his thumb across her palm. “So what dastardly thing have you
done requiring confession?”

She studied him, intrigued by all the sides making up the man, and knew she’d barely
scratched the surface. “You may have gathered, I'm not entirely thrilled with the things I've
learned about my father in the past couple of months.”

“Couldn’t blame you. It’s an awful lot to deal with.”

She blew out a breath. “Okay, so I'm going to try not to stumble around on this too much.
Normally | wouldn’t admit this, but at the moment I'm pretty big on straight-up honesty.” She
hoped she didn't offend him—that the way she ended the confession would make it more



palatable.

“Honesty’s always a good thing.” He’d moved closer. Had he moved closer? She wasn’t sure.
He must have inched in.

“My father has always pushed me on guys who had flash and power and were upwardly
mobile. He favored post-graduate degrees and suave exteriors. Maybe because that's what he
was—all suave exterior.” She tasted the bitterness in her mouth and swallowed it back. “Sorry.
| don’t know if I'll ever be able to forgive him for his serial affairs, even if | become as tight with
the other daughters as he wanted.” She doubted that would ever happen.

“I understand.” Vince’s voice softened. “It's a big thing to handle all at once, and the vow to
love, honor, and cherish doesn’t have an amnesty clause if you suddenly decide you want a
piece on the side.”

“Right.” His words soothed her. “So | meet you, a little unkempt, two-day beard growth, down
digging in the dirt, and though I could tell from the first that you were a great guy, you're so
unlike anyone I'd ever considered dating before. When | came out onto the patio the other day,
it was with more than half the thought that you were the type my father wouldn’t want me to
spend time with.”

He leaned back. “Really?” His expression showed amusement rather than offense. “What was
the rest of it?”

She pursed her lips. If she was going to be honest, she might as well go for broke. “You're
handsome, appealing in a rough-edged way. Polite, great with your niece, and hard working.
All good qualities.”

He nodded, but kept his thoughts to himself—if you didn’t count the almost predatory grin
sneaking onto his lips.

She rushed to finish, “And then | spent the day with you, and discovered you're well informed,
funny, bright, great with people. The rough edges only make you more appealing. So if you're
not offended by my comments, | find | wouldn’t mind getting to know you better, and it has
nothing to do with what my father would think.” Or Trent, but she wasn’'t about to get that
honest. Not today, anywaly.

Vince took a lock of her auburn curls and twisted it between his fingers. “Well, as long as we're
doing confessions, | have one as well.”

The intent expression in his eyes made her nervous and she tried to soften the mood. “Oh?
Do you have a strange fascination with belly dancers?”

His quick grin flared. “Yes, but most straight guys do, so it's hardly strange or worthy of
confession. Actually, | was going to say | spent a lot of time one-on-one with your father when
we were developing the landscaping plan for both the house and the hotel.”

“Not surprising, considering how much he loved gardening. He planned the yard at his home
as well.” She remembered him showing her the latest layouts every few weeks as he refined
them, followed by regular updates on the improvements once work began.

“He mentioned it, and he talked about you a lot. All of his girls, actually, but especially you.”



His voice went low and a bit husky and his gaze captured hers, making it impossible to look
away.

“Really?” The thought her father had spoken of her so much pricked the cold shell she’d been
trying to keep wrapped over her heart, and she didn’t want that. She forced herself not to
move away from Vince despite the emotional step back she took after his announcement.

He ran his fingers down her arm to her elbow, and back up to the edge of her capped sleeves.
“Yes, in fact, he went on and on about how much alike we were in our dedication to serving
our clients, and willingness to think outside the box. He talked about your abilities with PR, and
in charming even the most difficult guest. He made quite a case for you, enough to remove all
doubt he’d like to see us together.”

Completely the opposite of what she’d thought, and how did she feel about that? Manipulated
again? There wasn't time to process her emotions. “Really? So you just fell in line? And so did
l.” She muttered the last as she finally put some space between them. Worse than she’'d
imagined. Her father was behind Vince’s interest in her. George couldn’'t stop himself from
meddling, but this wasn'’t at all like the other times he’d suggested she befriend someone.

It was a small basket, though, and there wasn’'t much room to move around, so even with the
shift away from Vince, they were still close. He slid nearer, blocking her into the corner, a hand
on the edge to keep his balance, eyes solidly on her. He went on as if she hadn’t interrupted. “I
admit, my first thought was you must be very plain if he had to make your case. Either that or
you weren’t very good at personal relationships.”

Cami made a humming noise indicating she was listening. She wasn't sure how else to
respond. His nearness made her chest tight and the scent of his cologne had her pulse racing.

“l Googled you, found a photo from a news item. My thought was, man, the woman has a face
on her.” He slid a finger down her cheek.

She felt a light warmth of pleasure in her chest at his words, but fought to appear unaffected.
“Funny, I've never met anyone who wasn’t born with a face. Most everyone is issued one en
utero.”

He refused to be distracted. “So | thought, hey, maybe she just shows well in pictures. Jeremy
has some serious skills with a computer, so | know what can be done with a little time. But
then | met you, and you wore those great heels that made your legs look about a mile long,
and this sweet smile though | could sense you weren’t really happy to be there. And the face
was even better in person than it was in photos.”

He inched closer, ran his fingers under her chin so it tipped up to him. “I thought it must be a
faulty personality, because the outside package sure is amazing. But last night you played with
my dogs and were sweet with my niece and parents, you chatted and laughed with my friends
and ate that diet-killer deep fried candy bar. | realized your dad wasn't trying to foist you off on
anyone. | have the funny feeling we might make a nice fit.” He shifted closer, and his mouth
hovered a breath away from hers until her lips tingled and ached for contact. “So | hope you
aren’t going to step back, just to defy your father.”

“There’s nowhere else to go.” She meant it literally, as her back was to the wall of the basket,
but that wasn't all. Deciding she didn’'t care if Vince dug holes in the ground and barely



scraped by, she leaned in and brushed her lips across his.

He tipped his head to the side and pulled her closer, taking the kiss deeper. One hand speared
into her hair, while the other cradled her cheek, a gentle taste, a growing quest to learn more.
She slid her hands around his waist and clung.

Vince lightened the kiss and stepped back. He glanced at the instrument panel and hit the
burner again and it filled the air with a roar for several seconds. “I better not forget where we
are. We need the altitude if we're going to find a good place to land.” His words sounded calm
and unaffected, if you ignored the husky note to his voice.

Cami sucked in a breath, trying to settle her whirling mind. His kiss was unexpectedly more
than she’'d experienced before in a first kiss. Friends, books and television said first kisses
could be like that, but this was the first time she’d ever felt her knees go soft. She let her mind
settle while he added altitude to the balloon so it would catch a different wind current.

“How are you doing?” he asked after a moment, his smile growing.

In for a penny. “If you were trying to find a way to convince me | don’t want to spite myself just
to show my father he was wrong, you found it.”

He grinned at her “It wasn’t my intent, but I'm hardly going to argue with results.”



Chapter 14

They touched down on an empty baseball diamond twenty minutes later after a return to
neutral topics. The basket bumped against the ground, jarring Cami’s knees, though she’d
bent them slightly to cushion the blow as Vince had directed. Joel, Jeremy, and the teens
rushed to help them secure the basket and begin pulling the balloon down. Cami climbed out
of the basket, laughing as she approached Sage. The kiss hadn’t been the only thrilling part of
the ride, and she hoped she got another chance to go up. “That was awesome. | hope you
weren’t too bored.”

“Joel entertained me. You're glowing—it must have been a nice ride.” Sage’s eyes sparkled at
Cami. “What did | say about meeting your match?”

“I don’t know about that, but the side trip should be fun.” Cami straightened her ruffled hair.
They almost overshot their destination when the breeze had grown stronger than expected. “It
was wonderful. | definitely want to try it again someday.”

“Good. Hey, you were probably too busy to pay attention to your cell phone up there, but Lana
reached me a while ago and said we’d want to check out a news story. She sent you a link.”
She pulled out her phone, flashed it. “Mine doesn’t have the Internet. Maybe you’ll have better
luck.”

Cami pulled out her Droid and checked the screen, finding a message from Lana. Strange she
hadn’t heard it, but she’d been a bit distracted for most of the trip. The cell signal had probably
been stronger in the balloon than it was now as she barely had one bar. She pocketed the
phone again.

“I'll have to wait until we get back into town. The signal there’s better.” She eyed Sage,
realizing the strain between them had lessened and hoped they could get back to being, well,
not friends, but angry with each other, either. “Why don’t you have a smart phone? You've got
scads of things to keep track of, and it's only going to get worse. We'll talk to Lana, have her
get you one. We can set it up to sync with your terminal at the hotel.”

Sage shook her head. “No way. Those things confuse me.”

“You'll catch on soon, and then you’ll wonder what you ever did without it.” Seeing the balloon
back on the ground, she tugged Sage’s arm and they hurried to help pack it.

~*~

The parade was about to start when they all jogged up to the spot in the crowd Vince’s family
had staked out. Cami greeted everyone, and kept her ears open for names, to try to pick up
the ones she’d confused or forgotten since the previous evening. The event opened with the
military bringing the flags, followed by the golf course’s float.

Cami leaned over to Sage. “We need to think about doing a float for next year. Maybe
something highlighting your spa? Think about it; we’ll talk to Lana.” They would be employing
a lot of locals and wanted to find a way to let residents feel the resort was part of the
community.



“Speaking of, did you check out the link she sent you?”

“Oh, right.” Cami dug out her phone again and clicked the link, she called out praise for the
high school band as they marched past in perfect rhythm. Gage made a comment which made
his two friends laugh out loud. Cami smiled at them ribbing each other, then glanced back at
the screen.

Her smile died as the news article popped up on the Chicago area gossip magazine.
DiCarlo heiresses squander time and money at summer retreat

Hotel magnate George DiCarlo has been in the ground only six weeks and already his
daughters are sitting back enjoying their freedom. Many people have questioned their ability to
put together the quality of hotel that has long given DiCarlo his good name. Concerns seem to
be justified, as the daughters don’t appear to be working hard to get things ready for opening
day in less than two months.

While vacationing in the Rocky Mountain town of Juniper Ridge this week, eldest daughter,
Camellia DiCarlo, and second eldest, Sage Parker mixed with locals, enjoyed fair food, and
got it going on with a few of the down-home country boys.

A picture of Cami and Vince standing beside her Z4 the previous evening, close enough they
could have been kissing popped up next. The caption read, “Lawn mower extraordinaire
seems to have caught Camellia’'s fancy—and her lips—during a heated embrace in public
before they took things to a more private venue.”

Directly below it was a shot of Sage sitting between Gage and Jeremy, laughing with them, her
eyes lit up. “Sage seems unable to choose one of the handsome hunks—ski bum or
photography buff.”

The article went on to question whether any of the sisters was taking their responsibilities
seriously and what it portended for the business’s chance of success.

Cami was speechless, unable to decide whether she was more shocked, horrified, furious, or
amused by the mix of ridiculous supposition and outright lies.

“What is it? You look ready to punch someone.” Sage reached for the phone.

Cami scrolled the article back to the top and handed the phone over, trying to keep her
reaction under control. Sage wouldn’t be used to the horrible things the media came up with.
“Don’t take it too seriously. Gossip rags are always searching for an angle.” The idea of the
article winding up all over the country at grocery store stands made Cami’'s stomach tighten in
a knot, however. She’'d have to call Lana as soon as she could pull away for a minute.

There was a noise almost like a whimper, and Cami saw Sage with her hand over her mouth.
Her face had lost all color. “It says where we are,” she whispered. “I knew something was
going to happen, I just didn’t know what.”

“And no publicity is bad publicity,” Cami said, though as they weren't rock stars, it wasn't true.
She wasn’t buying into Sage’s prescience. She eased the phone from Sage’s white-knuckled
grip. She wasn’t as sanguine as the comment made her sound—not nearly—but Cami was at
least used to living in a fish bowl, and Sage was not. “Everyone pretty well knew where we are



anyway. Most of the terms of the will were spelled out pretty clear, and we’ve been touting this
new hotel everywhere.” Still, she found herself checking for cameras pointed their direction,
and eyeing Jeremy with suspicion as he picked out a shot of the cheerleaders dancing by.

“Hey, what's wrong?” Vince asked as he leaned in to Cami from the other side.

She pasted on a smile and hoped she could ease the concern in his eyes. This was not the
time. “Nothing much, minor hotel stuff. Nothing that can’t wait until after the parade, at least.
Tell me about the horseback riding club. Do you know of anyone in the area who takes paying
customers out for trail rides?”

He didn’t appear convinced that there was nothing to worry about, but he allowed the change
of subject. Cami squeezed Sage’s elbow comfortingly when the worry continued to crease the
woman’s brow, then buried her own concerns until she had time to think it over later.

When the parade ended and they had made the rounds of the park again, Joel dropped the
girls off at home to pick up Sage’s car and the cake Mrs. Grady had made for them the
previous day and followed them to Vince’s parents’ home. Cami rode with Sage while Vince
swung by his place to grab the two elephant hybrids he said were dogs. Cami took the
opportunity to call Lana and chat.

“It's about time you called. It's been hours since | sent you the link. | called four times in the
past hour,” Lana said in lieu of hello.

“Sorry, | couldn’t hear it over the parade. Vince has been introducing me to lots of the local
business owners. It's been very productive.”

“Yeah, yeah, can we get back to the issue at hand?”

“Stop freaking out. Yes, I'm going to do my best to track down where the pictures and article
came from, but it's bound to create more speculation and interest in the hotel. | wouldn’t worry
about it. | popped onto Twitter and left a note about enjoying the local color during the holiday.
No one’s going to think twice about it.” If they were lucky, she thought.

“Yeah, you weren't here for the Whitneys’ annual party, though, were you?” “When was that?”

“Yesterday.” Lana huffed.” | can't believe you're there taking it easy and I'm dealing with the
Whitneys and Carters. Seriously, this gets worse every year. Anyway, | overheard a rather
well-projected whisper about Dad wanting to keep us all under the same roof so he could have
someone babysit us. There was the expected comment about Blake being moved to the
location as babysitter, and how Alex is supposed to be all but moving in as well—I had to ask
Alex for confirmation. He denied it, though.”

The role of listening ear wasn’t new to Cami, so she said what Lana needed to hear. “You
know Dad had total trust in you—he wouldn’t risk the business if he didn’t. You're going to do a
smashing job. We all are, and soon everyone else will know it. Settle down.”

“I don't like it, Cami. Something feels off.”

“So noted. Now, go enjoy your holiday, put this aside. When you get back here next week we’ll
review the damage, and anything else you've been able to glean on the gossip mart. Then we
can handle any problems. But there won’t be anything major, so take it easy.”



“It certainly looks like you're taking it easy.” Lana paused. “Sorry I'm such a worrywart. What's
up with you and Vince? Were you actually kissing him, or was that a photography trick?”

“No kisses.” She waited a beat. “Last night, anyway.” She couldn’t help but feel smug. Kissing
was definitely one of his talents, and she had the feeling she hadn’t seen anything yet. She
had every intention of learning more about his skill in that area before this was over.

“All right, that's it! We're so having a long chat when | get back. Ugg, here comes Clarissa
Clearwater. Gotta go.”

“Bye.” Cami chuckled as she hit the end button. “Better you than me, sis.” Clarissa Clearwater
would be sure to share every tidbit of gossip with Lana, but she would expect the same back
in return. It would be a miserable tight wire for Lana to maneuver. Yet another reason Cami
was grateful to be in Colorado for the next year.

“You aren’t worried, are you?” Sage asked.

Cami shrugged as they pulled in beside Gage’s truck. Sage and Lana were worried for all of
them, though it didn’t stop her from seething over the article. If she could smooth the crease in
Sage’s brow, acting as if she weren't disturbed would be worth it. “No point in getting upset
before we see where things are going. We were bound to get a few nasty jabs. This will all sort
itself out in a while.” She would make sure of it.



Chapter 15

“So what's been bothering you?” Vince asked as he walked Cami to the front door after the
fireworks ended. It had been a wonderful day full of laughter, happy chatter and sufficient food
to feed a crowd twice the size of the forty-plus that had gathered in the Talmadge’s yard. And
the local fireworks had been spectacular.

“What?” Cami smiled, trying to make him think it was his imagination.

“Sorry, you can't fool me. Something’s been on your mind since the parade. What were you
and Sage reading on your phone?”

Cami debated for a moment before pulling up the article again. She handed it over to him. His
brows lifted as he read, but he didn’t seem surprised or upset. “Interesting. It makes me sound
like a glorified ditch digger. Not that there’s anything wrong with ditch digging in general, of
course, and my employee list may be like a gnat vs a whale compared to what you'll be hiring
shortly, but it's a living.” He chuckled. “And the bit about Gage being a ski bum—priceless! |
can't wait to show it to him.” He handed the phone back. “Is this article going to cause
problems?”

Cami shrugged, not wanting him to know it disturbed her, even if it didn’t qualify as a serious
crisis. “PR wise, it's nothing much on its own. I'll check it out, but I’'m not going to lose a lot of
sleep.” She slid the phone into her pocket. “It makes me wonder who was taking the pictures,
though. Jeremy’s in one of them, so unless he had some help—~

His voice was hard when he cut her off. “Don’t go there. None of my family—and that includes
Jeremy and Gage, who might as well be my brothers—would write something like this or try to
make a quick buck at your expense. Earn money from business arrangements with you, sure.
If you want professional photos of events or of your new facilities, Jeremy will be happy to help
you out for a fee. And if you want to set up the deal for the skiers you were speaking with
Gage about, he’ll certainly be on board, but no one’s going to hose you like this.”

Cami studied his face but saw nothing to hint he wasn’t being sincere. “Thanks. | appreciate
your candor. And | believe both of those options have possibilities. Jeremy’s name was on the
list of locals Dad mentioned we should consider making arrangements with. I'll bring it up with
Lana and Delphi.” She saw the defensiveness melt from his stance and decided to explain
further. “Okay, | don’t know anyone here, so | don’t know who or what was out of place
yesterday. With everyone in town for the holidays, even you probably don’t know. In fact, it
could have been someone who happened across us and thought they could make a quick
buck. Like | said, it's not a big deal, it just made me wonder.”

“Well, so long as we’re clear.” Vince tucked some hair back behind her ear, brushing his
fingers across her sensitive neck. “I didn’t mean to open a can of worms right now. | had a
great time with you today.” He leaned in and rubbed his mouth across hers, lingering there
until she slid into his arms, shifting her head to take a little more. She loved kissing this man.

“I wondered what your week looks like,” he said when he pulled back. “I told Gage I'd give him
a hand with the mountain bike festival after | finish my daily rounds. | should be free by



Wednesday night, though, if you'd like to grab a bite?”
She smiled. “I think | would. You know how to reach me.”

“And maybe we could take your car for a drive. | could make sure the engine is running right.”
His eyes glimmered with hope.

Cami pulled away, turning to the car where Sage waited for her. “Only if I'm driving, Vince.”
“Someday.”

She laughed as she wriggled her fingers at him over her shoulder.

~*~

Vince smiled as the customer exited his office door and turned back to his paperwork, fighting
the scowl that wanted to slide onto his face. The day had been insane, and the evenings were
worse as he and Jeremy helped Gage with the mountain bike revelers. The festival ended the
next afternoon, though, and Vince would be free to spend the evening with the lovely Camellia.

The thought of lingering over a quiet meal with her brightened his mood. Though he ought to
focus all of his attention on work—summer was his busiest time and business was booming—
Vince was fascinated by Camellia. The fact that her father had all but arranged their marriage
should have turned Vince off, as it had his friends to two of George’s other daughters. But now
he’d gotten to know Cami a little, he wasn’t going anywhere.

He considered most of the local eating establishments and rejected them in turn until he
thought of a charming Italian place. Great atmosphere, quiet, with slightly more privacy than
the average restaurant. It would suit his needs perfectly.

He smiled as he picked up the ringing phone. “Nature’s Garden. This is Vince, how can | help
you?”

“Hey, it's Cory. I'm here with Mrs. Stuart and she wants you to swing by and talk to her about
adding a pond in her backyard.”

Vince loved doing water features. They were his specialty, though he didn’t get to install them
as often as he’d like. “Great,” he flipped through his calendar. “How does tomorrow afternoon
work for her? | can manage a consult about two.”

Cory conferred with the client and passed on the woman’s agreement.

Vince checked to see what else was on Cory’s schedule for the day. “Thanks, and Cory, don’t
forget to check the Sullivans’ azaleas. She said they were wilting.”

“I'm headed there now.” Cory said goodbye and hung up.

The kid was good at his job and reliable. In another year or so Vince might let him help with
the design work. Visualizing the shape and flow of the Stuart’s yard, Vince imagined a couple
of possibilities.

It didn’t take long for his mind to meander back to Cami. He smiled and returned to work.



Chapter 16

Cami continued to make contacts with local businesses, collecting brochures for companies
who rented out and guided groups on ATVs, mountain bikes and horseback riding. She
discussed package agreements for the ski resort with Gage, and met with local golf courses
within an hour’s drive.

Job applications were rolling in. Cami talked with the new HR manager, who happened to be
Sage’s half-brother, Harrison. He would be joining them on the mountain before the end of the
week. If there was one thing Cami could say about her dad, he liked to keep it all in the family,
more or less. She wasn’t sure if that was an advantage or not.

Lana arrived back at the house Wednesday night, an hour before Vince was due to pick up
Cami for their date. Soon after her arrival, she came knocking on Cami’'s open door.

“So what's the 411 on you and Vince? A second date already?” Lana asked as she breezed
into the room and perched on the corner of the bed.

Cami sat at her mirror and tweaked her hair. “It's just a second date.” But she could see the
smug gleam in her reflection, and a glance at Lana confirmed she saw it as well. Vince had
called to verify the time he’d pick her up, but they’'d both been on the run, and the conversation
had only lasted a couple of minutes. She couldn’t wait to have more time with him.

“Spill. When did he kiss you the first time?” Lana demanded. “I can’t believe you refused to
give me any details!”

They could have been back in high school, Cami thought, but she had missed the close
camaraderie the two of them had lost as their lives headed in different directions and different
cities over the past decade. “He took me for a hot air balloon ride on the Fourth. It was
charming and exciting, and almost nauseating because we climbed over three-thousand feet.”

Lana put a hand to her stomach. “Holy smokes, that's high. Is there actually oxygen up there?
| mean, we're nearly twelve-thousand feet already. It's a wonder we didn’'t all get altitude
sickness when we came here last time.”

“Don’t be dramatic. Anyway, the flight was amazing, and he was great . . . and fun, suave and
smart. The man has so many angles | hardly know what new facet I'll uncover next.” She
glided her lipstick on, rubbed her lips together, then checked it out in the mirror. “Anyway, |
decided to be honest and tell him | first flirted with him because | figured Dad would never
approve.”

Lana’s eyes grew round and her mouth fell open for a second. “I can’t believe you said that!
Cami, I've never known you to be straight-up rude to a nice guy before.”

“Not nice ones, no. But then | told him he was way more than | thought, and | was having fun
with him.” She frowned slightly as she picked through her cosmetics to find the right blush. “He
told me Dad tried to convince him the two of us would be perfect together, and Vince had
decided | must either be ugly or socially inept, until he met me.”



She grinned at her sister in the mirror. “It was quite enlightening, and honestly, only intrigued
me more—which doesn’t make any sense, but there you go.”

Lana’s eyes bugged out. “So when did he kiss you? Before or after your heart-to-heart?”

“After. Smack dab after, and | have to say, Trent so pales in comparison in the kissing
department. Trent could probably have taken lessons from the teenaged Vince and learned
something, the man is seriously talented.” It felt good to say it, especially with the nasty
aftertaste her ex had left after his last visit.

Lana sat in surprise for a long moment. “Okay, that's . . . hmmm. Isn’t it great when the guy
really knows what he’s doing? Night and day difference. | remember . . . Well, anyway.”

Cami twisted around in her chair and eyed her sister. “Whoa, who have you been kissing
lately? | haven’t heard about you with anyone for a while now. Almost a year. And why not?”
She wiggled her eyebrows when she thought of Gage. “You know Vince has a couple of hot
friends—"

This time it was Lana’s turn to protest. She slashed her hand down, cutting off the comment.
“No, we're not going there. No blind dates, no set ups, no men of any kind. Period.”

Odd coming from a woman who had been pretty active on the dating scene since her teens,
and Cami thought she sensed an edge of hurt in her sister’s words. “You want to talk about it?”

Lana’s face hardened. “No. Just go ahead and give me the lowdown on the contacts you've
made this week.”

Deciding it was okay to let Lana have her change of subject—there wasn’t time to needle an
answer out of her right now anyway—Cami recapped her activities. “You'll find the contracts
on your bedroom desk and I'll send you an email with my notes tonight so you can check them
over in the morning.” She slid her feet into a pair of silver, strappy, heeled sandals and
checked her cute purple Dior dress in the full-length mirror. She looked good.

The doorbell rang and Cami grabbed her coordinating clutch and headed out. Sage called up
the stairs, “Cami, Vince is here.”

Cami had to remind herself her sandals weren’t made for rushing down stairs as she reached
the open staircase leading to the great room. It was ridiculous how excited she was for this
date—she wasn't a fresh-faced teen anxious to get to the prom.

Vince came into view, eyeing her as she descended. “Wow. Do you need more words,
because I'm afraid if | try I'll trip over my own tongue,” he said as she reached the bottom. He
took her hands and pressed a kiss to her cheek.

The comment made her grin. “I think wow will do. And right back at ya.” Whatever Cami had
expected, it hadn’t been the navy suit with a stark white pinstripe. He'd said to dress up, but
she’d never imagined ‘up’ was for him included a suit coat. He looked every bit as appealing
clean shaven as he had with a sexy scruff of beard. “I admit, I'm not sure what you have in
mind tonight.”

A smile curved his lips. “Good.” He turned to Lana. “It's good to see you again. Hope you don’t
mind me taking off with your sister when you probably just got in.”



“I'll catch her when she comes back. It sounds as though she’s been working hard all week.
And Vince, sometime I'd like to take a ride in your balloon.” She lifted a hand as she added a
caveat, “But without the kissing, since she’d break off all of my fingers.”

Cami rolled her eyes, but he laughed. “As soon as | get a chance I'll arrange to take you both
up for a ride.”

“I'm going to hold you to it. Now have a good evening.”

“I guess we have her approval,” Cami said as she gave Vince’s hand a light tug toward the
door. “See ya,” she said to Sage as they walked by. The two of them had shared bits of
conversation over the previous few days, but they’d both been very much wrapped in their
own pursuits. Sage seemed to have put her hurt over Cami’s thoughtless comments in the
park behind her, but Cami couldn’t forget them.

It occurred to her maybe Sage had been a little lonely in the past few days. Despite the free
time on their hands, she rarely went anywhere besides the hotel. Cami pushed that to the
corner of her mind to consider some other time—when she didn't have tall, dark, and
handsome taking her out.

They rounded the patio to the driveway and she grinned as a classic Mustang in metallic blue
came into view. She sent him a sideways glance. “Borrow it from Jeremy?” She was relieved
as she’'d only ever seen his truck and her dress and his four-wheel drive weren’'t a great
combination.

He put a hand over his heart. “You wound me. Jeremy did help me fix it up, but this baby’s
mine. It's nothing compared to your Z4, of course.”

“Few things are.” But she loved the lines and angles of the Mustang. “What year is it?”

“1967.” He opened the door for her. “I bought it when | was fourteen, spent the next two years
pouring all my summer earnings into getting it to run.” He shut the door when she was seated
and circled around to his side. “Best investment | ever made,” he said when he was putting on
his seatbelt.

“I bet you got a lot of chicks with this car,” she suggested, though she had the feeling she
already knew the answer. It wouldn’'t have been a classic back when he was in high school,
but a hot Mustang was a hot Mustang at any age.

He grinned but declined to answer, making her like him better for not bragging or denying the
truth.

As they pulled onto the road, she asked, “So where are we going, anyway?” “You'll see.”

It ended up being a little mom-and-pop shop off the beaten path with fabulous pasta and a
soft, romantic atmosphere.

“I never would’'ve expected to find this here,” Cami said as Vince held her hand across the
table. The staff was friendly and her spinach linguini in pesto and the slice of tiramisu she’'d
shared with Vince had been incredible. “If it wouldn’t offend Rosemary, I'd put a bug in Lana’s
ear about trying to steal the chef. On the other hand, we have three restaurants, and a number
of openings coming up, maybe | will anyway.”



Vince laughed. “Since Carlotta owns the place, | doubt even you or Lana could convince her to
jump ship.”

“Oh, well, you can’'t have everything.” But she made a mental note to add it to the restaurant
list for the concierges.

“How is Rosemary in the kitchen, anyway?”

Cami took a sip of her water; she’'d stopped at a single glass of wine. “I hear she’s fabulous,
but | haven’'t had a chance to sample anything she’s cooked yet—except espresso, and she’s
a whiz at that. Best on the planet!”

“And you?” He lifted her hands, kissed the backs of her fingers slowly, eyes focused on her
face. “What are you good at?”

She felt a frisson of anticipation rush through her at the contact. “I'm a whiz at a lot of things,
and | can make my own meals when | must, but cooking isn’t my biggest talent. You?”

“I make a mean spaghetti.”
She couldn’t look away, felt sucked into his dark gaze. “Yeah? Anything else?”

He turned her hand over and traced the inside of her fingers and along her palm with kisses,
demonstrating how good he was at seducing a woman'’s senses. “Coffee. Cold cereal. Peanut
butter sandwiches—I make the best you ever tasted.”

Air shuddered into her lungs at his touch and the fluttering in her chest that he was so good at
producing had returned. wondered how such a simple touch could affect her so much. “Maybe
I'll give them a try sometime.”

“I'll make sure of it.” He lowered her hand, his expression regretful. “I suppose we ought to
head back. | have to be up before sunrise.”

“Already?” She could have sworn they’d only been there for an hour or so.
He chuckled. “We’ve been here over three hours. | think they’re hoping to close soon.”

She glanced around them and realized there was only one other customer in the building.
“Well, then.” She pulled her hand free and stood. A glance at her watch proved it was nearly
ten. “This was a great idea.”

He tossed a tip onto the table as he’'d already paid their tab. “I'm glad you approve.” He
threaded his fingers through hers and led her to the door. “I thought something different was in
order, to show you I'm more than a glorified mower of lawns.”

“I had already figured that out,” she reminded him.

“Yes, so you said.” They walked through the front gardens to an arch covered in climbing
roses, still in bloom and filling the night with their soft fragrance. Twinkle lights had been
wound into the arch and along the bushes beside the path. He turned her into his arms.
“You're an amazing woman.”

“I'm glad you think so.” It was all she got out before he covered her mouth with his.



This kiss was as different from the first as night from day. Where the first kiss had been gentle,
sliding into sensual, this one started strong, and only grew deeper. He slid his hands up her
arms—which were covered in goosebumps—and to her neck, tipped her head, and took it
deeper.

Cami felt like she was drowning and didn’t care about coming up for air. She held on and
pulled him closer, tasting his mouth, nipping at his bottom lip.

When she eased back, she thought if he was going to make a habit of sending her head
whirling, she’d have to stop wearing high heels. She felt wobbly and held onto his arm for
support while she got her bearings. “You have a way of knocking me for a loop.”

“The feeling’s mutual.” He took her elbow, steadying her, and they continued to his car.

After a far less explosive, but every bit as mind-numbing kiss when they reached her front
door, Cami floated into the house to find Rosemary and Jonquil in the great room with Lana
and Sage.

Lana smirked at her. “I'm glad you had a good time.”
“| didn’t say that.” But she couldn’t wipe the smile from her face.

“Like the stars in your eyes aren’t enough? How stupid do you think we are?” Rosemary
asked. She pushed a long fall of blonde hair behind her shoulder. “I'm almost surprised you
noticed we were in the room.”

Cami beamed at them. Then her brain kicked in and she saw the worry on their faces.
Rosemary and Jonquil shouldn’t have been there. When had they arrived? Had something
happened after she’'d turned off her phone? Her smile fell and she crossed to them. “What'’s
going on?”

A frown came over Lana’s face. “We didn’t want to ruin your date. You'd better sit down.
There’s another media issue we need to handle.”



Chapter 17

Cami stared at the news article Lana had brought up on her laptop.
Life of crime: Did Daddy DiCarlo make a big mistake?

As if the pictures of debauchery from a few days ago weren’t enough, stories are flooding in
about the other sisters in the DiCarlo debacle. Reports that Jonquil Chestnut has a history of
theft and criminal behavior have been confirmed. Rosemary Keogh was expelled from more
than one school for refusing to follow the rules, and actually held internships under two
different chefs in Europe—which begs the question, did Daddy have to pay someone off so
she could finish her training—training she apparently couldn’t get anyone in the U.S. to give
her?

The world waits to see if the daughters of hotel magnate George DiCarlo can pull off the
launch of his newest resort.

Cami gnashed her teeth. “All right, | already know this is a load of crap, so tell me what really
happened. If we're going to twist it back our way, | need all the facts.” She looked at Jonquil.

Jonquil spread her hands. “The best | can think of is that | stole a candy bar when | was nine.
My mom found it, took me back to the store, and arranged with the store owner for me to go in
every afternoon for a week to sweep the floors. | didn’'t even get to keep the candy bar.”

“And you're supposed criminal record?” Cami asked.

Jonquil’s lips twisted and she avoided eye contact. “I had too many parking tickets— give a girl
a break; do you have any idea how hard it is to find a parking spot in Philly? Anyway, | didn’t
get them paid in a timely manner, and | ended up with a warrant for my arrest. A friend of mine
worked on the force, mentioned it to me and | went in the next day and took care of it. | wasn’t
ever booked.”

“All right. I'm surprised there was still a note anywhere about the warrant.” Cami rubbed her
temples. “Those should be easy to prove, but | want you to call your friend and find out why
the warrant is still popping up under your name, and get it cleared out. If they’re finding it, the
warrant may still show it’s valid.”

Jonquil covered her mouth. “I didn’t think of that.”

Already feeling a little better, Cami turned to Rosemary. “Okay, spill, you rule breaker. What
happened? Were you actually kicked out of your schools?”

Rosemary smirked. “Okay, | can’t help it; | was a bit of a rebel. Dad always said | should’ve
grown up in the sixties.”

Not amused, Cami pinned her with a hard glare.

“Fine. You need to lighten up! | wasn’t actually kicked out. We had an administrator at the
school who was giving a teacher problems. She was a great teacher, totally dedicated, and
didn’t even have to work. She had plenty of money.” She lounged back on the sofa.



When Cami kept staring at her, Rosemary shrugged and continued on. “Anyway, | was on the
student council when she tendered her resignation in the middle of the year because the dude
was picking at her so much. We talked about it and decided to stage a walkout. | headed the
whole thing. The administrator quit that day and left town, and the teacher stayed. If | served a
week’s after-school detention, it was well worth the price.”

“And what else? | understand you actually completed two full internships in Europe with chefs
who focused on different things. The second one was a pastry chef, right?” Cami leaned back
in the chair, not quite ready to relax, but feeling a little better about things.

“Exactly. So it's total crap.” “And before that?”

Rosemary’s lips pursed. “Okay, there was one more situation, but | was framed.” Framed?
Really? Cami wanted to reach out and smack Rosemary for not getting to the point. She’'d
been in such a great mood ten minutes earlier. “Details. Now.”

“Keep your shirt on, or should | say, your dress, and did | mention how much | love those
sandals? Wow!” She shifted further into the cushions and took a sip of her Diet Mt. Dew—the
only thing Cami had ever seen her drink besides espresso. “Anyway, | was going to a private
school, and the cheer queen was upset the football captain liked me. We had words, which a
teacher stopped—words, no physical fighting involved. Of course, there may have been
slapping and scratching in the future if the teacher hadn’t stepped in, but that's beside the
point.”

Rosemary waved the comment away. “Okay, so | probably would’'ve used my fist, but it never
got that far. Anyway, we had a report due for history class, and she copied a paper from the
Internet, put my name on it and somehow swapped my actual report. No, | can’'t prove she
was responsible, but,” she shrugged, “who else? Then she went to the teacher and said she’'d
overheard me talking about how | didn’'t care about the class anyway, and so I'd totally
poached a report from online. Of course the teacher did a couple of searches and proved it
was stolen. It didn’t matter that | had a copy of the report I'd written, the school put me out to
dry as an example.”

Cami was sure dealing with Rosemary was going to give her ulcers. “You were how old?”

“Seventeen. And | had great self-control. | only keyed her car in response, but | made sure it
couldn’t be pinned on me, so it’s fine.” She folded her arms over her chest.

Cami swore. She stood and walked over to the window, fisting her hands to keep from hitting
something. Why was she having to deal with this woman? What had her dad been thinking
putting Rosemary to work in his hotel?

“Chill, kidding, | didn’t key her car. It crossed my mind when | saw it sitting in a parking lot one
night, but | held myself back. There is a line.”

Cami felt some of the tension eased from her back and shoulders, but kept her hands fisted at
her sides as she turned to everyone.

Rosemary rolled her eyes. “Get this woman a shot of something to calm her down before she
has a come-apart.”



“You know,” Cami said evenly, “For someone who lived in Europe for two years, you sure
come across as an inner-city delinquent.”

Rosemary grinned. “I grew up in D.C. | can be as smooth and cultured as the next person. |
just prefer to be myself most of the time.”

“Wonderful. Well, we can’t do anything about the school expulsion except say it was a
misunderstanding, but no one’s going to buy it, so let’'s avoid discussing it at all if possible.”

“What do you mean they won'’t buy it?” Rosemary asked. “It’s the truth.”

“Doesn’t matter. You think people who read these rags care about truth? No, they don’t. They
care about sensationalism.” Seeing Rosemary accept the declaration with bad grace, Cami
pushed forward. “Mentioning you completed two full internships in different specialties should
go over better. In fact, | think it would be good if we all— including Delphi—wrote up a
paragraph or two detailing our professional histories and accomplishments as far as how they
prepared us for our roles here. We’'ll post them up on the website, and create a press release.
I'll work with the corporate media specialists and contact Alex to firm things up.” They had to
do something before this totally got out of control.

The first article had been an irritation; this one took things to a new level.

She stood and moved to the stairs. “Lana, can you contact the others? I'll tweak my own bio. If
the past week or two is anything to go by, we need to anticipate more media attacks coming
up. If there’s anything in any of our pasts that can be dug up or twisted to suit the papers,
they’ll find it.” She glanced back over her shoulders to see Lana’s face was white, and Sage’s
eyes were as big as bagels. Though Cami considered asking what they could possibly be
hiding, she didn’t have the energy for it.

The night had gone from fabulous to fraught, and Cami felt wrung out. When she shut the
bedroom door, she went through the motions of changing out of her eveningwear into
pajamas, doing her facial cleansing and moisturizing routine and sat at the computer. It was
too late to call Alex, though she desperately wanted to. He would soothe her and help solve
the problem—two things she could use now. She pulled up her bio and made some tweaks to
it.

She emailed the PR people at corporate headquarters, directed them to the articles in
guestion—on the off chance they hadn’t seen them yet—and copied Alex. Cami mentioned the
women would all come up with something to post on the website, and could they please call
her at their earliest convenience to discuss strategy.

Though Lana would be the hotel's general manager, it was clear she wanted Cami to deal with
the debacle. It was Cami’s forte, so she would handle it. It was one more thing to squeeze into
her time as she prepared for the hotel opening in seven weeks.

She was already tired.



Chapter 18

“Who'’s behind this, a competitor?” Alex asked when Cami got him on the phone the next day.

“I don’t have any reason to believe it is, but it feels too targeted to be run-of-the-mill gossip.”
Cami sat back in her chair and stretched her aching back.

“| agree. Is there anything else we should be ready to deal with?”

“Who knows? Most of what's been printed was only loosely based on reality. You know how
these scandal sheets are.” Cami pushed her auburn curls back from her face and thought
again of the treadmill downstairs. She ought to have been on it two hours ago, but had spent
every moment since she’d woken trying to do damage control. The other inhabitants of the
house had already emailed her their bios, and Lana said Delphi would send hers before day’s
end.

“Normally | wouldn’t worry about it, but with all of the negatives blasting back at the hotel, we
could be in for some trouble. The reviews of the hotel in the first month and how we handle
this will be paramount.” A rhythm came through the phone, indicating Alex was tapping his
pencil on a notebook—as she’d often seen him do.

“Then we’ll make it work, better than work. We’ll make it shine.”

“I know you will. You ladies make your plans and I'll see if we can figure out where the trouble
is coming from.”

“Thanks, Alex.” Cami said goodbye. She snatched her curls back into a loose ponytail so she
could head down to the exercise room. She didn’t exercise often, but when her mind was
really turning she liked a brisk walk. Some of the others had already done their Zumba DVD
and hit the showers, so she should have the space to herself.

She clicked on the news and started walking, letting her mind wander as she moved.
Thoughts of her date with Vince the previous night wove in and out of her professional plans,
distracting her.

When Cami came out of her room an hour and a half later, fresh from the shower, she heard
the doorbell ring and hurried to answer it. Joel stood on the porch, biceps bulging as he
crossed his arms. “Hey, | got a call from Alex. He wanted me to stop in and check out your
system, make sure everything’s extra secure here after the latest news reports.”

“Great.” Cami used the hand towel to mop at her damp curls. “Go ahead and poke around. I'm
not sure how many people are still here, and who’s gone down to the hotel, but the recording
equipment for the cameras and other security stuff is in the closet off the kitchen.” She pointed
to the door.

“Perfect. I'll get to it, then.” He headed that way and Cami took the stairs to her room.

When she came down again, she found Jonquil sitting at the table, her laptop open. Sage was
at the other end of the table reading a book and munching on a bowl of something resembling
twigs, with dried cranberries for interest. The woman seriously needed to broaden her food



choices.

Cami grimaced and headed for the bag of bagels she’d purchased the previous day. She
thought nothing of the crinkling sound behind her until Sage spoke up.

“How can you eat that? Don’t you know it's loaded with preservatives and stuff?” Cami turned
toward them.

“Leave my Ho Hos alone,” Jonquil shot back, her mouth already full.
“Rosemary, side with me on this one,” Sage said as the chef came down the open staircase.

“Ho Hos are the food of the gods,” Jonquil stated, stubbornly eating the other half of the first
snack cake.

Rosemary came to a stop at the side of the table. “I can’t believe we share DNA. You're such a
philistine.” She grabbed the remaining cake, moved to the sink, and shoved it down the
garbage disposal drowning out Jonquil’s vibrant arguments. “You'll kill yourself eating those
nasty things. It amazes me you can gag them down.” She searched through the cupboards.

“I can’t believe you did that. Those are mine. And I’'m not hoarding a box of them anywhere, so
you don’t have to go on a search-and-destroy mission. No need for an intervention.” The
mutinous look on Jonquil’s face said she’d like to fight about it. Cami wondered if the memory
of Rosemary mentioning her self-defense training held her back.

Rosemary peeked over her shoulder. “That's what you think.” She plunked some ingredients
onto the cupboard and continued digging. “I have nothing against desserts— | studied with a
pastry chef, didn’'t I? But if you're going to eat them, they should at least taste like actual food.
There’s no cake flour in this house!” She rooted around some more and moved to the next
cupboard.

“Ho Hos do taste like actual food. Millions of people eat them every day.”

“Yes, and millions of people fill their bodies with illegal drugs, but you wouldn’t do it just
because they think it's okay.” She set a couple more things on the counter and moved to the
fridge.

“These aren't illegal.”

“They should be,” Sage said. “Chemical preservatives have so many drawbacks.” Cami
watched in amusement at the byplay. Sometimes living with them reminded her of college
dorm life—minus the hunky guys dropping by. She glanced outside and saw Vince’s truck pull
up, she thought of Joel poking at the security system, and amended her thought. No, this was
almost exactly like the dorms.

“No butter? All we have is margarine?” Rosemary turned to Sage. “I thought you were a health
nut. How can you put this crap in your body? | thought you were all about natural ingredients.”

Sage grinned from where she leaned against the counter on the other side of the island. “I've
been getting by with cooking in olive oil, but real butter would be nice.”

Rosemary looked at both Sage and Jonquil. “Get your purses and shoes. We're going
shopping.”



“Busy here,” Jonquil crossed her arms over her chest. “And as long as you're going shopping,
you can replace my Ho Hos.”

“Tough. I’'m going to teach you a thing or two about buying food. And we’ll let Sage tag along,
because she probably knows more about the stores and can back me up.” Rosemary’s blue
eyes flashed. “When we get back, I'll show you how pathetic your snack cakes are.”

“Actually, Cami’s the resident expert about stores and local food sources,” Sage said, turning
to Cami. “She’s been making the rounds.”

“I'll pull up the file and print a page for you while you grab your things.” Cami checked again
and realized it wasn't Vince outside, but one of his employees there to mow the lawn.
Disappointment filled her. “I was going to pass it along anyway. | thought you could use some
of the local growers to supply the restaurant.”

“You betcha. Thanks.” Rosemary moved for the staircase ahead of Cami. She shot back over
her shoulder to Jonquil, “You're coming with us whether you have shoes on or not. | suggest
you find a pair.”

Jonquil must have believed the threat since she headed toward her bedroom.

Cami printed her list and handed it to Rosemary as she dragged Jonquil out the door behind
her. When Jonquil turned and winked, Cami had to struggle to hold back a laugh at the feigned
reluctance until they were out of earshot. She was still grinning when the three of them pulled
onto the road in Sage’s Ford Fusion.

Looping her purse strap over her shoulder, Cami grabbed her bagel and a bottled orange
juice, and headed for her own car. Maybe she’d run into Vince at the hotel.



Chapter 19

When Cami arrived at the hotel, she found four guys putting in trays of perennials, but no
Vince. She stopped to check out what they were doing. The grounds were going to be
beautiful, and she couldn’t wait to see how the meandering flowerbeds filled in when the last
plants were in place. When Cory, the freckled kid who’d helped with the ballooning adventure,
greeted her, she asked, “So where’s the boss today? On another property?”

“He’s probably still at the nursery digging through paperwork.” His grin was quick. “He was
grumbling over it when we left there a few hours back.”

“Nursery?” Vince worked in a nursery too? Why did he hire out guys to do the work here if he
had to have all these extra jobs?

“Yeah, Nature’s Garden on Oak Drive.”

She paused for a moment. “So how many guys does he have working for him, and are you
part time?”

“Full time from the day after school gets out until | go back, part time in the spring and fall,
usually. There are about twenty of us on this end of things. Another dozen or so at the
nursery.” He grinned. “Vince always mutters about tracking inventory and payroll when we ask
for a raise, but he’s a good boss. Everyone loves him.”

The answer gave her pause. So not a small business—at least, not nearly as small as she'd
thought. “He owns the nursery, too?”

“Among other things. My mom says he can't keep his fingers out of anyone’s pies.” He
pressed dirt around the plant and rose, collecting the empty plant flats. “I keep thinking I'm
going to convince him to take me up in the balloon for free, but he’s holding me at the
employee discount and working ground crew in exchange for air time. Guess I'm not pretty
enough.” He chuckled at his own joke and moved to the truck.

Cami considered his words for a couple of seconds before moving back to her car. She pulled
up the nursery address and popped it into her phone mapping software before heading off.

Twenty minutes later she found Vince swearing at a computer monitor and riffling through a
stack of papers on his desk in what was an otherwise meticulously organized garden center.
She shut the office door behind her and stared at him, her arms crossed over her chest and
tapping the toe of her Ferragamo pumps.

His expression changed from irritation to happy surprise. “Hey, | didn’'t expect you to drop by.”
He rose. The smile dimmed as he approached and he took on a wary expression in his eye.
“What's wrong?”

“You have a gnat-sized business? Because thirty-odd employees, even if only for half the year,
doesn’t seem so gnat sized to me.”

He came around the edge of the desk and leaned back against it. “I said compared to the
number of employees the hotel was going to be running, it was gnat sized.”



“Right. And you're just a small town boy with a good work ethic and big dreams.” She’d been
had, and she didn't appreciate it in the least. She should have known with a father and two
siblings who were lawyers, that Vince wouldn’'t be content with small potatoes. And hadn’t he
come across as smooth and educated?

His eyes grew cool. “What's wrong, Cami? Upset I'm not practically a beggar? Harder to blow
me off at the end of the summer as a fling—one you indulged in just to get back at your dad—
if ’'m a real business man?”

“That's not it at all.” Except she was starting to wonder if it was. At least partly. She’d thought
this was all lighthearted fun and games, and then he ended up being more than she expected.
“Tell me, do you have a degree?”

Vince straightened. “I have a master’s degree in landscape architecture with a business minor
from Cornell.” He stepped toward her. “Do you have a problem with that?”

Yes, her mind screamed, but she couldn’t admit it. Didn’t understand her internal reaction. “I
have a problem with being lied to.”

“| didn’t lie to you. | told you your dad had some dream about us getting together. | told you |
owned a business. I'm a landscaper.”

“And what other pies do you have your fingers in? | should have known when your dad was
such a hotshot lawyer. Your family makes such a pretty picture, all successful and bright and
moneyed.” She thought about the start-up costs for his business after he attended an
expensive university. “Do you have a trust fund, too?” She couldn’t believe she bought into all
of this. Hadn’t she learned anything from Trent? No one was what they seemed, were they?

“Don’t be a hypocrite, Cami. You're every bit the trust fund baby | am. And more, since | have
the funny feeling yours is far larger than mine was. And | have my fingers in a few pies.
Diversifying is a good bet in a small area like this. Some years the weather doesn’t cooperate
and we have a bad winter, or a bad snow removal season, or | get a disease blight and lose a
bunch of seedlings and have to start over in the spring. It's the whole principle of not putting all
your eggs in one basket.”

He stepped closer, so there were only inches between them. “And before you ask, yes, | have
ties to Gage’s ski resort. He, Jeremy, and | have a partnership—if extremely unequal—and
that’'s why | help out with the mountain bike festival and the hot air balloon rides.”

She backed into the door as he crowded her, thunder in his eyes, but she kept her head erect
and met his gaze. “You've been keeping this from me?”

He raised his hands in disbelief. “If you wanted to know, it’'s pretty much public record around
here. Well, except for the ownership issue at the ski resort. Most people think some big
corporation owns it and Gage just manages the thing. It keeps the pressure off some. We
admit to the ballooning though.”

That didn’t make her feel better. “I don’t appreciate being made a fool of.”

“I don’t appreciate you only wanting to be with me if I'm a washed up nobody. You say you're
enlightened and don’t care about status or money, but then you prove otherwise—only it's the



opposite of what one would expect.” He whirled back and returned to his seat. “You can leave
now.”

“I will. And don’t expect to see me back here, either.” She pulled the door open and stalked
out, refraining from slamming the door behind her.

~*~

As soon as she was out of sight, Vince stood and shut the door to give himself some privacy.
He swore up a blue streak, kicking at his oak desk, swearing more when it hurt his toes, even
through his cowboy boots. He’'d never had a woman upset with him for being more successful
than she’d first thought.

Things had been going great between them, great conversation, plenty in common, oodles of
chemistry. He thought she’d felt the mind-to-mind connection he’d experienced. What was her
problem?

When someone came knocking at his office door, he took a calming breath before returning to
his chair. “Come in.” He had piles of paperwork to catch up on before he could go to a job site
and work off his anger with a good sweat. He smiled at the young woman who ran one of his
registers and moved back to work mode. There was time to worry about the rest later.

~*~

Cami took another survey of the progress at the hotel, and stopped by the local office for the
Colorado Department of Labor & Employment to pick up the job applications waiting there.
They would do a mass-interview period in three days under Harrison’ organized hands, and
there would undoubtedly be more interviews to come. They would likely end up interviewing
over a thousand people before all of the spots were filled, and she was glad she’d only have to
be in on the appointments for her small department, leaving the rest for the others.

Through it all, she thought of her argument with Vince and though she told herself she was in
the right, she couldn’t let it go.

She returned home to find Rosemary giving Jonquil what was probably an unwanted cooking
lesson. Sage sat on the sofa in the great room, setting out lotions and masks, sugar glows and
bottles and tubs of things Cami couldn’t identify.

Sage smiled at her. “Delphi’s catching the red eye and will be here in the morning.” “Great. I've
got applications for every department.” Cami held up the sheaf she’d picked up, then set them
on the kitchen table. “Read them over when you get a minute. Harrison said he’'d be here
bright and early Saturday to discuss strategy.” Retreat was her best option right now, as she
didn’t think she was fit company, even if she had wanted to spend time with these women—
which she didn’t.

“As soon as they put the cake in the oven, we’re going to test out some new products I'm
considering for the spa. Care to join us?” Sage asked.

Cami managed a smile, but couldn’t vouch for it coming across happy. “I’'m up to my eyebrows
in work. But thanks.” She hurried away before she could get drawn into more conversation.

As soon as her bedroom door clicked closed behind her, Cami stopped and took a deep



breath. She felt so angry. Angry at whomever was causing problems for them in the news.
Angry with her father for keeping so many secrets and dumping them all together in this.
Angry that he’d planned for her to get together with Vince, and she’d just fallen right into place
like the obedient daughter she’d always been. Angry at the other women for existing and
ruining her image of the father who had always treated her with the adoration every child
deserved.

She didn't have to toe the line in everything, though. And she had no intention of becoming
bosom buddies with his other daughter or letting things with Vince get serious. It was time to
strike out for independence.



Chapter 20

The next morning Cami found hot muffins on the table and Mrs. Grady kneading dough on the
counter. “Wow! It smells great.”

“Thanks. | thought you girls could use some fresh bread and soup for dinner tonight. I'll finish
the cleaning when everyone’s gone for the day.” Mrs. Grady sprinkled a little more flour onto
the counter and returned to kneading. “It sounds like things are getting busy at the hotel.”

“There’s always something going on,” Cami agreed. The hotel itself was only one of her
worries. She spotted the plate of chocolate and creme cake rolls Rosemary had made the
previous day. They were drizzled with chocolate sauce after the slices had been cut and were
to-die-for delicious.

“Looks like one of you girls was busy yesterday,” Mrs. Grady commented, seeing Cami study
the dessert.

“Rosemary gave Jonquil a lesson on the evils of snack cakes and the joys of cooking.” Cami
turned her attention back to the split muffin in her hand and spread some jam on it. “If you ask
me, Jonquil is still going to sneak in her Ho Hos—though the cake rolls are divine.” She took a
bite of the muffin and made herself a cappuccino.

Mrs. Grady laughed. “My Robert is the same way about those cream-filled oatmeal cookie
sandwiches. He says life’s too short not to enjoy it while you can.” Her smile turned wistful.

“How’s he doing?” Cami asked. In all of the craziness of the past few days, she hadn’t followed
up on the calls she’d made to some friends in Chicago. She would have to take care of that
when she reached the hotel.

“He’s holding on. We’re praying for a donor.” Mrs. Grady turned her attention back to her
bread, using more force than before.

“I hope it goes well.” Cami sat in silence until it was time to leave. What could she say?

~*~

Cami sat at the desk in her room Sunday night, typing up notes for the next morning’s
meeting. She could hear Jonquil’'s music pounding through her closed bedroom door, and
Rosemary called something down the stairs to the others, who were all gathered in the
kitchen. Though Cami tried to block it all out, it wasn’t easy.

She wished she didn’t have to live in this house with so many people. Even in the monstrosity,
she could never be alone. Not really. And yet, she didn't feel part of the careful camaraderie
they seemed to be developing. Nor did she want to. What was wrong with her, anyway? She
had a come apart on Vince, had her world turned upside down, and was forced to live
everyday with women whose very presence reminded her George had cheated constantly on
her mother. And he kept secrets from her, big, important secrets that affected her after making
her trust him with most of her own.

Cami thought about taking a trip back to Chicago after the meeting wrapped up the next day.



She needed some breathing space. She had a few things in Chicago that needed attention.
The break might be perfect.

When she heard a knock at her door, she nearly growled. “Who is it?” “Lana.”
She forced herself to relax. “Come in.”

Lana entered and shut the door behind her. “You're always hiding out in here whenever
someone else is around.”

“It's easier. And quieter. Mostly.” She threw a dirty look at the door as another song started on
Jonquil’s cranked stereo.

Lana managed a half-hearted smile, which worried Cami. She saved her document, then gave
her sister her full attention. “What’s going on? What's wrong?”

“I wasn’t going to tell you.” Lana sat on the edge of the bed. “I was never going to tell anyone,
but | think maybe . . .” She sighed and rubbed her nose. “I knew Dad was cheating on Mom.”
She knotted her hands together on her lap, but she held Cami’'s gaze. “I've known for years.”

Cami felt like everything was crumbling around her all over again. “What do you mean? You
knew and never told me? Since when? How?”

“I worked with Dad more than you did. Closer. I'd seen the way he checked out other women
sometimes. | didn't like it, but | thought, you know, you can’t blame someone for looking. He
was a guy, after all, even if | didn’t like to think of him that way. It was a couple more years
before | saw him with someone, saw the way she touched him, the way they couldn’t seem to
stop staring at each other, and then he kissed her. | almost threw up.” She wrapped her arms
around her stomach, bending over slightly and her face paled.

“Mom was still alive.” Cami was certain—it wouldn’'t have bothered Lana nearly so much if
their mom hadn't still been alive.

“Yes.” Lana stood, moving to the window, then back again. “I confronted him, and he denied it.
When | told him | knew, that I'd seen him with the bimbo, he told me it was none of my
business; he loved Mom but he needed more.” She returned to the window, staring out at the
lowering sun. “I put in applications everywhere to get away from Dad, was thrilled when the
opportunity came up at the Ritz-Carlton.”

Cami remembered well her shock that Lana had considered, even for a moment, going to
work for someone else. The fact she’d taken the job had been incomprehensible. It hadn’t
made sense at the time. “You said you wanted to broaden your horizons. You didn’t tell me.”
That was one more slap in the face in a growing pile of betrayals she couldn’'t handle.

“No.” She turned back to face Cami, leaning against the window. “At first | couldn’t imagine
saying it aloud, admitting it, because | was so angry and confused. Then | couldn’t tell you
because you deserved to be able to think well of him, even if he didn’t deserve it. We both
thought the sun rose and set with Dad. He wasn’t around as much as we’'d have liked, and
now we know why, but he loved us, talked to us, cheered us on through everything. | didn’t
want to take that away from you.”

Didn’t want to take it away from her. What was she, a freakin’ china doll? Cami’s hands



clenched and she set them on her lap, fighting to stay calm. She needed all the answers
before she let herself blow up. “What changed your mind? You came back to work for him.”

“It was seeing him with Mom when she was sick. He sat by her bedside, hardly ever left it for
anything, doted and took care of her, loved her.” Lana lifted a hand, shook her head. “No, it
didn’t make what he did right. Things between us were never the same again. | didn't want
them to be—I couldn’t trust him anymore. There’s no excuse good enough for him to step out
on her, and | don’'t know if I'll ever be able to forgive him for everything he gave to those other
women when he should have given it to Mom.”

Cami took in the explanation, considered and felt more knotted up inside. “So why are you
telling me now?” She wished she didn’'t know—the last thing she wanted was to be angry at
Lana as well. She needed someone she could trust, turn to when everything else was falling
down around her.

Lana walked over, picking up Cami’'s hand. “Because | think sometimes you hold yourself back
from the others.” She gestured with her head to indicate the women downstairs still kicking up
noise and confusion. “Because you still blame them, not for being born, but for knowing
something so big when you didn't.”

She hurried to clarify before Cami could respond, “I didn’'t know about the other sisters. He
never mentioned it, but | knew he hadn’t been faithful, suspected it wasn't a one-time thing,
and | never told you. You can’t blame them for knowing it, if you don’t blame me. They deserve
better. You deserve better than holding back from everyone. If we want to make this year
anything better than crossing days off a calendar, we need to try being the kind of friends with
them that we could have been growing up. Don’t discount everyone because your pride has
been pricked.”

Cami pressed her fingertips between her brows and closed her eyes. She couldn’t think. It was
too much all at once. “Thanks for telling me.”

Silence stretched between them. “Are you okay?”

Was she? Cami didn’t know. What did it mean to be okay? She wasn’t sure anymore. “I'll be
fine. | think | need a drive.” She stood, snatching up her car keys. She needed the fresh air
blowing against her face, quiet, blessed, impossible to find quiet.

“Cami—"

“Please, don’t. | need some time to think. Time when | don’t have to see the wallpaper Dad
picked out for me, or listen to the music pounding through the walls. | need a break. I'll be
back later.” She snagged her purse and hurried out of the room, leaving Lana standing alone
behind her.



Chapter 21

Vince walked into the small-town burger joint and got into line to order. It had been a long day
—a long several days—while he worked himself to exhaustion. Still, he couldn’t get over the
betrayal he’d seen in Cami’s eyes when he’d told her he wasn’t just one step up from a bum.

He rubbed his neck and glanced around to see if he recognized anyone, and stopped short
when his eyes landed on Cami.

She sat alone at a window booth, her auburn curls pulled back at the nape of her neck. She
wore what she probably thought of as casual clothes—a blouse and dress pants. A burger,
fries and shake sat in front of her. Either she’'d just gotten them, or she wasn't interested in
food, because they’d barely been touched. She had her phone out and studied something on
it.

He considered getting his dinner to go, or if he stayed, sitting in the corner where she wouldn’t
see him. Then she turned and stared out the window at the parking lot, her face reflected

back, blank and sad, and he couldn’t do it. No matter what she’d thought of him, or what she’'d
said, he couldn’t stand to see that despair. His feelings for her already ran too deep.

As soon as he ordered, he walked over, sitting across from her in the booth. “Hey. Are you still
fuming at me?” He'd thought he was mad at her, but he couldn’t carry it off. Not right now.

Her eyes closed, making him wonder if she’d known he was there before he’d seen her, or if
she was too numb to respond.

“I don’t know what | am anymore.” She held her breath, her face averted. “What do you want?”

Vince slid a hand over one of hers that sat limp on the table. “Cami, are you okay? Do you
need to talk?” He threaded his fingers through hers when she didn’t pull away, but she didn’t
react to his familiarity, either. “Do you want to go somewhere else?”

“Talk?” She shrugged. “What difference would it make?”

They called his number at the front counter. He stood. “I'm going to grab my dinner to go and
I'll take you back to my place. You look done in, and we can talk about whatever’s on your
mind.” It worried him, this listless unconcern. It was as if she didn’t care what happened. He’d
rather see her eyes snapping with anger. When his unilateral decision failed to draw a
response from her, he knew it was serious.

He asked the kid at the counter to bag his food and got a cup carrier, packaging Cami’s dinner
to go as well. When he took her elbow, she grabbed her purse and followed him without
argument, climbing into his truck with little encouragement.

Worry zinged through him and he wondered if she was physically sick and not just upset. As
soon as he pulled onto the road, he asked. “Is someone hurt? Are you ill? Have there been
more articles? What’'s wrong?”

She shrugged. “Nothing and everything.” A tear trickled down her cheek.



He hated when women cried. Nothing panicked him like tears. “Hey, don’t. You can’t cry over
nothing. You said it was nothing.” He pushed harder on the gas, anxious to get home, racking
his brain, trying to come up with some way to stop the tears.

He was grateful his house was close as he pulled the truck into the driveway and tossed it into
park. He hurried around to her side, opening the door, but she just sat there. “Come on, baby,
do you hear the dogs? They know I'm home and are getting worked into a frenzy.”

When he tugged on her hand, Cami followed after him, bringing her purse and the burgers as
he asked her to, but she still didn’t speak. She wiped at a tear streaking down her cheek and
sniffled.

“The dogs are shut in the back yard. They won't knock you over, no matter how much they
want to.” They could wait a few minutes. He found himself jabbering nonsense, hoping it would
stop her tears. He set the food on the kitchen counter, stashed their shakes in the freezer, and
led her back to the living room, sitting beside her on the sofa. “Okay, tell me what happened.”

“Nothing. Nothing happened.” Sniff. “Nothing new; just new to me. Why does it all have to
change?” The tears came fast and fevered now and Vince hurried to scrounge up the box of
tissues his mother had brought him when he had the flu. He pressed a wad into her hands and
pulled her into his chest. She snuggled there as if she belonged, felt right in his embrace. He
pushed the thought away, focusing on what she needed instead.

Cami started to talk, babbling as much as anything, but he was able to piece it together. He
learned only a small part of her doldrums had to do with their confrontation three days eatrlier.
He caught bits about music on too loud, people everywhere, Lana keeping secrets, George
betraying them all, and the inevitable accusations that he’d lied and let her think he was a
regular guy.

He wondered what she’d think if he told her he was a regular guy. A degree from Cornell and
his various business interests didn't take away the fact that he worked hard with his hands
every day, that he’d rebuilt his car engine twice with the help of friends, or that the feel of her in
his arms, even weepy and blowing her nose, did things to his system.

He soothed and patted and whispered nonsense, doing anything he could think of to calm her.
The sobbing stopped, the shaking slowed, and her hand slid from where it had rested on his
chest to trace his collar bone, up the side of his neck, and along the side of his jaw. Her scent
surrounded him, the silkiness of her skin made him hyper aware of their proximity. When she
tipped her face up to him, he found himself drawn to the offer of her lips. He’d been aching to
hold her for days, to clear the air between them. Though there was still too much left
unspoken, he took what she offered and gave it back in return.

The kiss started soft and tentative, but grew in strength until it became something else entirely.
He lost himself in the kiss, in the wicked fluidity of her mouth, the eagerness with which she
dove into it. That was, until he realized she was tugging on his T-shirt.

Though just being close to her threw his libido for a loop, and the movement of her hands on
his chest made it all worse, he covered her hands and stopped them. He kissed her for a
moment more before he was able to slow it down, then finally pull back, his better judgment
kicking in against his preferences. “Whoa, slow down, honey. Slow down.” She was not in any



place emotionally to make those kinds of decisions and they had too many misunderstandings
between them to go there tonight. When her lips landed on his neck and she hummed against
his skin, it was all he could do to keep his resolve. “Hold off, sweetheart. You don’t want to do
that right now. Come on.” He shifted back, his hand on her shoulders.

Her fists clenched and she pushed away, pushed him. “How do you know what | want or don’t
want? Who died and made you king?” She stood, but drilled a sharp finger into his chest. “Just
because Daddy approved of you doesn’t make you my keeper.”

“I never said it did. Gees, that hurts!” He grabbed her hand so she would stop poking him.
“Calm down.” But he was relieved to see the show of temper. It was much easier to deal with
Cami mad than weepy or half comatose.

“Don’t tell me to calm down. Do you think | like having people run my life for me? First Lana
finds out about Dad’s extracurricular activities, and decides to keep it to herself. Then after he
dies | learn about my four extra sisters; he does his utmost to turn my life upside down—have
you ever lived with five women? I'm telling you, even with our own rooms and bathrooms, it's
not a pretty sight. And that's with Mrs. Grady coming in to clean up and make a meal three
times a week. What are we, anyway, helpless?” She gave his shoulder a shove, though there
wasn’'t much heat behind it.

“No, of course not.” He didn’'t know what else to say. Not everything she said made sense, but
her actions were helping him clear his mind and focus on the issues between them.

“And,” she went on as if he hadn’t spoken, “Dad starts pulling strings to get us together, putting
a bug in your ear about how much alike we are, making you wonder what's wrong with me. |
think you're this strong, sexy, hardworking type who’s absolutely nothing like the last guy |
dated—though you're exactly the kind of guy he threatened I'd end up with, or at least |
thought you were. He was sure I'd catch a loser in the end, and you didn’t end up being one,
and Lana decides it’s time to come clean about knowing about Dad for years.”

“Hold on,” Vince interrupted, fury racing through him. “What do you mean | didn’t end up being
a loser? You said you didn’t think your dad would like me, but you didn’t say you thought | was
a loser when you agreed to join my family for the Fourth. You have a lot of nerve. Nobody’s
slumming when they go out with me.”

She took a step back, held up her hands, took a slow breath. “No kidding. I'm sorry, that’s not
what | meant.”

“So what did you mean?” He stood to face off with her. How could he have such strong
feelings for someone who thought he was a loser?

She turned away and raked both hands through her curls and he realized she’d lost her elastic
at some point. After a moment, she turned back, much calmer. “I didn’t think you were a loser.
You had a steady job, and Dad had hired you, so you obviously knew what you were doing. He
didn’t suffer fools. | just . . . | thought | was getting away from his maneuvering. And then it
turned out | fell right back into his plans when we started dating. You were exactly the guy he
wanted for me, the one I've searched for, despite the slightly different packaging than I'd
expected.”

“What's wrong with my packaging?” The fury was gone, but confusion and irritation were still



wildly abundant. Did she realize she’d said he was what she wanted? Had he imagined it?
She looked him up and down. “Oh, nothing, | promise.”

For some reason her frank appraisal embarrassed him and he set his hands on his hips as the
anger and irritation deserted him. “So what’s the deal?”

She turned and paced across the room, then came back. “I don’t know what to do with you,
Vince. | don't know what to do with myself when I’'m around you, and | feel things for you I've
never felt before, and that scares the crap out of me.”

He rubbed his stomach where her words had sent his insides twisting. “Well, now we’re even.”
When she lifted an inquiring brow, he clarified. “I've had relationships, but there was no falling
in love. Attraction, the excitement that comes at the beginning of a new relationship, yes, but
not love—if that’s what I'm even feeling. I’'m not sure I’'m ready to deal with all of this so soon.”

The woman had to be schizophrenic or something to flip flop from one emotion to the next so
fast. He was going to get whiplash if she didn’t slow down. But was he any better? His anger
had never peaked and melted away so fast before.

“I guess there’s no rush.” She let out a shaky breath and forced a smile. “How about if we
reheat those burgers and eat. I'm starved.”

“Okay, fine.” Bewildered, he followed her through the house to the kitchen.



Chapter 22

When the food was in the microwave, Vince opened the back door and his two dogs shot into
the room, barking like mad, running in circles, and jumping up on Cami in delight. He gave
each of them a firm patting, then yanked them back onto all fours when they nosed at the
milkshakes on the counter. The monsters were big as horses and ate twice as much—each.
“All right, get down and I'll get you two some food.”

He crossed to the closet and pulled out a huge scoop to ladle kibble into the metal doggie
bowls. Then he grabbed a gallon pitcher and topped off their water bowls inside and out.
When he came back, Cami was seated at the table, both dogs quivering at her feet, their eyes
filled with hope as she unwrapped her burger.

“Don’t turn your back on them,” he warned her, “or your food will disappear in one gulp.”
“You just fed them.”

“Doesn’t matter. They're bottomless pits.” Still, he gave each of their heads an affectionate rub,
then washed his hands before he sat with his food.

They ate in silence for a few minutes before he broached the subject he’d been turning over in
his mind. “So what'’s the big problem here? Is it that your father managed to manipulate your
life, even from the grave? Is it the pressure you're getting from the media?” She eyed him and
he shrugged. “I've been paying attention.”

She was thoughtful as she chewed and swallowed. “I've never told anyone this before.” She
dipped her fry in her shake, swirled it around, and ate it while the suspense increased. “About
four years ago | dated a guy named Lance. We went out for several months. | was starting to
think maybe there was a future for us. | thought we fit so well and had so much in common.
Then one day | was working at the hotel, doing paperwork from the front desk when a woman
came to speak with me.” Cami paused as she picked out a pickle hanging from the burger.
“She asked me to stop seeing her husband.”

Vince's throat closed up on him as he watched the emotions flit through her face, so many, too
fast to capture.

“I was the other woman, Vince. We weren’t sleeping together, but | was still keeping him from
his family.”

“No.” He reached over and wrapped her fist in his hand. “You weren’t doing it. You didn’t know,
did you?”

“No. | didn’t know. | sent him a text message telling him not to bother me again. He only made
a token attempt to convince me to keep seeing him. I've only run into him once or twice at
social events since, but he took me at my word and has never done more than greet me in
passing. I've seen him with other women he’s dated, and yet he’s never divorced his wife.”

“You don’t understand that.” He understood better how deep her rage and confusion went.

“She never left him, and she probably never will.” She lifted wet eyes to his. “Did my mom



know? Did she put up with it all those years, knowing there were legions of other women?
Why would she do that?”

He took her hand, flipping it over to rub his thumb across her palm. “Maybe things changed by
the time you were old enough to remember. There are only what, four, five years between you
and Jonquil?”

Her eyes closed in pain. “Barely four. But he didn’'t change. Lana told me tonight, she saw him
with another woman a couple of years before my mom died. When Lana confronted him, he
said it was none of her business. Yet he still acted so devoted to Mom, put everything aside to
be with her when she was sick.” She shook her head. “I just can’t figure out how to fit all of the
puzzle pieces back together in a way that makes sense.”

He wished he could take away her pain, and was left feeling powerless. “How do your sisters
feel about it?”

She shrugged one shoulder. “Lana feels the same pull between loving him and not wanting to
forgive him.”

Seeing she wasn’t going to volunteer more, he prodded her. “And the others?”

Cami pulled her hand out of his and took a bite of her hamburger, seeming to mull the thought
over while she chewed and swallowed. “I haven’t asked. It's too hard to be around them. Lana
said | blame them for knowing Dad was . . . playing the field before | knew. That's not it,
though. It's the anger and despair, the sadness and loss of trust in my own ability to make
good decisions that | felt when | learned Lance was married.

“Their mothers had to have gone through the same thing. Most of his other daughters probably
had their own period of disillusionment, and if I'm going to be close to them, | have to accept it.
It's hard knowing he hurt so many people. And if those women knew he was married and saw
him anyway, it only makes it worse.”

Unable to help himself, Vince leaned over, slid his fingers behind her neck and pulled her
close so he could touch his lips to her forehead. “It's never easy, is it?”

“No.” She lifted her gaze to his. “I keep thinking it ought to be easy, but it's not. What kind of
father could he have been to them, scattered across the country, when he spent so much time
in Chicago?”

“Maybe you should ask.”

~*~

Cami smiled in greeting as they filed into Blake’s office the next morning. All six sisters
surrounded the conference table he’'d squeezed into the room.

“Sorry, this table will eventually end up in the room next door, but the room’s not ready, so
you’ll have to deal with the tight quarters today. Once this place opens, | know Lana intends to
hold her daily staff meetings around it, so we’ll have plenty of opportunity to grow familiar with
it.” He smiled easily at the group, which included Joel, who had arrived before the ladies.

Blake focused on Lana, who sat around the corner from him on the long table. “My apologies



for usurping your place. That seems to happen when we meet in my office, a problem that will
soon be rectified. Please, go ahead.” He slid into his seat.

Lana’s face tightened and she met his gaze directly, her hands folded primly on the table top.
“You're the regional manager. It's in your purview to lead the meeting when you’re around.”

“But I'll be available for a great deal more of these meetings than | would if my office were
located elsewhere, so I'd prefer to let you run the meeting. Just leave me a spot on the
timetable in case | have anything to discuss. Go ahead.” There was challenge in his eyes.

Cami watched for and saw the answering challenge in Lana as her back grew even straighter,
though Cami wouldn’t have thought it possible.

“Thank you. We’'ll get on with it. Today’'s company message first.” She imparted the daily
corporate message shared at staff meeting at all of the hotels every morning. She had Blake
give the updates on the construction and orders that had been submitted, asking for
information from others at the table, starting with Rosemary on her left.

They each took their turns discussing their plans and ideas, mentioning any difficulties they
were having. Joel discussed security issues before Lana brought up another issue. “I don't
suppose any of you have seen the latest on the Star Gazing website, since it hasn’t been
mentioned yet.” She named a gossip publication notorious for making up things when they
didn’t have truth to publish.

“What are you talking about?” Cami asked as her stomach twisted.

Lana’s gaze slid over everyone in the room. “They’ve taken their jabs at me. I'm not sure if it
could have been worse or not.”

Cami asked, “What about you? What could they have possibly found on you? You're like Mrs.
Clean.”

Lana’s eyes slid to Blake’s, and he lifted a brow, almost appearing amused. Her mouth twisted
for a moment before she explained. “They found pictures of me drunk the day | turned twenty-
one. It was part celebration, part drowning my sorrows as | had learned only a few days earlier
that Dad was cheating on my mom. Photos can be doctored, but the ones in the article are the
way | remember it. Fuzzy.”

Blake frowned, but lifted a hand to her shoulder, giving it a squeeze. She shrugged it off and
kept her face unreadable. “Most everyone has had a moment of weakness where they made
mistakes,” he soothed. “This is hardly news. I'd say a drinking binge on the twenty-first
birthday is pretty common.”

“The problem,” Cami pointed out, “since you're so young, people will question the soundness
of having you in charge. I'm sorry to say it, because you know | think Dad was right to put you
where you are, but people like to talk.”

“So no wine for you at dinner if we're in public. No problem,” Rosemary said airily. “I don’t
know that we need to go that far, she is almost thirty,” Blake said, but asked Lana, “I'm
assuming you got a cab, or used a designated driver?”

“Of course. My boyfriend at the time chose to stay sober to make sure | got home okay.” Her



voice turned almost sickly sweet. “He was so thoughtful.”
Blake’s eyes shuttered. “Then you should be fine. Drinking responsibly and everything.”

“There are only pictures of me with a margarita, so nothing particularly damning.” Lana
glanced back at the room. “Is there anything else we need to discuss, or do we adjourn the
meeting?”

When no one said anything, Cami moved to adjourn and they all agreed. When they stood to
leave, however, Blake kept Lana back, shutting them into his office while the rest tromped
downstairs.



Chapter 23

That evening while the sisters sat around the table enjoying one of Mrs. Grady’s fabulous
dinners, Cami was surprised when Lana brought up the issue of the opening party.

“Why didn’t we discuss this during our earlier meeting?” Cami asked.

Lana’s eyes narrowed. “While Dad had plans in place for the grand opening gala, and Blake’s
been finalizing them, he asked me this afternoon to get your feedback on the big promotional
thing they’re going to announce next week.” She pulled out some papers. “He’s on the plane to
California now, so I'll send him a report with our thoughts, and copy the corporate PR people,
but | thought we could toss around some ideas tonight.”

Delphi sat back, her usual skinny latte cupped between her hands. “So what do they have
planned so far?”

“PR is already working on a campaign to give away some stays the weekend of the gala,
starting with two four-night, major packages. It'll be for one of the nicer suites, with meals and
Spa treatments—"

Cami interrupted. “Throw in a hot air balloon ride. If we can’t get the ski resort to donate it, |
should at least be able to broker a discount, since they’ll get extra publicity in the campaign.
It's seriously incredible.” Vince had promised to take her up again as soon as the hotel had
opened and she had time to breathe again. She couldn’t wait.

Delphi shivered. “No one is getting me three-thousand feet off the ground in a wicker basket,
thank you very much. Just the thought freaks me out.”

“We can include those bedtime snack trays for two of the four nights, or one of those rose
petal bed treatments,” Rosemary suggested.

Lana typed more notes. “Great. Any other ideas?”

They threw around thoughts for the packages and discussed the grand opening gala. Dessert
was long gone when the conversation wound down and Lana turned off her computer.

“So where did you go last night?” Jonquil asked Cami. “You were gone for hours. | heard you
sneak in.”

Cami played with the water bottle she’'d switched to after her dessert coffee. She almost hadn't
stayed for chat after the unofficial meeting, but her conversation with Vince the previous night
had left her with questions only the other daughters could answer. “I drove around for a while.
Stopped in at a burger place for dinner and Vince walked in. We talked, and he took me back
to his place to eat and stuff.”

“And stuff?” Rosemary’s voice was infused with meaning.

Though she tried to keep her expression cool, her lips quirked when she shot Rosemary what
was supposed to be a quelling glance. Talking about her relationship was new to her and
made her uncomfortable, though thoughts of Vince made her insides tingle. “It was talk. And



some kissing.” She grinned. “Okay, a lot of kissing, and some crying on his shoulder. The
man’s a saint for putting up with me. And for sticking my shake in the freezer so | didn’t come
back to Oreo crumbs drowning in chocolate cream.” “You cried on him? What did he do?”
Sage asked. “My brother can't stand it when | cry. He ends up giving me anything | want.” She
frowned into her herbal tea. “Of course, not every guy is like that. | can’t see muscle man
security expert Joel giving anyone what they want, for any reason. | swear the man’s a robot.”

Cami thought the description of Joel was very apt. “Vince was sweet, very sweet, and we
hashed out a lot of the stuff that's been bothering me.” She shot an apologetic look at Lana,
feeling guilty. “Sorry | didn’t talk it over with you. You're just so mixed up in all of this, | needed
an impartial listener.”

“And it didn’t help when | dropped my own bombshell on you,” Lana agreed.

“Oh? Do tell,” Rosemary set aside her espresso cup. The woman lived on the potent brew—
and way later into the night than Cami would ever consider.

Lana pushed her fiery locks back from her face, glanced around the group. “I caught Dad
cheating about eight years ago, when | was still in hotel management school. When |
confronted him, it wasn't pretty. Then | went to work at Ritz-Carlton for a while. I'm glad to
have the experiences | had with them, but | didn’t do it to broaden my horizons— | did it
because | was angry and needed some space. | never said anything to Cami, and she wasn't
very happy about it.” Her gaze centered back on Cami. “I'm sorry | unloaded on you last night.”

It still hurt, but she was starting to get a handle on it. “It was time you told me, and you had a
good point, or three.” Cami sipped at the water and considered the discussion she’d had with
Vince. She hesitated, then plunged ahead. “I have a question for the rest of you. You were
spread out all over the place, and Dad was home close to half the time. | know he traveled a
lot, but what kind of father was he to you? You couldn’t have seen much of him.”

Jonquil was the first to answer. “We spoke on the phone at least twice a week—every week—
for as long as | can remember, and though | never saw him on holidays, there was always a
special gift, an extra phone call. He made it to my birthday dinners a few times over the years.
| saw him at least every other month. | always wished it could be more, but it was still better
than lots of my friends who had divorced parents.”

“Same here,” Rosemary stated. “Except for my time abroad, when we cut back on visits, but
he still called, kept in touch.”

“He always called,” Sage agreed. “But there was a long stretch when | wouldn’t talk to him.”
She looked at Lana, then Cami. “Right after | found out about you guys, that | was between
you in age, | stopped taking his calls. He’d been my hero, and | didn’t like learning he had feet
of clay.” She wore a wistful smile. “When he came for his scheduled visit, | yelled and
screamed at him, | pounded on his chest, and told him what | thought of the way he used my
mom, the way he neglected his wife and kids because of me.

“He held me and told me he loved me until | calmed down. Finding out our moms weren't
isolated incidents hasn’t been all butterflies and cotton candy for us either.” She said this last
straight out to Cami, making her feel ashamed that she’'d been acting as if she were the only
injured party.



Sage wet her lips and brushed the dark curls behind her ear. “Dad and my mom had no
relationship besides sharing me since shortly after | was conceived, but he was around as
much as he could be. He always made sure | had money for special extras, even when Mom
married a few years later. He didn’t want me to go without things he thought | should have,
and he treated my brother Harrison the same way, though without the special phone calls and
daddy-daughter dinners.”

“That would have been a stretch for him and Harris to do the daddy-daughter thing. Funny,
though.” Rosemary’s grin didn’'t dim when Sage threw a decorative pillow at her.

“He always made time to do what interested me and he nurtured my dreams, encouraged me
to do what made me happy, even if it wasn’t what he valued.” Delphi grimaced. “There were
lots of times | felt second place to you two, but that was because he didn't acknowledge me in
public rather than because he didn’'t make a real effort to keep up on what was going on in my
life.”

“If I wanted to talk, needed to vent, whatever, he always made time, even if it wasn't our
scheduled talk time,” Rosemary added. “And if he was in a meeting, he always called back
within a few hours. He never forgot or blew me off. But I'm seriously ticked he didn’t tell me he
was sick so | could visit him before he died.”

“Get in line,” Jonquil said. “There’s no question we all wish he’d been around more. But
considering how many of us there are, and the geographical problems, I'm impressed he
managed so well. But | guess he always had the excuse of checking in on the resorts where
we lived.”

Tears started pouring down Cami’s cheeks and she brushed them away. He really had loved
them all, and made sure they felt it. Knowing this only confused her more as she tried to piece
together the man she’d thought she knew with these new facets of his personality. “Thank you.
This has been a lot to take in, and | don’t know how to deal with it.”

“You're not the only one who feels that way,” Jonquil pointed out. “Even though we knew about
you, we didn’'t know about each other, and Dad had an amazing ability to maneuver everyone
around him to do his bidding.” Her jaw set at a surly angle.

“You're not kidding. | still can’t believe Delphi and | were on the same floor of the dorm and
never had a real conversation.” Cami asked Delphi, “Did you know then?”

Delphi nodded. “Yeah. And | recognized you the first day | moved in. | was curious about you,
even while | resented you for being the one he acknowledged. Did you notice he never came
to the campus or dorms that year?”

Cami paused and thought back, then snorted in disgust. “You're right. | never thought about it,
though. He didn’t want to run into one of us while he was with the other one.” She called him a
harsh name.

Rosemary laughed, but Sage gave Cami an admonishing glare.

Cami debated mentioning more, and decided to come clean. “He put a bug in Vince’s ear
about me while they were planning the landscaping. He had Vince thinking | must have been a
wallflower or something for Dad to be so pushy about how | was perfect for him, but it got him



to step up and learn more about me.” She swore. “I actually thought | was making my own
moves on this relationship, and then it turned out he’d manipulated that, as well.”

“He didn’t manipulate you into accepting a date, though,” Jonquil pointed out. “You did it on
your own. And weren’t you dating someone pretty recently?”

“Ah, yes, Trent. The sludge of humanity. | split with him in January when | realized he was
searching for a cash infusion. He kept popping back up, trying to convince me to give him
another chance after Dad died. | guess our relationship was pretty well known. Too bad his
financial need wasn'’t quite as clear when we started dating.” She still couldn’t believe she’'d
been so gullible.

“So you split with him because he wasn't as rich as you?” Rosemary asked.

“No.” Cami infused ice into her voice at the suggestion. “I dumped him because he cared more
about the money than about me. I’'m not giving a fortune hunter the time of day.”

“But did you care about him?” Jonquil asked.

Cami set her water to the side and shifted in her spot. “Not as much as | thought at the time.”
She waved a hand. “Oh, | felt betrayed, but mostly | was embarrassed | let myself be taken in.
Letting him go was ridiculously easy.”

“That's almost harder,” Jonquil said with a nod. “I split with my boyfriend of two years, just
realized it wasn’t going anywhere. | think | was more upset it took me so long to realize there
wasn’'t anything between us and we’d wasted our time than | was at the split.” She smiled.
“Dad always said he was too bland for me. It's irritating when you find out he’s right.”

“Isn’'t it, though?” Rosemary asked. “Well, if Dad was in the matchmaking business for us
before he died, no way am | going to start up anything with a guy he knew. Better yet, I'll be far
too busy running my kitchen to get involved with any guy at all for the next year, at least.”

Cami decided it was time for a change of subject. “Any interesting applicants in the pile |
brought home?”

“A few, and a few others I'll check into for servers and stuff. The applications better keep
pouring in, because no way could we staff the entire hotel from what we've seen, and there
were definitely a few | wouldn’t consider interviewing, never mind hiring.”

Cami grinned. “I've been in touch with a concierge from the Four Seasons in Denver. She
thinks she might like a change of scene, and she’d be a great resource as we’re starting out.
I've known her for a few years. She’s very good.” If she managed to get Lorna, it would make
her life so much easier.

“That would be a coup,” Lana agreed. “Yes it would.”

They took turns discussing hiring possibilities, then directed the subject elsewhere. Cami
mostly sat back and listened to the banter as it flowed from one woman to the next. She hadn’t
considered the others might be struggling as much with current events as she was, or that
they might be angry and confused about why their dad had kept so many secrets. They'd all
lost something when their father died. But maybe, just maybe, the note he’d left her, his words
about wanting her to have her sisters there to love and support her, would be fulfilled after all.



Eventually.



Chapter 24

Vince smiled when he found Cami gathered around the island with her sisters, putting together
sandwiches for dinner. “Hey, a room full of beautiful women, what more could a man want?”

“Join us for dinner.” Cami accepted his peck on the lips, warming him with her smile.

“I think 1 will.” He pulled her into a hug and leaned against the counter, enjoying the babble of
women’s voices, and more importantly, the feel of Cami in his arms after a long day of
slogging through paperwork at the nursery.

The door to the garage opened and Delphi came through in one of her sleek suits. She
pointed at Vince, irritation on her face. “Your friend is the most arrogant ass I've ever met.”

“Things didn’t go well with Jeremy?” Cami asked.

“Wait, Jeremy’s the ass? What did he do?” Jeremy was usually so good with women, and
Delphi so professional, he must have really done something out of character to get her fuming.

She dumped her attaché in a chair in the great room and stormed back to him on three-inch
heels. “I'd known him all of thirty seconds when he made some arrogant statement about how
he wasn't interested in marriage no matter how much | was worth. As if | were some wannabe
contestant for The Bachelor or something. As if | didn't already have a boyfriend and actually
cared what the jerk wanted.”

Vince tried to choke back a laugh, but couldn’t manage it. “He’s usually very smooth with
beautiful women. | don’t know what he was thinking.” Vince did know what Jeremy had been
thinking, but obviously George hadn’t shared his grand plans for his daughters’ marriages with
the ladies. “What did you say?”

She told them about Jeremy insisting she’d been checking him out, and her rebuttal that it was
the bike she was interested in. When she said she’d told Jeremy his bike was way hotter than
he was, Vince barely managed to hold back the guffaw that ached to explode.

“Is it true?” Jonquil asked. “Is the bike way hotter?”

Delphi eyed Vince. “You ever repeat what I'm about to say, and I'll make sure you pay for a
long, long time.” When he held up his hands in defense, she grinned at Jonquil. “Oh, the bike
is super-hot, and the guy is a pretty good match. Too bad his personality hotness quotient
dropped like fifty points when he opened his mouth.”

“Too bad.” Jonquil piled a handful of chips on the side of her plate. “What did you think of his
work?”

“Top notch. | guess I'll deal with the arrogance.” She looked at Sage. “I don’t know how you
put up with him on the Fourth of July.”

“He had a girl with him, and | wasn’t checking out his...equipment, so apparently he didn’t see
a point in going on the offense,” Sage said with a teasing smile. “Besides, you might change
your mind about him later.”



Delphi snorted. “Not likely.”

Wishing he hadn’t promised to keep this exchange to himself, Vince decided having the sisters
around could be very entertaining.

~*~

“Joel, don't think you're getting out of this,” Sage called out as the sisters collected in the
entrance to the hotel.

Cami laughed when he pulled a face. The entire executive staff was getting their pictures
taken and Joel had done nothing but scowl and complain since the announcement was made.
The sisters were all in professional outfits of one kind or another—though Rosemary wore a
chef's uniform, and Sage wore the polo and dress pants that were her typical spa uniform.

“I can’t believe you're wearing that, and I'm in a dress suit,” Jonquil complained. “I should
never have let Delphi help me pick something.”

“Blue is your color and the pictures are going to be awesome,” Delphi said, adjusting the collar
on her blouse.

Jeremy stood by in jeans, a tight white tee and his signature sunglasses. His camera, a tripod
and a long pole were all strapped to him as he watched the group of women with thinly
disguised irritation. “Are we about ready?”

“I'm not wearing a suit coat,” Joel stated as he came to join the group.

“You're fine the way you are.” Rosemary smoothed a wrinkle in the green polo he wore that
had the company logo and his name embroidered on it. “You just need to seem tough and
intimidating. See there, you've already got it down.”

Cami held in a chuckle. Joel hadn’t changed his usual expression one iota.

When she realized he was staring at someone walking into the building, Cami turned to the
man approaching them. He grinned broadly and offered her his hand. “Hi, you'd be Camellia,
right?”

“Yes, have we met?”
“I'm Larry Clonger, a reporter with—"

That was as far as he got before Joel stepped in and started herding the man back to the
outside door. “If you want interviews, you’'ll have to go through proper channels,” he said.

“But | wanted to ask the ladies about the rumors that have been cropping up,” the reporter
protested.

“Then call and set something up. Now isn't a good time.” Joel lifted his radio and called for
backup before he got out of hearing. “They’re very busy getting ready for the resort opening.”

“That was interesting,” Rosemary said, straightening her uniform.

“They’re coming out of the woodwork. Joel and the other security guys are already working
overtime to keep the reporters at bay and screen incoming calls,” Lana said with a sigh.



“I'll blow over soon. We’'re really not that big of news,” Jonquil said.

“Yeah, until someone finds or makes up something spectacular enough to print again.” Lana
frowned.

“You have something to hide?” Rosemary asked, her brows lifting suggestively.

Blake came down the stairs and joined them “Sorry I'm late. Where do you want us?” he
asked Jeremy.

They went out to a nice spot in the landscaping with rocks and trees and Jeremy started
ordering people around. Delphi kept things moving along, not letting time lapse between
pictures, while Lana ensured everyone’s clothes were smooth and hair perfect for each shot.

Jeremy had all of the sisters get together for a group picture. “Don’'t you want everyone in
this?” Cami asked.

“We'll take one in a minute, but for this picture we're going to focus on the idea of family
running the hotel, a family you trust and believe in,” Jeremy said. “That's what the PR person
said.”

“So what am | doing here?” Joel asked. Sage gave him a saucy smile. “You'll live.”

“Jeremy, is the picture balanced? Maybe | should switch with Jonquil,” Delphi said as she
touched her hair.

“It's fine. This is my job. You can trust me to do it right, your majesty.” Delphi sent him a
guelling look, then put on a smile and posed for the shot.



Chapter 25

The sisters came and went over the next weeks as their schedules demanded, but by August
first everyone was in residence fulltime. Cami forced herself to join the others for after-dinner
conversations, movie nights and even did a few Zumba sessions with them—in which she
learned that yes, Delphi was every bit as uncoordinated as she claimed.

Most of the rooms in the hotel had been completed. Furniture and supplies were arriving by
the trailer load—which had them all working long hours training new employees and seeing
everything put in place.

Then one evening Lana came out of her bedroom, stood at the top of the stairs, and yelled out
that there was an emergency meeting, and everyone better get their tails in the great room
pronto.

Cami grabbed her laptop and joined the ladies in the comfy seats around the coffee table,
which Jonquil loaded up with sodas, a hot pot of coffee and munchies.

“What is that all for?” Delphi asked.

“Brain food. If this is an emergency meeting, | thought snacks might be in order.” Jonquil
pulled out a package of Godiva chocolates and arranged them alongside the rest.

“Now you're talking,” Rosemary said as she grabbed one.

Lana was grim faced. “Now that we don’t have to worry about starving, can we get down to
business?”

“If this is a business meeting, shouldn’t we be holding it at the hotel?” Delphi asked. “We’re all
here, so Blake is on his way to join us,” Lana said. “He’ll have all the details, but the fact is,
we’ve had another media hit, and it's going to cost us in the pocketbook big time. And more if
word gets out.”

“If it's an article, | don’'t see how we could possibly keep it quiet,” Sage said. She pulled her
feet up onto the sofa beneath her, leaving her sandals on the floor.

“What's going on?” Cami asked.
Lana peered at her computer screen. “It's in the Market News.”

Confidence in the Six DiCarlo Daughters Wanes as the Opening Date of the Latest
Resort Approaches

The DiCarlo Hotel chain has received a fresh infusion from the family line since George
DiCarlo’s death, but confidence in his daughters has waned and stock in his company has hit
an all-time low.

“There’s still plenty of time to see what his daughters make of the newest resort in the chain,”
Vice President Clark Thomas of DiCarlo Hotels, Inc said. “I wouldn’t count them out yet. The
proof is in the pudding, as they say.”



The opening date for the new resort grows ever closer and rumors of security problems, late
deadlines and unfinished projects abound. With an executive staff made up almost entirely of
inexperienced family members, many worry nepotism will be the downfall of this venture.

“Oooh, that's slander,” Jonquil said when the room had been silent for a long moment.

“Libel, but it actually toes the line very closely. There’s nothing absolutely false in the article.
Alex said they’d take a look at suing them,” Lana said with a grimace.

“More bad news,” Cami continued. “Less than an hour ago | received an email from the
reservations department. The prince of Denmark and his entourage have canceled their
reservations for January, citing concern about their security while on site.”

“That's ridiculous, as if they weren’t bringing a phalanx of their own staff, in addition to the
super-tight restrictions Joel was going to run while they were here,” Sage argued.

“Yeah, but apparently they weren't interested in reassurances or discussing security in more
detail.” Lana’s face was grim.

“It gets worse,” Delphi said. “Well, no, nothing’s worse than losing the prince as a client, but
we have an additional snag. The Buehler wedding has been cancelled. Or rather, it's been
moved to an alternate location. | was on the phone with the mother for over an hour this
afternoon, offering almost everything from discounts to a free cake.”

Rosemary glowered at her. “You're not giving away one of my cakes. They’re works of art.”
“Art everyone eats,” Delphi said.

“Once it's been appreciated and photographed, that's fine—cake is meant to be eaten.”
Rosemary folded her arms over her chest. “It’s still art.”

“| offered her an equivalent price break on the package, which she turned down despite some
serious temptation. The only thing she didn’'t have a problem with is Jeremy’s photography
skills. Apparently he’s good enough.” Her tight mouth broadcast her take on that. “Then again,
her future son-in-law went to school with Jeremy, they were buddies, and he couldn’t possibly
dump Jeremy too—not when so much of the work had already been put in.”

“Let’s forget the hours you've spent with her on details, I've put in on cake design, Jonquil has
spent discussing flowers,” Rosemary said with a twist of her mouth.

“Of course, those details are so minor and our time isn’t worth anything to her.” Delphi shot
Rosemary a grin. “Don’t worry. She isn't getting her deposit back, and they’ll be paying
penalties as well. But it's not a good omen if the locals won’t even use us.”

The doorbell rang and Lana rose to answer it. Blake strode in wearing jeans and a T-shirt,
which was the most casual thing Cami had ever seen him wear. “Hey, ladies.” He took a
glance around at the food piled on the table. “I can always get behind a meeting that includes
food.” He took an empty spot—the one next to Lana’s laptop—and grabbed a Coke.

Though Lana shot him a dirty look, she moved the laptop and sat beside him.

“So have you filled everyone in?” he asked.



“Yes, plus apparently we had a wedding cancellation.” Delphi gave a short explanation.
“Well, it seems like we need to do more about the bad press. Any ideas?”

Lana looked at Cami. “There’s the Franklin’s summer party. The prince’s cousin almost always
attends, as do several others with whom you are far friendlier than | am.” The thought of being
stuck for a full evening at the stuffy affair when she could be here with Vince made Cami’s
teeth grind. “Yes, but you're the hotel manager, I'm a lowly serf in comparison.”

“Give me a break. You have the golden touch with people. We need you to go rub elbows with
a few of them. In addition, I'll send a note to the prince’s secretary expressing our
disappointment about the miscommunication and offering to put up his representative for a few
days at no cost so they can review protocols and safety measures on location. It may net us
nothing, but it can’t hurt.”

“Both good suggestions.” Blake turned to Delphi. “Is there anything we can do about the
wedding?”

“I'm not sure | want to deal with them after all of this,” she said, but she twisted a pen between
her fingers. “They said the groom is friends with Jeremy. Maybe he’s also friends with Vince?”
she smiled at Cami, hopefully.

When did this all become her mess? “Oh no, I’'m not asking him for that kind of favor. You can
stop that train of thought right there.”

“I'm not saying he should step up and try to convince them this is the best place, the only
place. | just think some schmoozing might be in order. You know, he gets together with friends
and you happen to be there. Isn’t there some barbecue coming up? You two discuss the way
the landscaping is coming along, what great photo opportunities it'll afford—a sensible segue if
Jeremy is handy.”

“You talk about how excited you are to see the whole place come together, the amenities, the
gleaming glass, the perfect tables and chairs,” Lana picked up the line of thought.

“And how excited you are for the big opening gala we’re going to hold and invite all of the
press to, because this conference-slash-reception center—the whole hotel—is something
special,” Rosemary finished.

Cami growled. “Fine. Fine. I'll see what Vince thinks and we can give it a try. I'm not making
any promises.”

Jonquil’'s mouth split into a smile. “They won’t know what hit them.” The doorbell rang and
Cami saw Vince through the patio door window.

“Perfect,” Lana said. “The man of the hour.” She smirked at Cami. “Now you can’'t weasel out
of asking him.”

Cami glared at Lana as she moved to answer the door. Tittering came from several of the
other women, which she chose to ignore. She had a moment to debate the best way to bring
up the issue with Vince as she crossed the room. When Rosemary laughed at something
Jonquil had whispered, Cami knew what she was not going to do—she was not bringing him
into the house so everyone could embarrass her. When she opened the door, she smiled.



“Hey, there.” She nudged him so she could join him on the patio, shutting the door firmly
behind her.

He took her hand. “I stopped to see if you in the fifteen minutes | had before my meeting
tonight, but it looks like you’re in the middle of something.”

She led him to the railing and leaned against it. “There was a bad article in the paper that’s
cost us some bookings. We've been discussing strategy.” She pursed her lips, then took the
plunge. “We were just talking about how you could help, if you're willing.”

He slid his hands onto her waist and moved in close. “I'm game. What do you need?”

She wrapped her arms around his neck, enjoying the light scent of his cologne, the softness of
his hair under her fingers. She filled him in on the wedding furor and the plan the others had
hatched. She thought she was being very casual about the whole thing, so she was surprised
by his response.

He stroked his hands up her back, then down to her waist again. “Now why did telling me
make you nervous? Did you think I'd refuse?” He pulled her closer, holding her gaze.

The breath sucked out of her lungs when she saw the glint in his eyes. “I guess I'm not very
good at asking people for help.”

“So you don’t expect your sisters to step up and help solve the problem?”

“That's different. It's their job.” She didn’t know how to deal with this man who wanted to be
there for her through everything. Trent would have milked the favor for payback many times
over.

Vince leaned in, his lips a scant inch from hers, his breath feathering across her skin. “And |
thought such a slight favor was my job, since you’re my woman.”

Normally such a possessive comment would have raised her independent hackles, but coming
from him, it didn’t. Their lips met in a soft caress and her brain went spinning. “Am 1?”

“Most definitely.” Then his mouth took hers. His hands skimmed up her back, drawing her to
him. She reveled in his taut chest muscles beneath her hand and the feel of his support
surrounding her.

Much too soon, he eased back. “As much as I'd like to spend the next two weeks or so kissing
you, | need to grab lunch and get back to work, and you should get back to your meeting.”

“Right. | better go.” She slid her arms from around his neck, still light-headed, and more than a
little embarrassed that they’d been kissing in full view of everyone on the other side of the
windows.

“Dinner tomorrow?” he asked, nibbling on her lip.
“Yeah, well, I'll let you know. We should be done by dinnertime.”

“I'll shoot for six-thirty. That'll give me time to go home and clean up. Maybe we can plan
another time to hang out with your sisters.”



That got her attention. “Wait,” she set a hand on his chest, easing him back so she could see
his eyes. “Why?” His request to spend time with everyone threw her. Sure, been around them
all before, but this felt too official or something. How would he fit into her unreliable family
dynamic when so much was up in the air?

He tipped his face toward hers. “They’re your family and they’re important to you. | want to get
to know them better.”

She wasn’'t sure how she felt about most of them, so their importance was debatable, but she
decided not to argue. “If you want to, we’ll have to set something up.”

“Great.” He pressed one last, firm kiss to her lips, then pulled away, heading for his truck. “I'll
see you at six-thirty.”

Thrown off balance by his dismissal, she crossed the patio and almost blindly reached for the
door knob. The tabby Sage had adopted walked between her legs and pawed at the door. She
nudged him aside, sucked in a steadying breath and slid through the opening.

She found everyone loading their plates with the sandwiches.
Rosemary cocked an eyebrow. “Whoa, serious lip-lock. | hope you got a yes out of him.”

Cami felt herself blush as Jonquil piped up. “Totally hot. You should have invited him to join us
for dinner.”

Putting a hand to her hair, Cami tried to adjust to the teasing—something she and Lana rarely
did with each other, and which she never did with others. It had a distinct sibling feel to it which
both intrigued her, and made her nervous. “I didn’t realize you were all eating or | would have
brought him in.”

Or not, since she wasn’t ready to expose Vince to these teasing women too often— because
even those who kept their thoughts to themselves gave her amused looks. She walked to
Blake’s side and grabbed a sandwich bun. “He wants to do a dinner thing another time, casual
like, so you can meet some more people and he can get to know you all better.”

“Am | invited?” Blake asked as he passed her the mustard and shuffled the mayo toward Lana.
“Of course, if you're in town.”

“Great. Give me some notice and I'll arrange it.” He glanced at Lana and slid the American
cheese slices to her, then grabbed the Sun Chips and set them nearby.

Lana’s eyes flew to him, confusion and surprise filling them before reverting back to her plate.
“Thanks.”

“You're welcome.”

Cami narrowed her gaze at Blake as he strolled across the room, returning to his seat. There
were two kinds of cheese, and three of chips, but Blake had known—without prodding—which
Lana preferred. This definitely bore further scrutiny.



Chapter 26

The sun was high and hot when Vince saw Blake strolling in his direction the next afternoon. A
man with a mission, even if he did glance around the hotel grounds, as if taking casual perusal
of the beds. Vince was cleaning away the last of the weeds on the west side flower beds and
double checking the sprinklers and the mowing job his guys had done. “Howdy. Finally finish
your meeting?”

“Yes. This has been an unusual situation. | don’t understand why someone’s picking on the
girls; add to that this ghost nonsense.” Blake slid his hands into the pockets of his dress pants
and rocked back on his heels.

“It makes me mad. Those women are doing their best, and from what I've seen so far, their
best is impressive. Why would someone want to ruin it?”

“I don’t know, but I'm working on it.” Blake glanced at the snapdragons near his feet, and when
he spoke, his tone changed. “You've been busy this summer.” When his eyes shot back to
Vince, it was clear he wasn't talking about landscaping.

Though it put his back up to have his motives questioned, Vince covered with a shrug. “You
seem rather interested.”

“It's natural.”

“Because you've got a thing for Lana, or because they’re your employees, more or less?”
Vince wiped his hands on his pants, not worrying about dirt streaks. They were already
beyond help of anything but a washing machine.

Blake’s gaze was steady on him. “Because | care. And because their father asked me to watch
out for them.”

Vince lifted his brows. It was a very nice answer, but he thought it was only half accurate. “You
have nothing to worry about, as | don’'t want to see any of them hurt. Least of all Cami.” He
hooked his thumbs in his pockets, hoping he wasn’t projecting the irritation he felt at Blake’s
third degree and decided to turn some of it around. “And if | asked you about your intentions
towards Lana?”

Blake’s eyes flashed and his face hardened, his voice growing cold. “What’'s between Lana
and | stays between us. I'm not going to hurt her and neither is anyone else.”

Vince figured he was supposed to be scared, but it didn't come close. The response definitely
intrigued him, though. “I feel the same responsibility to watch out for them that you do. So we
understand each other.”

Blake studied Vince for a long moment. “Perfectly.” He put out his hand, offering it to Vince,
who grinned and accepted it.

“So,” Vince said as he grabbed a shovel, glad to have it over. “Did George make it clear he
picked you out to be a son-in-law too?”



A slow smile crossed Blake's face. “Something like that.” “You play poker?”
“Not well.”

“All the better,” Vince flashed him a grin. “Though we don't exactly play high stakes. Let me
know when you’re going to be around some Thursday, and you can join Gage,

Jeremy, and me. We’'ve been looking for a fourth since Jeremy’s brother moved.” “I think I'd
like that.”

~*~

Cami burst into the house, trembling with excitement. “Mrs. Grady,” she called out. The
woman'’s car was parked out front, so Cami knew she was here. She clutched the printout as
she hurried through the house, finally finding Mrs. Grady in Delphi’'s bedroom, washing the
window.

“What is it?” Mrs. Grady turned to Cami.

Cami waved the paper in her hands. “I think I've found you some hope. A little, anyway. | just
spoke with a friend of a friend in Chicago. They're working on this new database of people
willing to do live organ donation. He said he could get your husband’s information in the
database. All he needs to do is sign the HIPAA waver and request the relevant records be sent
over. It's not a sure thing, but maybe.”

Tears welled up in Mrs. Grady’s eyes and she sat heavily in the gray office chair at the desk.
“Are you serious?”

“It's still a small database, totally run by volunteers, but it's growing all the time. If your
husband is a match, the donor will be contacted to verify that they’re still willing, then there will
be testing and whatever—I'm sure you’re familiar with the process.”

“Yes.” The woman sobbed and covered her face with her hands. “I can’t believe you did this.”

“I haven’t done much of anything yet. It was only a couple of calls.” Cami had sent out a dozen
emails and made two or three times that many calls, but it had been fun to have a good
challenge. Managing the impossible had been her favorite part of being a concierge.

“Still, | can’t believe you did this.” Mrs. Grady looked up at her with wet eyes. “Why would you?
| barely know you.”

“Do | have to know you well to want to help? You've been so good to us. You deserve to have
your husband around for a long, long time.” Cami gave the woman’s arm a squeeze.

Sobs tore out again and Mrs. Grady stood, moving toward the door. “Do you mind? | need to .

“That’s fine.” Cami laughed, never happier than she was right now. “You take care of the
paperwork. We’ll see you tomorrow. ”

Before she headed back to the office, Cami double-checked the locks, then practically danced
out to her car.



~*~

Cami was ready when Vince arrived to pick her up that evening. She had no idea what he had
in mind, so she’d worn stone colored dress pants, a dark red blouse with capped sleeves, and
a pair of loafers, dressing it all up with some gaudy costume jewelry she’d bought two years
earlier and never had the guts to wear.

Vince wore his usual T-shirt and jeans and his hair was still slightly damp. He brought her a
small bouquet of pink Peruvian lilies. “Do you like them?” he asked when she accepted the
flowers.

“They’re perfect. Thanks.” She brushed a kiss across his lips, then turned to the kitchen to find
a vase.

“That’s all the thanks | get?” he asked, stepping in behind her and reaching over her head to
grab the vase, which was a bit too high up for her to reach comfortably.

“Well, | might be able to do better,” she teased as she turned into his arms.

“That's what | thought.” He tipped his head as he sampled her lips. “Take care of those so we
can go.”

She slid out of his reach, her heart pounding a lot faster than normal, as she found the kitchen
shears and snipped at the stems, resettling them in fresh water. “They are beautiful. Delicate,
classy, but simple.”

He reached out, snagged a lock of her hair and gave it a light tug. “I hadn’t planned on flowers,
but they reminded me of you.”

She didn’'t know what to do with him when he was like this. She’d had other boyfriends say
sweet things, but usually the comments were too planned, maybe even on the insincere side.
Not Vince, though. When she saw the look in his eyes, she believed his words.

“Done?” he asked, taking her hand.

“Yes.” She followed him to the door, picking up her purse on their way out. The kitchen and
great room were miraculously empty as they passed through. “So where are we going?”

He didn’t answer right away, taking her around the nose of his car and settling her inside. “My
place.”

Vince shut the door and circled to his side without giving her a chance to respond. After the
long day he’d had at work, they were going to his place? Maybe he planned to get take out.

When he pulled onto the street, she asked, “Your place? Are we stopping for burgers along the
way?”

He grinned. “I am capable of cooking. Sometimes. | thought it might make a nice change. A
little spaghetti, some puppy love, and uninterrupted time together.”

“Sounds nice.” And it did. When he reached for her hand, she threaded their fingers together,
sat back, and enjoyed the ride as Jason Aldean crooned a country ballad.



The drive to his place was peppered with conversation about the day. When they pulled in
front of a huge log cabin that stood two stories with a big bank of windows and a wrap-around
porch, Cami thought the man had great taste in homes. She’d been too preoccupied to notice
the first time she’d been there. “This is lovely.”

The home was snuggled into the woods, but with a little grass for a yard, and swaths of native
bushes and flowers. She could tell he’d made an effort to ensure the landscaping blended with
nature. “It’s like it grew there.”

He grinned at her and stole a kiss before releasing her hand to exit the car. “I'm glad you
approve.”

How could she not, she wondered as she waited for him to get her door. Most of the homes
she’d seen had either ruthlessly cut back the forest to impose out-of-place landscaping, or had
let their yards grow wild. This was a perfect fusion of the two schools of thought.

After helping her out of the car, Vince reached into the back for a bag of groceries. “I stopped
at the store for supplies before picking you up.”

The dogs went crazy in the backyard, barking like they were under attack and jumping so their
doggie noses appeared over the top of the fence for a blink. Cami looked forward to seeing
them again.

The inside was as bright as outside, all clean, clear-varnished pine on walls and floors. The
furniture was minimal, but cozy with warm fabrics and soft cushions. It wasn't so overtly
masculine a woman would be uncomfortable, but held Vince’s taste through everything.

“Look around if you'd like. You didn’t last time. I'll go start dinner,” Vince said. Though a
thought niggled that she ought to help, she decided to take him up on the offer to explore first.
“All right. I'll join you in a few minutes.”

The rest of the house fit the same mold. It could use a woman’s touch: a bow! of flowers here
or there, something hanging on the walls that wasn’t wrought iron, or made of animal antlers—
though there were no actual heads mounted, for which she was grateful.

Everything was clutter free, put where it belonged—but she supposed he probably wouldn’t
have invited her over if it had been a mess. When she stopped at his bedroom door, she
noticed the balcony on the other side. She crossed to step out, look over the backyard, and
saw him loving on the dogs. She couldn’t hear what he said to them, but his voice was playful.

“Are you harassing those dogs again?” she called down to him,

He turned to see her on the balcony and grinned. Their eyes caught as the smile slid from his
face. For a long moment time seemed to stop as the air backed out of Cami’'s lungs and
something moved in her chest. Needing a chance to center herself, she waved and walked
back into the house, rubbing her chest at the sudden ache. What had that been all about?
Cami had never felt anything like it. She checked out the last two rooms upstairs, both of
which held boxes, but no furniture, then felt centered enough to speak with him again.

She found Vince in the kitchen, standing over a pan of hamburger browning with chunks of
onion in it. “Your place is nice. Clean—way cleaner than | expected.” She tried to keep her
voice light as she walked over. Michael Bublé’s voice crooned from speakers tucked into the



room corners, surprising her yet again.

“Thanks. I'm not much for clutter. Would you slice some mushrooms for the sauce?” “Sure.”
Grateful to have something to do with her hands, she picked up the knife from the marble-
topped island and went to work. The theme of the kitchen, like the rest of the house, was
space. There was ample room between cabinets—and plenty of those to go around. A dining
area between the kitchen and back patio held an undersized table and chairs for the space,
and the back wall was almost all windows, bringing the fenced yard into the house. “This must
be a spectacular place to sit in the winter.”

“It is. And the fall when the leaves are all turning gold and red. And in the spring when the first
hint of green becomes a haze across the mountain.”

“So, pretty much year round,” she said. He chuckled. “Yeah, pretty much.”

She sliced green peppers for the sauce and the salad, more mushrooms, some pretty
tomatoes, which were obviously locally grown, and tossed them all into a bowl after dumping a
package of field greens into it.

“I didn’t picture you cooking much,” Cami said when the salad was done and Vince slid garlic
bread into the oven.

“You have a lot to learn about me.” Vince glanced over his shoulder at her and grinned. “Okay,
time to fess up. This is my best dish, by far. | eat a lot of fast food, TV dinners and cereal.”

“And yet you built a kitchen like this one. Rosemary would go crazy seeing it go to waste.”

“You tell her she’s welcome to cook in it anytime she wants, if it bothers her so much.” He
looked over at Cami after setting the timer. “Or you can come use it sometime.” He slid his
hands onto her waist and pulled her close. “I like seeing you here.”

Cami melted a little more as Vince kissed her, soft and gentle. He released her to check on the
pasta.

When they were seated at the table, twirling spaghetti on their forks Vince finished talking
about one of his high school exploits. “Let’s just say my mom was less than pleased. | was
doing extra chores for a month.”

“You deserved it.” Cami looked down at her plate. “My mom definitely would’ve had a fit.” She
felt a lump of pain rise to her throat when she thought of her mom, so vibrant and young. “She
was also really good at creative punishments.”

Vince’s hand slid over hers. “Your father said she died several years back, but he didn’'t say
how.”

Cami flipped her hand over and entwined their fingers. She rarely talked about it, but after
everything they’d been through, she felt safe telling him. “Six years ago she started to act odd.
She developed memory loss and dementia almost overnight. At first we wondered if it was a
brain tumor or something. Then the doctor diagnosed it as Creuzfeldt-Jakob Disease.”

Vince ran his thumb over her knuckles, his full attention on her. “What’s that?”

“It's a neurological disorder that causes holes in the brain, makes it like a sponge. Her whole



personality changed in a matter of weeks. Dad cancelled everything he was doing, passed
along his work to someone else and stayed home with her.” Her eyes stung with the memories
she usually tried to ignore. She much preferred to think of her mother as healthy and vibrantly
alive. “It was all so fast. One day she was normal, and practically overnight Dad had to hire a
full-time nurse.”

“How long did it take?” Vince asked. “To kill her? Less than four months.”

“Fast, too fast,” he said, giving her hand a squeeze. “And agonizingly slow all at the same
time.”

“Yeah. It was awful.” The ache in her chest grew. “I miss her every day.”

A moment of silence passed between them, then he leaned in and brushed his lips against her
temple. The gentleness of his touch reassured her and she leaned against him.

After dinner they played with the dogs, then enjoyed the cannoli he’d picked up at a restaurant
in town.

When the dishes were all piled in the dishwasher or drying on the counter, Vince pulled her
into his arms and twirled her around the room, making her laugh. “I have the sudden desire for
a dance.” He slid into rhythm with the music. “You don’t mind, do you?”

She snuggled closer to him and inhaled his cologne. “Definitely not.”

The music transitioned into “You Are Always on my Mind,” dripping with smooth sounds and
light piano. Vince slowed things down, pulling her closer, one hand on the small of her back,
the other tangled in the curls at her nape as he nuzzled her neck, her ear, her jaw and took her
mouth in a lazy, sensual kiss.

“Did someone tell you about my thing for Michael Bublé?” she asked against his lips. “Hmmm?
No. But | can change the music if he’s competition for me.”

She giggled and his hand on her back skimmed up her spine, dragging her closer as she
wrapped her arms around him, kissing back with focused, languid attention. The song was
long over, had moved onto another when he pulled back and kissed her again. He slid both
hands on her face, taking the kiss deeper.

When he tipped his forehead against hers, she thought her heart would pound right out of her
chest.

“Stay the night.” His words were low, throaty, but vibrated right through her. “I—" She
shouldn’t, it was a mistake, but she couldn’t think clearly.

“Come on, baby. Stay with me.” Vince gave her another long kiss, then slid his lips down to
nibble at her neck.

“Okay.” And as he led her upstairs to his room, Cami refused to let herself second-guess.



Chapter 27

Vince woke Cami with kisses, enjoying the way her face went from asleep to half awake, to
fully aware.

“Mmm. Is it morning already?” Her voice was soft and sleepy.

“Yes, and as nice as it might be to stay here with you all day, | have to get out on a job site. |
have the sneaking suspicion you have work to do as well. Sorry. Bad planning on my part.”

“That’s fine.” She stood and stretched, wearing only the long T-shirt he’d offered her when
she’d shivered in bed beside him. Vince loved her tousled curls, the pink color in her cheeks
from waking warm and pliant under his kisses. He wished he could have lain in bed with her
for hours longer, holding her as she slept.

He had already showered and dressed, so he pointed her toward the bathroom. “Go ahead
and shower while | scramble some eggs.”

“All right. I'll be fast.”
“I bet.” He pressed one more kiss to her lips before dragging himself away.

He’d had his share of relationships, but had never been with anyone who fit so well in his life.
She was strong and flexible, determined and fragile all at once. A conundrum he didn’t think
he’d be able to unravel anytime soon. He looked forward to trying.

As he scrambled the eggs and poured them into the hot butter, he wondered how soon he
could get her back here again, in his house, in his bed. He hadn’t planned for her to stay the
night, but when he’d seen her on his balcony, everything just clicked inside him. Vince had
thought George was crazy trying to hook him up with his rubs-elbows-with-the-elite daughter,
but now he couldn’t imagine anyone fitting him better. She was the one.

The question was how to get her to see things the same way.

When she came back downstairs, fully dressed, he was setting the table with juice and bacon
on the side.

“It looks great,” she said. “I could smell the bacon. Do you have any coffee?”

“I don’t have a fancy machine, but it's hot.” He gestured to the coffeemaker. “There are cups
above it.”

She reached into the cupboard and pulled out two. “You want a cup?” “Yeah, thanks.”

He thought it should have been awkward, the morning after, but it wasn’t. They slid into sync,
had a nice chat over breakfast discussing the day’s plans. He dropped her back at her place
with a lingering kiss, and a promise to call her later.

~*~

Cami tried to sneak into the house before realizing she should have known better. Rosemary



and Jonquil sat over their espresso at the table. Both eyed her with identical grins as she
entered.

“Well, well. Someone’s date went better than planned,” Rosemary said over her coffee cup.

“I'd have something fairly uncomplimentary to say to you about that, but I’'m feeling too smug
right now.” Cami moved to the espresso machine and dispensed a dose for herself. The coffee
at Vince’s had been good, but she needed something stronger to jump-start her day.

Rosemary’s response was pithy, but had no heat in it. She ended it with an innuendo-filled,
“So0007?"

Cami caught her gaze, held it, coolly. “So, what?”

“Don’t give me your princess-to-peon-routine—though | must admit you do it well. Spill. I want
details.”

“Forget it.” Cami moved toward the stairs with her espresso. She had to do something with her
hair before it dried all the way. “You’ll have to use your imagination.” Then she couldn’t help
herself. “And know it was way better than that.”

Jonquil laughed while Rosemary groaned.
Cami still felt smug as she closed her bedroom door behind her.

~*~

“There’s something you should know about our games before we get inside,” Vince said to
Blake as they pulled in front of Gage’s place a few nights later.

“Yeah? You play in your underwear or something?”

Vince chuckled. “No, and don’t put that picture in my head. Actually, we have a long-standing
tradition from when we first started playing poker at age six that we never changed. We play
for pennies.”

“Pennies?” The revelation made Blake blink.

Vince got out of the car and waited for Blake to join him. “Pennies. We use chips, because it
feels like we’re actually betting something, but we each ante up ten bucks worth of chips, play
until we decide we’re done for the night, then cash out.” He enjoyed the disbelief as it came
over Blake’s face. “Last time | walked out with almost seven extra bucks in my pocket.”

“Because it’s really all about having a guy’s night and strategy,” Blake said facetiously.

“You got it.” Vince slapped Blake on the back and led him into Gage’s palatial Swiss-style
home, calling out, “Hey, the party’s here.” Across the room there was a round table set up with
chairs, snacks, and stacks of colored poker chips. When they joined Gage in the dining room,
Vince turned to Blake. “Welcome to the future sons-in-law club.”

Gage gave him a hand signal. “Oh, hell no, don’'t even get started.” “The future sons-in-law?”
Blake asked.

“DiCarlo handpicked each of us to marry one of his girls. He was very forward thinking.” Vince



set the case of beer on the table.

“I don’t care what he thought. No way am | giving up my freedom to marry that ice queen
Delphi,” Jeremy said as he brought in a bag of chips and a bottle of dip.

“Maybe if you hadn't all but opened your first conversation with ‘by the way, | have no interest
in marrying you,” she wouldn't treat you like the idiot you are,” Vince said.

“Says the man who’s gone gaga over DiCarlo daughter number one,” Gage added. “And |
don’t care how wonderful you say Jonquil is, I'm not giving in to any dead guy’s fantasies.”

Blake’s lips twitched, as if holding back a laugh. “All three of you are on the docket?” Gage
shot Vince a glare. “I thought you said it was a club secret.”

Vince pointed a thumb in Blake’s direction. “You're looking at the fourth member of the club.
Lana in his case, though he doesn’t seem too reluctant.”

Blake grabbed a bottle of beer, popped off the top, and took a few swallows. “There’s
something about a red-head.”

“Dude, | can’'t believe you're bending to the old man.” Gage sat at the table and started
counting out chips.

“| actually made the choice first.” Blake tipped his head. “At least | think | did. If not, he was
way more subtle with me than he must have been with you all.”

“Don’t know why he’d want a ski bum marrying one of his daughters anyway,” Gage said with
a grin.

“Or an itinerant photographer.” Jeremy slung his leather jacket over the back of the chair,
sitting with them.

Vince shook his head. “That article still burns me.” “They’re nice girls. They didn’'t deserve
that,” Gage agreed. “And you did?” Blake asked.

“We’'re a bunch of bums, what can we say?” Gage grinned and pulled the deck of cars out of
its box.

“I suppose it'll all come out when your wedding announcements hit the papers,” Blake said, a
smug grin on his face.

Jeremy’s response was short and pithy.

“Three successful business men; Vince and Jeremy each running their own, Gage running
your shared interest. It's going to be pretty,” Blake said as he took a free chair.

Gage’s eyes narrowed on Blake, who appeared to enjoy the response. “I manage the resort
for a corporation.”

“Which you three own, though admittedly, you personally own the lion’s share.” Blake took a
potato chip from an open bag on the table.

“Where did you get that crap?” Vince asked. He didn’t want the fact to become common
knowledge. They were all happy with the way things stood.



“You don’t honestly think George would talk his girls up to anyone he hadn'’t fully investigated,
do you? Besides, he was thinking it might be nice to tie the resort in with the hotel, and when
he got word back it wasn't for sale, he did some digging.” Blake shrugged. “I guess after he
met you he decided it was as well, and let it be.”

“But we’re silent partners.” Jeremy pointed to himself and Vince. “It's like a token ownership.”

Blake laughed as he grabbed a handful of pretzels. “The hell you are. | did some checking on
my own. You're so silent you help run the mountain bike events, pilot and ground crew the hot
air balloons, and step in working the lifts or on the maintenance when Gage gets in a bind.
Very hands off.”

Gage laughed. “He’s got you there. But I'm still not interested in Jonquil.”

Jeremy grabbed a manila envelope that sat on an end table, opening it on his way back. He
sorted through the pictures and tossed one of Jonquil in front of Gage. “I wouldn’t dismiss her
if | were you.”

Gage picked up the photo, his eyes nearly bugging. “That’s her? Damn, she’s hot.” He stared
for a few more seconds, sucked in a breath, and shook his head. “Too bad I'm a confirmed
bachelor. Put it away, let's start playing. No talk about any women who are actually in the
realm of possibility tonight. Strictly dream girls.”

Jeremy put the pictures back in the envelope, and set it on the end table again. “Those are for
you to take, Blake.”

“Then Delphi is totally fair game for discussion,” Vince jumped on Gage’'s comment. “No
matter what Jeremy did now, | seriously doubt he could convince her he wasn’t the biggest
creep on the planet,”

“Your reverse psychology isn’t going to work on me. Not interested.” Jeremy picked up the
cards as they were dealt.

“And | wouldn’t bet on Blake’s chances with Lana either, from what | saw the other day.”
Blake’s brows lifted. “What did you see?”

“Just an interesting conversation. It looked like you were about to come to blows in the parking
lot. Dude, she’s not happy with you.”

“I can be tenacious. It’s all a matter of biding my time.” Blake let the cards lay on the table until
the last one was dealt, then shuffled through them.

“So, you're determined,” Gage asked, obviously mystified.

“I can be patient, but | have every intention of bringing my woman home where she belongs.”
Blake set two of the cards face down on the table. “Give me two.”

“Better you than me.” Jeremy set down one from his hand.

“Fact is,” Blake said, grinning at them, “if either of those women decided to bat their eyelashes
at you two, you’d be buying a ring before you knew it. I'd lay odds on it.”



“You're out of your mind.” Gage dealt the rest of the cards.

“I bet you each fifty bucks, if either woman decides to take an interest in you by the end of next
summer, you'll fall like a house of cards.”

“I'm so in,” Jeremy said, tossing in couple poker chips. “On this round and your bet.”
“Me too. It'll be the easiest fifty bucks | ever made,” Gage agreed.

Vince thought Blake was right, but he decided this was one of those times when discretion
was in his best interest. He almost hoped the girls made a move. It could be really
entertaining.

~*~

Cami was worn out from unpacking boxes and sorting files. Maybe she needed a break. She
grabbed a yogurt from the mini-fridge in her office and sat at her computer, wondering who
else might have registered for the gala night at the hotel. Though she felt the urge to check it
daily, hourly sometimes, she’d held herself back, not wanting to go crazy watching the list
grow.

It had been three days though, so she wasn’t being obsessive, right? Cami pulled up the
records, chose the correct date, and began to scroll. Many familiar names of journalists, other
hoteliers, important people within the company, and favored guests littered the lists. She
flipped along until she noticed the last name Gifford. Zelda Gifford. Delphi’s last name was
Gifford. Cami felt her gut twist at the thought, but forced herself to think clearly.

A quick internet search was all Cami needed to learn Delphi's mom was named Zelda.
Anxious, she checked and found reservations for the other sisters’ mothers— except for
Rosemary, a fact that left all kinds of questions running through Cami’'s head. But maybe
Rosemary’s mom hadn’t made the reservation yet. Most likely.

Of course the others would want their parents to be there. She understood. Everyone
deserved to have family there to support them and this was a really big deal. Cami longed for
her own mother, and even for her father, despite the fact that she was still mad at him. She
would have Lana and Alex there, so it wasn’t as though she wouldn’t have any family to
support her, but it wouldn’'t be the same—and Lana would be distracted with her own
responsibilities.

Cami pushed back the sadness and realized Lana needed to know as well—this was not the
kind of news you sprang on someone the day everyone checked into the hotel. She stood and
walked up to the executive offices on the second floor. She greeted the receptionist and
walked on through. Lana was at her desk and Blake sat beside her, peering over her shoulder
and pointing to something on the computer screen.

He glanced up first and concern washed over his face. “Is something wrong?”

Cami considered whether she should ask to be alone with Lana, then decided Blake was so
mixed up in everything going on there was no point in excluding him now. She shut the door
and walked over to an empty chair across from them, feeling numb. “Not wrong, exactly.” She
met Lana’s gaze as the smell of ripe strawberries wafted to her from candle warmer on the



credenza. “I was checking the guest list for the gala weekend and noticed the others—their
moms are coming. | don’t know how | missed it before.”

“The others?” Lana asked.

Slow down and try to make sense. “Delphi, Jonquil, Sage. All of their parents have
reservations. | thought | should give you a heads up.”

Silence filled the room for a long moment.

“Are you okay with this?” Blake finally asked. His hand came to rest on Lana’s shoulder, and
he gave it a squeeze as he looked between the sisters. “It must be hard for you.”

Cami watched the emotions play over Lana’s face. She recognized the feelings since she felt
them as well. “I'll be fine. I'm just glad | noticed now instead of being surprised at the last
minute.”

“No problem. It's no big deal.” Lana’s face looked numb despite her words. Cami stood, not
sure she believed either of them were okay.

As she left the room, she turned and saw Blake pushing hair back from Lana’s unhappy face,
saying something to her in a voice Cami heard only as a low, comforting rumble. She
wondered again at their strange relationship, but the emotions that still pumped through her
made her set it aside for now.



Chapter 28

Evenings in the Rockies were cool, even in early August, so after double checking her form-
fitting blouse, her boot-cut jeans and new cream-colored cowboy boots, Cami grabbed a
summer sweater she could slide on later.

Cami met Vince at the bottom of the stairs, her heart pattering with excitement as he watched
her descend.

“Wow. Have | said that enough lately?” He pulled her in, pressing a languid kiss to her lips.
“I don’t think you could ever overuse that word,” she murmured when they came up for air.

“Yes, he could,” Rosemary said from where she sat at the dining table. “But of course, he’s
completely right. Those jeans were made for you.”

“And the jewelry is awesome,” Jonquil added.

“I guess | pass inspection.” Amused, Cami looped her arm through Vince’s and allowed him to
lead her to the door. “Have a good night,” she called over her shoulder.

“Not as good as you, I'm thinking,” Rosemary shot back. Cami felt her face heat.
“You get caught coming in the other morning?” Vince asked when they were in the open air.
“Oh, yeah.”

He helped her into the car, then joined her and pulled into the street. He talked about work, but
she could barely listen, thinking about the party ahead with little idea of what to expect. Her
hatred of big parties, especially ones filled with strangers, filled her chest with anxiety, nudging
at her usual core of confidence. She hoped she didn't become too nauseated to eat—a
problem she often dealt with at large social gatherings.

“What's wrong?”
She smiled weakly. “I'm a little nervous.”

“Hon, | have a feeling this is going to be nothing like the parties you're used to.” His hand
covered hers in her lap and gave it a squeeze. “No need to worry. It'll be fine.”

Time to deflect the comment before he realized how much her stomach churned. “If it were
going to be like my other parties, | sure wouldn't be wearing these boots.” She admired them
again, liking them, despite their being so different from her usual footwear.

“I like those boots. And Rosemary’s completely right about the jeans.” She laughed in pleased
embarrassment.

“I'm glad you’re coming with me tonight,” he said, twining his fingers through hers. “I enjoy
being with you.” She shrugged, feeling awkward. “Besides, it's my job.”

“It's more than a job; it's family pride and love of what you accomplish.” He squeezed her
hand.



He understood. Tingles of emotion rolled through her. She didn’t think he would grasp the way
she felt about it. “That too.”

Vince lifted her hand, pressing it to his lips. “You're an amazing woman, Cami.” “Tell me again
when we convince the happy couple they want to keep their wedding at the resort.”

He smiled against her knuckles. “I've enlisted some help there. Do what you do best, and
before you know it, the bride will be begging you to keep her business.”

“This | gotta see.”

The first hour of the party went about as Cami had imagined it. She met dozens of new
people, only a fraction of whose names she recalled ten minutes later. The food was a festive
mix of Jell-O salads, spicy Mexican dishes, and old favorites. Upbeat tunes spanning three
decades lilted through the air and the fresh scent of pine permeated everything—but because
of the upcoming discussion, Cami couldn’t enjoy it. Vince knew everyone, asked them about
their sister, son, cousin or grandmother. He talked about water shortages with the ranchers
and the high school football team’s chances at the state title.

He helped her make connections not only with the locals, but about how they related to each
other. And while Cami had been used to paying attention to those kinds of things in the city,
Vince did it with a relish she never felt—and out of a genuine concern for everyone around him
instead of in the scheming worry about social rank that motivated so many of her
acquaintances. She knew every town had its social pitfalls and expectations. She wondered,
though, if he cared more about the people than she did, or if he was really good at acting
sincere.

Cami suspected it was the former and was fascinated to see how enmeshed in the community
he was. No wonder he had returned to Juniper Ridge after completing his degree.

His ease and familiarity and the warmth of his hand in hers eventually soothed her, lessening
her anxiety.

She and the future bride greeted each other in passing, and though Cami wanted to get it over
with, she knew it was too soon to bring up the wedding. These things took planning and
precision and nerves of steel—at least, they did if you didn’t want to be at the party. And
despite everything, she would much, much rather have been cuddled with Vince on his sofa.
Or wherever else he wanted to cuddle.

At dinner Vince maneuvered them so they sat with Jeremy and his date, Gage and his mother,
and within hearing distance of the future bride. While everyone enjoyed the black forest cake
the hostess had provided, Gage’s mother, Etta, started in, “Cami, I've heard so much about
your conference center. The pictures Jeremy shot are breathtaking. Seriously, every bride
within fifty miles is going to want to be married there.”

My cue. Cami plunged in enthusiastically, “You're so sweet, but | have to agree. Things have
come together now. The last of the furniture is arriving. | love the tablecloths and vases and all
of the accessories we've ordered for the room. We’re using it for the grand opening gala and
Delphi has kept all of the details so together. She’s amazing.”

Jeremy nodded reluctantly. “She’s very organized, efficient. Made sure everything | needed



was handy when | did pictures there.”

“My niece and her boyfriend are talking about getting married. She’d love to stop by and see
what you have to offer,” Etta said.

Cami glanced at the bride-to-be out of the corner of her eye and saw both members of the
happy couple listening in. “The sky’s the limit. Sage has plans to offer wedding-morning
massages for bride and groom so they can relax, along with facials or anything else they need
to feel their best, and Jonquil is incredible with flowers. She’s working on the most gorgeous
arrangement with roses and lilies. She had so many ideas for the big party. The pastry chef
Rosemary just hired is to-die-for incredible. Her cakes are like edible joy. Everything’s coming
together so well, | can hardly wait.” She turned to Vince, smiled. “And of course the grounds
are more beautiful every day.”

“She wanted a fall wedding—I know, they're in a hurry and scheduling is tight. Is there any
way you could fit her in?” Etta asked.

“We do have a few open weekends left, and we just had a cancellation, so everyone but
Jeremy is available that day.” She looked at Jeremy. “Your schedule must be pretty full.”

“Yes, but Delphi can check my availability and add sessions from her office, so she should
have no trouble coordinating.”

“Great.” She turned back to Gage’s mom. “Didn’t | tell you everything’s falling right into line?”
“It sounds like it.”

Apparently Gage had his fill of the cheesy rah-rah talk because he changed the subject. Cami
was just as glad—»being that perky always made her face tired. Another glance at the bride
and groom, though, showed them whispering quietly and shooting looks in her direction.



Chapter 29

The evening’s efforts were rewarded late the next morning when the bride called to reschedule
her wedding, apologizing and saying they just had cold feet—as if Delphi would forget their
comments about finding a different venue. Cami listened in the living room as Delphi assured
the client that she could get the event reinstated, though there would be a fee to reestablish
the appointments, since the vendors may have been working to fill the slot.

Delphi ended the call and danced in a circle. “Whatever you did last night, it worked. She’s
hooked.”

“I'm not sure that's a blessing, considering what a pain she’s been to work with so far, but with
everything else hitting the fan, we need all the bookings we can get,” Cami said.

“I don’'t care how difficult she is, I'm going to make this the wedding of the century, so
everyone she knows will have to book here t00.”

“Don’t crow too long and loud,” Blake said as he entered through the front door, Jonquil trailing
behind him. “The report about the prince cancelling his reservation hit the news this morning,
and we’ve already had several more cancelations.”

Cami swore but stopped when he held up a hand. “There’s more. A story got out about your
father calling to talk to each of you at least twice a week, and making clandestine visits to your
homes every-other month. | don’t know how much is true—"

A cold prickle slid down her spine and Cami stood and hollered at the top of her lungs,
“Emergency meeting now! Everyone get your butts in here.”

Women came upstairs and downstairs and with a little calling back and forth, everyone was in
the room within a minute. Cami stood and faced the other women, studying each of their faces
as they arrived in the room. “Did anyone discuss your visitation schedules and phone calls
with Dad outside this room?” When everyone just stared at her, she explained, “There’s an
article in the paper about it, so if any of you shared it with other people, we need to know who
so we can figure out where our leak is.”

Everyone looked around them while murmurs of “not me” and “I didn’t” filled the room.
“You think we’ve been bugged?” Lana asked.

Cami looked at Blake. “We discussed the visits and phone calls in this room. If it got to the
press, we need to get someone in here to sweep for bugs like yesterday.”

Blake pulled out his cell phone and dialed. After he finished a quick conversation, he turned
back to them. “Joel will be here with the right equipment within the hour. Is there any other
sensitive information you've discussed in here?” He looked around.

“Then again, maybe we should take this outside.”
Everyone agreed and they moved to the lawn, far from the porch railing.

Cami tried to think of everything they’d said in their conversation the previous week, her heart



sinking. “We discussed my relationship with Vince. General plans for the hotels. Specifics
about applicants. Way too much that shouldn’t become public knowledge. And if they have a
bug in the great room, who'’s to say there isn’'t one in other rooms as well? Or cameras?”

“Oh no. What if someone recorded me trying to do Zumba?” Delphi looked horrified.

“Har, har. You think this is funny?” Lana asked, crossing her arms over her chest. Delphi
glared at Lana. “No, | don't think this is funny—an elephant is more graceful than | am.”

“Not true,” Rosemary piped up. “You're somewhat more graceful than an elephant. At least
equal to a rhino.”

“Thanks.” Delphi shot her a nasty glare. “Maybe you set up the bugs. You don’'t seem to care
who knows about your life. You’re so open with no secrets to hide.”

Rosemary’s jaw dropped, then she narrowed her eyes. “I can’t believe you would say that. |
have as much to lose as you do.”

“Right. You, who claim you could get a job anywhere so you don’t need your inheritance.”
“I don’t. And I'm not the one who stormed out in the middle of the reading of the will.”

“Enough.” Blake raised his voice so it covered the two women. “Give it a rest. None of you
have anything to gain by bringing the group down. It just comes out of your pocketbook if the
hotel loses money and you're all under the microscope.”

“There haven’'t been any bad articles with her name headlining,” Rosemary pointed out.

“In some social circles, the fact that I'm known to be related to you is enough.
two,” Lana said. “Drop it. Joel will find out what's going on.”

Seriously, you

Cami hoped Lana was right.

“For now, maybe we ought to assume someone is listening to everything you say, and take
any sensitive conversations to the office,” Blake said.

“Right. We have new employees to train today and we need to get moving,” Lana said,
standing up. They were already going to be late.

“I'll stay and let Joel in, then meet you all at the hotel,” Sage offered.

“Good idea. I'll send you all a text when he’s done here and we’ll coordinate a meeting in
Lana’s office—if that's okay with you?” Blake asked, though it was clear the question was
mostly a matter of form.

Lana pressed her lips together and nodded, whether she felt he was overstepping, or she was
upset by current events, it was impossible to tell. “I'm leaving in five minutes if any of you want
to ride with me.” She headed back inside.

Cami followed, gathered her things and slid them into the attaché she’d been using. She
needed at least ten minutes for makeup before she’d be ready. It was going to be a long day.

~*~



Staff meeting had to wait until 4:30 when everyone had sent home the new hires for the day.
They met in Lana’s office, all crowded into the tight space, and waited for Joel. When he
entered, his face was grim.

“If you want to give us your report, we’ll go from there,” Lana said as the door shut behind him.

“We found four cameras that aren’t part of the main system, and a dozen bugs. | believe we’ve
cleaned everything out, and there are a few partial prints on the bugs. The sheriff is running
them now against a list Sage gave me of everyone she could think of who had access to the
house. In the meantime, I've had all the locks and codes changed. We found a recording
device on site which was grabbing the signals for download. Then it would transmit the
information to someone outside the house, probably in a car on the road.”

He glanced around the room, his normally serious face more severe than usual. “So the good
news is the person responsible probably isn't in the house often, but the perpetrator did have
to gain access to put in the bugs and cameras. Is there any time you can think of when the
house hasn’t been locked up tight?”

Cami shook her head and noticed the others doing so. “Sage is completely paranoid about
setting the alarm and double checking every door and window lock at night and before we
leave the place empty—even when we’re there most of the time.”

“As she should be. As you all should be. Your safety isn’'t a joke.” He sent Sage an approving
nod. Joel produced a bunch of keys and passed them around. “These fit the new locks.” He
told them the new pass code for the garage and the house. “I'll be over tonight and we’ll reset
the garage door openers as well for each of your cars. Until then, make sure to keep the door
between the garage and the house locked at all times. Actually, that’'s not a bad precaution to
take in any case. I'll be hanging around a lot for the next few days, monitoring the system to
see if we can catch the person downloading the data.”

Cami felt her stomach twist. She’d thought their current security efforts had been pretty strict,
but this was going to make her crazy. “Do you think we’re in physical danger?”

His eyes strayed to Sage. “It's impossible to know. So far they’ve been focused on discrediting
you, but it's always best to be careful. | also don’'t want any of you walking out to your cars
here or at the hotel unless there’s someone with you, either one of your sisters or one of my
security team. Not until we straighten this out.”

Cami reminded herself these were precautions designed to prevent problems, not because of
an immediate threat. But because of what Joel found at the house, it felt like a threat. She
hated thinking she couldn’t trust anyone around her.

When she walked out of the meeting a while later, Vince waited in the hallway.
She felt a rush of pleasure at seeing him. “What are you doing here?”

“Blake called. He said | should be here when your meeting ended.” He pulled her under his
shoulder and kissed her softly. “What’'s going on?”

Cami caught Blake’s eye and mouthed a thank you to him. He smiled and turned his attention
back to Lana. Cami sighed and met Vince’s brown eyes. “Can | come over to your place?”



A smile spread. “Of course. Let's swing by the house and grab some of your stuff. You can
stay the night.”

It sounded wonderful.

Since Cami had ridden to the hotel with Sage, she let Vince drive her home, and explained
what was going on as they went. At her place she packed a quick bag and left her car keys
with Jonquil so the garage door opener could be reset. “I'm going.” She held up the bag in
explanation, not wanting to say too much aloud, though Joel said the bugs were all gone.

“See you tomorrow?” It would be Saturday, so they were pretty much taking a break for the
weekend, though she had work to deal with on her laptop.

Vince slid an arm around Cami’s back, leading her to the door. “Monday morning.” Jonquil
winked before they headed out.

~*~

When they’d left her house, Cami hadn’'t been certain about staying at Vince’s through
Monday morning—it seemed like a huge step. They had a great time together though, sitting
out on the patio, taking a long ramble in the woods with the dogs, and making more meals
than had been prepared in the kitchen in a month’s time before. And when they made love,
she was amazed the magic hadn’t been her imagination or a one-time thing.

Monday morning Vince dropped her back at her home instead of work because she hadn'’t
brought an appropriate work suit.

He kissed her just inside the doorway, taking his time with it. “Maybe you should move in with
me,” he suggested.

“Can’'t. Contract says | have to live in this house.” She wasn't sure if she was relieved or
disappointed about that stipulation with his tempting alternative. The weekend had been an
idyll of sorts, not real life, and she knew moving in would change everything.

He groaned as she pulled away. “Don't tell me | have to wait until next September.” “Unless
you want to marry her, that's the deal.” Jonquil headed up the nearby stairs. Cami could have
sworn they had been talking too low for anyone to hear them, but apparently the baby of the
group had ears like a dog.

“Oh, is that all?” Vince grabbed Cami’s chin and turned her face back, kissing her again.

“All?” Cami asked when she was allowed to talk again. “Isn’t it more than enough?” “Plenty. I'm
more than happy to get married. What do you say?” he asked between pressing kisses to her
mouth and cheeks and chin.

“Whoa.” She pushed him away, ran those words back through her head to make sure she’'d
heard right. “You’re out of your mind. We’ve only been dating a few weeks.”

“Six, but who's counting? And sometimes six years isn’t long enough to decide if someone is
the right one for you, but this time, I'd say six weeks is plenty.” He leaned in for another kiss.

Though she wanted to slide back under his spell, she moved out of his reach. “You're crazy.”



“About you.” His slid his hands onto her waist and pulled her close. “And unoriginal.”
“But you love me anyway.”

She laughed, unable to help herself as she tucked her face into his neck, loving the smell of
his aftershave, though there was still a rich field of stubble he hadn’'t bothered to shave that
morning. As for loving him, she wasn’t sure if what she felt was strong enough to marry on—it
was too early to make that kind of commitment. Besides, she had more pressing things on her
mind. Though she’d been putting it off, she decided to address one of those issues now. “So |
have this favor to ask, and you can feel free to say no if you need more notice.”

“What's that?” He brushed the hair back from her face, tucking it behind her ear, teasing the
sensitive lobe as his finger followed the curve.

She shivered. She’d spent a long time the previous night lying awake, considering whether or
not to ask, and now her heart raced as she wondered if it was a mistake. “| have a party in
Chicago Thursday night. | wondered if you'd like to go with me. | kept my condo available. |
know you might have to juggle your work and getting a plane ticket can be a pain, and it's
bound to cause more speculation, but—"

She stopped talking when he pressed his mouth to hers. “I'd love to go with you, Cami. Email
me the flight information and I'll make a reservation.”

“Okay. That's great.” She nudged him away, feeling awkward though he’d made it easy—
maybe because he’'d made it easy. “Go to work. | can’t think when you’re kissing me.”

“Good.” But he pressed a quick peck to her forehead and turned away. Before he shut the
door behind him, he glanced back. “I promise more finesse when | officially propose.”

Cami didn’'t have a chance to respond before he was gone. She sucked in a breath, not sure
how she felt about the fact that he was already thinking marriage.



Chapter 30

Joel hadn’'t been kidding when he said he’d be spending a lot of time at the house. Though
Cami had been at Vince’s for the weekend, she heard he’d hung around since dinnertime on
Friday and had used Sage’s bathroom to clean up and shower. He even slept on the sofa in
the great room while one of his security crew monitored the machines.

She was glad to have missed most of that.

Tuesday evening most of them were sitting around the house taking care of paperwork and
making plans when Joel grinned—an odd expression for his face considering how seldom he
did it. “Gotcha.” He pressed a few more keys, then gestured to Sage to come over and sit in
his spot. “Someone just logged on to the system. I'm going to go see if | can find the person
trying to download information. Stay here.” He pulled a handgun from the small of his back,
cocked it to load a bullet in the chamber, and put it back in the holster before heading for the
door.

Cami felt her stomach drop. Joel had a gun in her house? Was that necessary? A few seconds
passed as she thought about it before she realized that of course he’d be armed.

This was Joel, military to the max. He probably owned an arsenal. Maybe it should have made
her feel better, safer, but somehow, it didn't.

A long moment passed and Cami started to get anxious. She inched over to the front windows,
peeking out of the corner through the curtain so no one outside would be able to see her. She
saw Joel just through the trees, kneeling on the ground. He looked like he had someone
restrained, but she couldn’t see who through the brush.

“Get away from there,” Sage hissed.

“He’s got someone.” Cami moved to the door and opened it a crack. “Joel, do you need me to
call someone?”

He looked up at her, his face grim. “Call the sheriff's office. And keep everyone inside.”

“What?” She looked behind her and saw everyone else watching her. “Stay here. He’s got the
perp. I'll see if he need anything else. Stay inside.”

No one else seemed interested in following her so Cami shut the door behind her and made
her way across the grass. She pulled out her phone and dialed 911.

When she was told a deputy was on the way, she put away her phone.

“Get back inside, Cami. | don't need you out here.” Joel sat between her and the person he
was restraining. “If you come out, your sisters will be next. You're a distraction. Go back
inside.”

“Who is it?” After all of the stress and worry, she had to know who was behind everything.

“Go inside. There could be someone else out here too.”



Cami studied him for a moment then shook her head. “If there were, you would have
incapacitated that person and be out looking for the second person already.”

He swore low under his breath. “Just go back inside. I'll be in as soon as | give my statement
to the deputy.”

There was the sound of sirens in the distance and Cami shifted, trying to see who was behind
Joel.

“Go. Inside.” His brows V-ed over his eyes in anger.

“Even Cami wasn't crazy enough to risk ticking Joel off. “Fine. I'll see you there.” Before she
reached the front door, Rosemary opened it. “Who is it?”

“I don’t know. He was hiding the guy. He insisted we stay inside.”

Rosemary put her hand on her hip. “And you just turned around and came back inside like a
good little girl?”

“Hey, you want to risk his wrath, that’s on you, but | don’t recommend it. Besides,” she looked
over her shoulder as the sheriff’s office truck came to a stop, “Looks like he’s got backup, and
going over there now will just put us in their way. Better to watch out the window and see who
they haul off.”

“So we wuss out and let him have his way?”

“Yes. For a few minutes, anyway. Give him time to take care of things and they we can all
gang up on him for answers.” It galled her to have to wait when the answers were in her front
yard. A second sheriff’s truck pulled into the driveway. “Looks like they’re planning a party out
there.”

“Too bad we’re not invited,” Rosemary said.

Delphi sat at the kitchen island while Rosemary prowled around like an agitated lion. She may
have growled once or twice as well.

Cami stood at the window, watching the deputy show up, talk to the suspect and then pull out
a set of handcuffs. She tapped her foot as she watched the man haul someone away. “It's a
woman.” Cami couldn’t believe it. She stared, trying to figure out who it was. She didn’t catch
any of her face, though, and the deputy pushed her in front of him, so Cami couldn’t get a
clear view.

“What do you mean it's a woman?” Rosemary joined her at the window, pulling back the
curtains. The deputy had already pushed her into the back seat of the truck. “I missed it.” She
strained to get a better view of the woman until the truck pulled out, then she resumed pacing.

The second deputy stayed out talking to Joel for at least ten more minutes before taking off
with a written statement. Joel toward the house, his mouth in a firm line.

“Here he comes.” Cami twitched the curtains back in place and moved to open the door before
he reached the front porch.

“You're so impatient,” he said as he passed her on his way through the door.



“That's my middle name. So who was it? | couldn’t tell when they hauled her off.”
She crossed her arms over her chest and stared him down.

He was, predictably, unfazed. He waited until everyone stood around, watching him, before he
answered. “It was Mrs. Grady.”

Cami felt like the breath had been knocked out of her. “No way. She would never do that to
us.”

Everyone else had similar reactions, filling the air with cries of disbelief and anger.

“Why would she do that to us?” Sage asked after the initial burst of questions. “Money, of
course,” Delphi said, her arms crossed over her chest.

“But how could she? Does she know what she’s done?” Jonquil asked. “I trusted her.”

“I shared my cannoli recipe with her.” Rosemary said, incredulous. “I don’'t share that with
anyone.”

Everything Cami thought she knew about the woman fell apart. Why had she hurt them even
after Cami had gone out of her way to help find Mr. Grady a kidney donor?

When everyone watched him, the hubbub quiet, Joel spoke again. “Someone offered her a
whole lot of money to send the records off of the security system. She claims she doesn'’t
know who it is, but she needed the money, the medical bills were getting out of control. She
apologized, for what it's worth.” The disgust on his face said the apology wasn’t worth much to
him.

“You ought to be able to trace the money, right?” Cami asked Joel.
“I'm sure going to try.” The determination in his eyes said failure was not an option.

Cami hoped with the information leak out of the way, this nightmare would come to an end.



Chapter 31

Though they’'d seen each other again before their trip to Chicago, Vince didn’t bring up the
issue of marriage. Cami’'s thoughts seemed to zip between Mrs. Grady’'s betrayal and his
suggestion—which had been offered as casually as if he had been proposing they take a day-
trip into Denver.

If Jonquil had heard Vince’'s comment—Cami refused to think of it as a proposal— she hadn’t
said anything about it, which suited Cami fine. It was bad enough the words kept popping back
up into her mind; having it turn into a discussion topic among the sisters would be way too
much.

The journey was uneventful but Cami found she enjoyed having Vince with her during the
flight. It was nice to have interesting conversation and laughter handy, and despite not pulling
out her laptop to work as she usually did on flights, she didn’t get antsy for something to do.
Maybe, she thought, that was part of Vince’s charm.

After they settled into Cami’s condo, she checked her closet, but wasn’t happy with anything in
it.

“Problems?” Vince asked, coming into the bedroom fifteen minutes after she'd disappeared
into the closet.

“I know | have plenty of clothes, but nothing feels quite right for the party tonight.” She bit her
lip, considered a demure peach dress with a flirty mid-calf skirt. “Would you mind terribly if |
made a run to find something new?”

He turned her, pulling her into his arms. “Are you talking a four-hour shopping spree?”

“No way, I'll leave that for Lana. A run to Ralph Lauren for a new dress, maybe pop into
Nordstrom for shoes, and home again, an hour or so max. Well, plus travel time.”

He met her eyes and his lips quirked. “Will | have a chance to see you try on sexy dresses?”
She laughed. “Quite likely.”

He nuzzled her neck, raising goose bumps along her side. “Perhaps | should go along to give
my opinion.”

“You want to go dress shopping with me?” No way was that reality. A guy like Vince didn’t sit
quietly by while the woman shopped. She didn’t think the Y chromosome worked that way.

“Not for a full afternoon, no, but for an hour or so. And maybe while we’re out, we could get
some of that famous Chicago pizza I've heard about.”

She grinned. ‘I see, it's all about the pizza.”
“And seeing you in a sexy dress or three.” He wiggled his eyebrows.

“How can | argue?” She pulled from his embrace and grabbed her purse. “Let’'s go.” Because
her car was in Colorado now, they'd opted to walk, take the commuter train, or use taxis for



the two-day visit. Since the station was close, they headed for the commuter train.

The run into Ralph Lauren was fairly quick and successful. She found something on the
second try, a red silk sheath that ended above the knee. The neckline was more daring than
her usual, but it fit her mood. She didn’t model it for Vince, opting to make it a surprise.

“I can’t believe you didn’t show it to me. That's the only reason | came.” Vince complained as
they walked into Nordstrom a few minutes later.

“Hush. It'll be worth the suspense. | promise.” Cami patted him on the cheek and continued on
to the shoe department. There was something about shoes and Nordstrom that she could
never separate.

In no time she seized a pair of Manolo Blahnik gold metallic strappy sandals with a two-inch
heel to go with her new dress, then indulged herself with a Phillip Lim multi T-strap pump in
black and maroon, and nearly had contortions trying to prevent herself from buying the cutest
pair of Isola brown suede boots. She lost the fight, but didn’t care anymore when she handed
Vince the bags as they left the shop.

When Vince grumbled that she’d only brought him to be a pack animal, she smiled and gave
him a quick kiss. “I'm carrying the dress.”

“Which you haven't let me catch so much as a glimpse of, thank-you-very-much. And what is it
with you and shoes?”

“Sorry, | can’'t help myself. | have a weakness for great footwear. | have just the thing for the
boots, but I'll have to find an outfit to go with the pumps.”

“Hold on.” He stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and gave her an incredulous look. “You're
going to buy an outfit to match the shoes? Isn’t that backward?”

She laughed. “You'd think so, wouldn’t you? But no, not in this case. Lana will completely
agree with me when she sees the shoes. It's a good thing she has such tiny feet—or she
might try to borrow them.”

“I had no idea you were such a slave to fashion. | thought you were just naturally put together.”
Despite his comments, he wore a smile to match hers, and didn’'t appear the least put out
about his shoe burden. “Now, are we going to get pizza? I'm starving.”

“Almost there. You know, sometimes | think you have the appetite of a thirteen-year-old boy.”
He simply grinned.

Cami grinned back, hardly able to believe she’d found someone like Vince. Two months earlier
she would have sworn guys like him didn’t exist. She wasn’t going to complain.

~*~

Vince's eyes popped as Cami stepped into the living room where he’d been waiting for her. He
set down the soda in his hand and turned off the baseball game, giving her his full attention.

Cami gave a little spin, pleased with his expression and felt like a sexy model. “Was it worth
the wait?”



“Yeah, it was.” Vince walked over, taking her mouth in a long kiss. “You sure we have to go
out?”

She laughed. “That was kind of the point of the trip.”

“Pity.” He took her hands and two stepped her around the room—it wasn’t a big space, so it
didn’t take long. “I'd love to have you to myself all evening. But | can probably share you long
enough to take care of business.”

She was out of breath when they came to a stop, though very little of it was from the exertion
of the dance. “That’s good of you.”

“I know. I'm a real catch.”

She looked at his cocky grin and had to kiss him again. He was a catch, the kind of man any
woman would be luck to call her own. She touched his freshly shaved cheek and pressed a
chaste kiss to his mouth, a feeling of warmth building inside her every moment. This was love.
Was it strong enough to last? She didn’t know.

He released her and tugged on his suit coat. “Do | pass muster?” He looked incredible in a
suit, making Cami think she better keep him close so someone else didn’t try to snatch him up
at the party.

“You look pretty wonderful too.” She leaned in, sniffed. “And you smell terrific.” He took her
hand. “Let's go wow them.”

~*~

“Would you like something to drink?” Vince asked Cami when they’d been circulating for nearly
an hour.

Cami smiled, already wishing the night would end. “Thanks. I'm parched. No more alcohol,
though, | need to stay alert in this crowd.” She watched him go, then turned to track the prince
of Denmark’s cousin, whom she’d seen only ten feet away a moment before. Instead, Trent
moved to greet her. The low burn of nerves in her stomach grew worse. This wasn’t going to
be pretty.

She couldn’t help but compare her ex to Vince, though she knew it was bad form. Trent's
unnatural tan, bleached blonde hair, and artificially whitened teeth seemed false to her now
she’d been around a man like Vince who didn’t worry about making the proper impression
every moment of the day.

“Hello, Camellia, you’'ve met Trina, haven’t you?” Trent introduced the brunette on his arm.

“Of course, how are you doing, Trina? How’s your mother?” Cami was relieved Trent had
moved on, but wondered if Trina realized what a jerk he was.

“She’s well. We've both been busy getting the hospital benefit up and running. It sounds as
though you’ve had your hands full with the hotel opening.” Trina Sanders was a sweet girl with
impeccable manners and a friendly attitude. Cami had always liked her. She also came from a
very wealthy family, and would certainly have the cash to settle Trent's debts. Word through
the grapevine was the couple had been dating since early July. More than one guest had



made sure to inform Cami of that fact since her arrival at the party.

“Yes, it's been quite an undertaking, but exciting too, seeing it all come together. | know my
father would have been so happy with how things are going. The party is less than three
weeks away.” Cami put on a smile and pretended she hadn't a care in the world about media
problems.

“I know you’'ve had some troubles. It's a shame about the Denmark royals canceling. Maybe
they’ll rebook after you've had time to establish yourself and prove you're capable of
managing such a huge endeavor. Right now you're six untried women,” Trent's words were
cloying and patronizing.

Anger burned in her. “Hardly untried. We’ve each been working in our various departments for
years, and we've found excellent employees to help carry the load. Our head of security is
capable of handling any emergency, and Delphi has every angle of this release planned to the
millisecond. We’'re going to succeed not because we’re lucky, but because we’re very good at
what we do.”

“Have you seen their work? Do you know these women will step up and do what needs to be
done?” he asked. “Your father pulled them from who knows what jobs—"

It was all Cami could do to keep her voice level as the anger burned through her. “My father
may have had ulterior motives for bringing us all on board with the hotel launch, but he
wouldn’t have risked his resort’'s best interest. My sisters are among the best in the business.
I've seen them in action, I've seen them in difficulty and they’re more than up to the task.”

Miffed, Trent pushed in a different area. “And what about your lawn boy? | thought | saw him
with you earlier.” He smiled maliciously.

The rage cooled to ice as Cami realized he was jealous. “My lawn boy has a master’s degree
in landscape architecture from Cornell University. He's a successful businessman who
employs nearly forty people, and his business is growing every year.”

Vince walked up behind Cami, slid his arm around her from the right, and offered her a glass
of Perier—she’d decided one glass of champagne was her limit. “Here you are, honey.”

“Thanks.” She flashed him a smile, grateful for the interruption. “Vince Talmadge, I'd like you to
meet Trina Sanders and Trent Doyle.”

The expression on Trent’'s face turned slightly sour as he gave Vince the once over, but Trina
met him with a pleasant smile and genuine interest.

“I can see what drew you to him, Cami—intelligent and handsome. Always a good
combination. It's good to meet you.” Trina took Vince’s hand in a warm shake, though not with
the overt interest some of the female guests had shown. She was too classy to do that even if
she had been interested.

“You flatter me,” Vince said. “It's a pleasure to meet you.” His expression became speculative
as he turned it on Trent, who stared at him through narrowed eyes. “And you. Have you known
Cami long?”

“A while.” Trent’s voice was infused with innuendo, and there was an edge of mean in his



eyes. “So what do you think about the run of bad publicity she and her sisters have had?”

Vince shrugged, though Cami sensed him stiffen beside her. “Someone’s got a vindictive
streak, but they’re an amazing group of women. | wouldn’t count them out— they’re going to
blow everyone’s socks off. If you don’'t have other plans, perhaps you should come to the
grand opening gala. See for yourself.”

“I'll make our reservation in the morning. | could use some mountain air,” Trina said, threading
her hand around Trent’'s elbow. “Can you arrange to come with me?” she asked him.

“Of course, sweetheart.” He put his hand over hers and smiled at her.

The thought of Trent at the hotel made Cami grit her teeth, but she forced a smile. “I'll see you
there. | have a few more people | need to speak with, if you don’t mind.”

Trina nodded. “Of course. I'm sure you have a lot to take care of while you're in town.”
Cami said her goodbyes, and she and Vince walked away.

“That was interesting,” Vince muttered to her. “Is Trent an ex-boyfriend? He acted a little
jealous.”

“Something like that.” They only made it a few steps before she spotted the prince’s cousin
nearby and turned Vince in his direction. “I'll explain later.”

“Ah, Miss DiCarlo,” the man said when he spotted her. “I've heard so many fascinating rumors
about your hotel.” His eyes were warm and friendly.

“I'd hoped to speak to you about that, actually. Do you have a minute?”

He took her hand and bowed over it, kissing her knuckles. “For you, always.” He introduced
himself to Vince, then suggested they find a quiet corner.

“I'd love to.” Cami took Vince’s hand and they followed in his wake.

~*~

Vince watched Cami move around her apartment after they left the party that night. She kicked
off her shoes and dug through her bags, chattering about the people they’d met.

She was like a lick of flame in her dress, sultry and eye-catching without trying. She’d worked
her way through the groupings of people, chatting, kissing cheeks, laughing off reports of
ridiculous rumors. Even now she was wound up from the party, not appearing the least worn
down from the long evening after the cross-country flight and shopping trip.

He worked in hard, physical labor all day and he was ready to drop. How had she done it?

Cami turned to him, holding something silky with a generous helping of lace the color of
champagne. “As parties go, | think it went well. Don’t you agree?”

His heart twisted in his chest. She only planned on staying in Colorado for a year. She loved
Chicago—she hadn’t even sold her condo. “Yeah. You were amazing.” How was he going to
convince her to stay in Juniper Ridge when she had a vibrant social life here?



“You're no slouch yourself. And, seriously, that suit is a killer on you.” She ran one hand down
his lapel, making the worry and yearning twist together in his gut.

“Not half as killer as this dress is on you.” Vince was definitely curious about the bit of fabric
she still held in one hand, but decided he had other priorities. He slid his hands around her
waist and pulled her close. She melted into his embrace and he felt home.



Chapter 32

The next morning Cami and Vince walked hand in hand past a row of shops on Michigan
Avenue.

“Where are we going?” he asked. “You've been mulling something over all morning.” When
Cami had woken at two a.m. she’'d replayed her conversation with Trent and came to a
startling realization—she really did think her sisters were amazing. Well, Rosemary was
seriously irritating, and Delphi stayed pretty aloof, but they were still incredible at their jobs.
What was more, Cami liked the women and was starting to feel like maybe they would make
the connections their father had wanted.

She gave Vince's hand a squeeze and was glad he was there to talk to. “Ever since | found
out about my sisters, I've been angry and kept myself apart from them. | didn’t want to get to
know them, or like them. At best, | hoped we could stand to live together until the end of next
August. Last night at the party, when | told Trent | would stand behind my sisters, | realized |
meant it. We’ve pulled together, stepped up. They're funny and always teasing each other
about something. | never expected to feel close to them.”

His gaze caught hers and warmed her as they continued walking. “But now you do.”

“Not like | feel with Lana, but we’re getting there. Not only that, but after the way I've drawn
back from them, | feel like | should do something—something to say yes, we're sisters, we're a
unit, and of course, | thought I'd do it with jewelry.” Something tangible they could all wear the
day of the hotel's grand opening.

“Is someone on this street going to have six of something you can take home with you today?”
He checked his watch. “We have to leave for the airport in a couple of hours.”

“I thought | might have something custom made, so it’s all about us. I'll ask the designer what
he thinks.” She caught the smile on Vince’s face. “What?”

He pulled her to a store doorway, out of the rushing crowd, and turned her into his arms. “I
think you're pretty great.”

She wound her arms around his neck and nibbled on his chin. “I think you’re pretty great, too.”

He caught her mouth in a quick kiss, then moved them back into the flow of foot traffic. “So
where are we going?”

She pointed to a store with a familiar logo. “Tiffany’s—where else? There are lots of other
stores around if you want to do some browsing of your own while I'm inside. I'll probably be an
hour or so.”

“I think I'll do that.”

He squeezed her hand at the store entrance. “Call me if I'm not waiting inside when you
finish.”

She pushed open the doors, anxious to see what she and the jeweler could whip up between



them.

~*~

Cami was in a great mood when Vince brought her home that evening. She walked in carrying
her small bag, while Vince muscled in her big suitcase—not that it was exactly strenuous for
him to carry. “Hello, everyone! I'm home!” she called as they came in the door. Vince had tried
to convince her to go to his place for the night, but she’d demurred, anxious to see her sisters
again after her epiphany and knowing she needed a good night's sleep before jumping back
into work in the morning. He was a little too distracting sometimes.

“Only you would consider your arrival a reason for the whole house to celebrate,” Rosemary
said, coming around the staircase to see her. Jonquil trailed behind.

“I have news. Who all is here?”

“Everyone,” Rosemary walked over and grabbed Cami’s left hand, flipping it over. She gave
Cami a disdainful glance. “I thought you said you had news.” She shifted her gaze to Vince.
“You had her alone in another city overnight and didn’t get anywhere after your talk earlier this
week?”

Vince merely grinned, making Cami nervous. Because he was listening in, she didn’'t have the
guts to give the response she wanted to—that she was far too smart to become engaged to
someone she’d only known for a couple months, no matter how she might feel about him—so
she settled on rolling her eyes. “Get a grip.” She looked at Jonquil. “You have a big mouth, you
know that?”

“I'm biding my time,” Vince said. “She’s not ready yet.”

“Hello? News, remember?” Cami said as she set down her packages. She shot a look at
Rosemary. “After that crack, you don’t deserve to see the new T-strap pumps | bought, or
these gorgeous boots.”

“Boots? You can’'t say something like that and not share.” Rosemary crossed her arms over
her chest.

Cami glanced at Vince. “It's a girl thing.”
He shook his head as if still clueless about the fetish.

Lana came to the top of the stairs and headed their way. “Did | hear the words new boots?
And what news? Go sit down.”

Cami found the rest of her sisters, along with Blake and Joel, sitting in the great room. So it
really was nearly everyone.

“Is this a business meeting | shouldn’t attend?” Vince asked.
“Join us,” Blake said. “I'd rather have you in on the conversation this time.”

Vince grinned and grabbed the loveseat, pulling Cami down beside him. She squealed slightly,
but settled in. “I appreciate that,” he said to Blake.



When everyone was finally seated, Cami started. “So the party last night, while mostly boring
and obnoxious, did yield some good results, | think. | spoke with the prince’s cousin and he
said he would pass along the good word.”

“We already received confirmation that the prince’s representative is going to be here for the
gala,” Lana confirmed. “It came a few hours ago.”

“Beautiful!” Cami was glad to have good results from the hellish night of socializing.
“I understand you had words with Trent last night,” Lana said.

Huh? How did she know? “Yeah. He was being petty, but | think | came out ahead, so we’re
good.”

“You told him you were proud of your sisters and backed us all the way,” Jonquil said. “I didn’t
know you felt that way.” Her voice was soft, filled with pleased surprise.

“You heard that?” A few months ago Cami would have sworn this place was like the bottom of
a hole, and yet gossip still managed to travel fast.

“There was an interesting article in the news today recapping the conversation you had with
Trent, speculating about your former relationship with him,” Blake said.

“You didn’t send me a link?” Cami asked, feeling a little let down that everyone basically knew
everything she had to say and also worried about what was in the article.

“I wanted to talk to you first. I'll send it over tonight.”
“Anything else?” Delphi asked. “Because | need to go next while we’re all sitting here.”
“Yeah, | guess that's it.” Cami tried to ignore her feelings of disappointment.

Delphi met her eye. “We wanted you to know most of us have invited our parents to the
opening party. | know you’re still struggling with what Dad did, and we don’t blame you, but we
thought we ought to give you time to adjust to the idea of them being here.” She added Lana
in her gaze.

As Cami looked around at the others, she could see they were all a bit anxious about her
response. “I guess this is a night for non-revelatory revelations.” She let her mouth quirk. “I
already knew.”

“Me too,” Lana added. “Cami told me a while ago.”

“I've studied the guest list several times, checking to see who was coming. | know I've been
pretty standoffish, but I'll be happy to welcome them here and treat them with the respect they
deserve as your parents.” It was hard to hold back the unhappiness she felt as she spoke, but
Cami took a moment to look around the circle, catching everyone’s gaze. “You should all be
proud of what you’'ve accomplished, and what you’re making of this hotel. Your parents should
share in it, so I'm glad they’re coming.”

It cost Cami to say the words, and she knew it would take her a while to completely push her
bitterness to the background, but she was glad their parents would be able to come. For
herself, she felt a strange mixture of relief and regret that her mother was dead and couldn’t



be there. It would have been great to have her present, to feel the pride her mother always
took in her daughters’ accomplishments. On the other hand, there would have been pain too,
as her mother saw the other women and knew the other four sisters existed because her
husband had cheated.

Which still begged the question of whether her mother knew about the other sisters, or about
her husband’s many affairs.

“Well, that simplifies things,” Delphi said. “Anything else?”

When no one else spoke up, Vince broke the silence. “Great. | better get home, then.” He
stood, pulling Cami to her feet. “Walk me to the door?”

“She gets all the lip locks,” Rosemary complained as they walked away. “It's so not fair.”
“Don’t take too long,” Lana called out. “I want to see those pumps.”

Cami laughed, feeling for the first time in months like she really belonged.



Chapter 33

A headache pounded behind Cami’'s left eye as she looked at her overflowing inbox. She
hadn’t checked her email in almost twenty-four hours, but hadn’t expected such an influx. She
scanned the messages for anything pressing and her eyes caught one from Liesel Gentry
from the transplant database.

Her stomach cramped up when she saw the subject: “Good news!”

She could only imagine it referred to them finding a match for Robert Grady. Yeah, that was
good news, but Cami wasn't in a place emotionally to feel good about anything that would
make Matilda Grady happy. She pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes for a long
moment, trying to center herself. After a moment, she lifted her gaze back to the monitor and
clicked the email.

Camellia, great news, | know you were anxious to hear about Robert Grady’s results, and
we’re in luck! We've found a match in Albuquerque. They had enough tests done previously
that we can fast-track the transplant. I'm contacting you because you offered to help with
travel expenses for the transplant, something | know the Gradys need with the other bills piling
up. If you're still able to help us out with this, please let me know and we can discuss the
financial aspects of the situation.

Cami felt her throat clog with hot tears as she thought about her commitment to assist with
fundraising or even paying for some of the expenses herself. She had been more than happy
to make the offer at the time, but her feelings were completely different now. How was she
supposed to help the Gradys after everything that had happened?

Blake walked into Cami’s office while she stared at a small print of Vincent van Gogh’s Starry
Night that hung near the door. Cami focused on Blake and tried to put her mind back into work
mode.

“Hey,” he said, taking the chair across from her. “These pages came to my fax.” He handed
some papers to her. “And . . .” His brow furrowed. “You're really pale. Are you feeling all right?”

Cami cupped the back of her neck with her hand and looked at him. She didn’t really want to
talk about it, but he was there and had a look of understanding and compassion. “It's about
Robert Grady.”

He sat forward, anxious. “What about him? You haven’t heard from Matilda, have you?”

“No. | ...” She let out a breath. “Several weeks ago | managed to track down a new transplant
database that holds lists of people who are willing to do organ donations. | got a form for
Robert to have his records sent there. Today | opened an email from the director saying they
found a match.”

His brows pulled together and he frowned. “Why did they contact you? | mean, it was nice and
all, but with HIPAA regulations and everything, isn’'t that odd?”

Cami pursed her lips. “It would be, but when | contacted them, | said that | would help with



transportation costs for the donor and arrange lodgings while they were in the area. So Liesel
contacted me, but now I’'m not feeling nearly so generous.”

“That's understandable. Matilda’s betrayal is hard on all of you girls—especially you if you
were helping her out like that.” Blake sat back in the chair and gave her a steady look. “Okay, |
don’t want to get your back up, but I'm going to play devil's advocate for a moment. Do you
think Robert knew about his wife’s spying?”

She allowed herself a moment to consider, but based on how Mrs. Grady had talked when she
was arrested, she didn’t think so. “No.”

“Did you think he needed your help before?” “Yes, but—"
“Do you think he deserves the transplant less than before?”

Cami’s jaw tightened as the emotions roiled inside her. It took her several seconds to answer.
“NO_”

“So are you going to punish him because his wife was so desperate to dig their way out of
debt that she betrayed you?”

“I thought you were just playing devil's advocate. This sounds like more.” She shot him a hard
look, but felt tears rising in her eyes.

His gaze held hers for a long moment. “You have every reason to be upset with Matilda, to be
angry and feel betrayed. But | want you to think about why you helped out in the first place and
decide if you still believe you were right.”

There was a long moment of silence as Cami struggled with his question. “I know in my head
what happened shouldn’t affect things for Robert. Feeling that way is another matter.”

“We could always find someone else to head up fundraising efforts, but try to let your head do
some of the talking,” he suggested. “It's really easy to listen to hurt feelings and not consider
all of the details.” A sad, faraway look came into his eye and his mouth turned down in
frustration.

Cami couldn’t help but comment on his reaction, which obviously had nothing to do with their
current discussion. “Are you talking about what happened between you and Lana?”

His brows lifted. “What did she tell you about us?”

“Nothing. But | see the way you two bump off of each other. | know you used to be friends, at
least, and now she’s royally pissed about something.”

His lips twitched, as though he were trying to smile, but failed. Sadness filled his eyes. “l can’t
talk about it if she doesn’t want to tell you, but you're on the right track.” He turned the picture
of Cami and Lana that sat on the edge of her desk and stared at it.

“You love her.” Cami was surprised, then wondered why she hadn’t seen it from the beginning.
She’d wondered if they’d had a relationship, but she hadn’t thought it ever got this far.

His gaze flashed to hers. “Yeah, | do.”



She desperately wanted to ask if Lana loved him and what had happened, but he'd already
said he wouldn’t discuss it, so she didn’t push. Him. Lana was another issue. “Well, whatever
happened, | hope you can work things out with her.”

“I will. Eventually.” But his expression wasn't nearly as certain as his words.

~*~

Now Vince knew what he was competing with to keep Cami in Juniper Ridge, he found it
nearly impossible to get time alone with her. They had already begun training new employees,
and she worked fourteen-, sometimes sixteen-hour days putting the finishing touches on the
hotel, and tracking all of the contractors as they installed equipment and making sure it
worked. Then there were the linens to unpack, wash and spread on the beds, the alarm clocks
to test, add batteries to and set, and the thousands of inventory items that had to be
catalogued and organized.

It made his head spin.

The first five days after their return from Chicago, all Vince managed was to reach her for a
couple of quick phone calls, and once he caught her on the grounds while he prepped the yard
and she ran between her car and the hotel. He stopped her for a kiss and heard her brief
apologies for all but ignoring him. He knew this was temporary and wasn’t mad at her for being
so busy, but he missed her.

It was late August, and while things were slowing down at the nursery, they were still in the
swing of peak season for the landscaping end of things. After taking two days off to run to
Chicago with Cami, Vince had to put in plenty of long days to catch up on his own work.

Still, he searched for an elusive hour alone with her.

A week after returning from Chicago, he finished putting his equipment away as the sun
dropped out of sight. It would be dark before he caught up with Cami at the hotel, but it was
past time she took a breather.

After several queries, he found her making beds on the fourth floor. She looked exhausted in
her figure-hugging jeans and a company-logoed, white polo shirt. Cami and Lana worked on
opposite sides of the bed, tucking and smoothing as they went, chatting about some snag
Lana had dealt with earlier.

“Well, well. You've gone from the board room to becoming maids?” he teased as he
appreciated the way Cami’s jeans hugged her rear end when she bent over.

Lana flashed a grin at him. “We’ve both made our share of hotel beds. We started out in
housekeeping when we were only fourteen.”

He felt his brows lift. “You two are always a bundle of surprises, but you certainly look like you
know what you're doing.”

Cami plumped a pillow and snugged it at the top of the bed. “If practice makes perfect, half my
staff is going to be very good at all kinds of jobs around this place. We’'ve been cross-training
everyone, but decided to take on a couple of rooms to refresh our skills.” She pushed the
auburn curls back from her face as she turned to him.



He crossed the room in two steps and pulled her into his arms. “You're ready to drop. When
was the last time you ate?”

When she had to stop and think about it, he knew it had been too long.

“I had lunch.” She checked her watch and groaned. “Eight hours ago. No wonder I'm ready to
collapse.”

“You too?” he asked Lana over Cami’s shoulder.

She shook her head. “We all stopped to eat a couple of hours back, but Cami was in the
middle of a conference call. | didn’t realize she didn’t break for dinner after she finished.”

Vince rubbed his thumb over Cami’s cheek, noticing the dark circles under her eyes. The
worry lines by her mouth were more pronounced too. He was dying to cover her mouth with
his. “Unless you object, I'm stealing her, feeding her and putting her to bed early.” He said this
to Lana, but didn’t take his eyes off Cami’s face.

“Since she stayed until nearly eleven last night and was back at it by six this morning, | think
that's a great idea,” Lana answered.

“Oh, but | have so many things to do still,” Cami objected.

Vince quieted her with his mouth. When he had her full attention, he pulled back. “I think you
just got an order from your boss.”

“It wasn’t an order,” Cami said.

“Oh, yes it was.” Lana adjusted the ponytail of red hair at her nape. “In fact, I'm going to insist
everyone go home shortly. We're all worn out.”

“But there are still stacks of supplies in my office area, and inventory to do—"

Cami kept speaking as Vince scooped her into his arms and headed for the elevator. He called
over his shoulder to Lana. “I'll have her back here around seven.” Eleven hours wasn’'t nearly
long enough, but he’d take what he could get.

“Sounds fine. See you later.”

Cami continued to object, weakly, until the elevator doors shut between them and he kissed
her again. “You ought to let me down. Otherwise people will think I'm sick,” she muttered
against his mouth.

“Who cares what they think?”
“Mmm. | have to work with them, Vince.”

Regretfully, he let her slide down until her feet touched the floor. “If you say so.” He lifted his
head when the elevator doors opened and he released her before they stepped into the foyer.

Twenty minutes later they were at his house, a bag of takeout on the counter, and Cami was a
puddle of exhaustion on his sofa.

Vince brought in a plate with the chicken sandwich and fries he'd ordered for her and set it on



the coffee table.

“I shouldn’t eat so much. I'm going to grow into a whale,” she protested as she swirled fries in
ketchup.

“If you spent all day running from one end of the hotel to the next, | don’t think gaining weight
is going to be a problem. Eat before you fall asleep where you sit.”

She shifted her feet to the floor so he could sit beside her and they talked about the day while
they polished off the food.

Having her in his home gave the place an air of comfort. Cami drove away the loneliness and
just seeing her shoes kicked off by the front door made it feel more lived in, more real. Vince
thought of the ring he had tucked away in a drawer upstairs and considered bringing it down to
her, but she was too tired to think right now. While that could work to his advantage, he didn’t
want to ask her to marry him while she was like this. It wasn't fair. And he wasn’t sure yet that
she’d say yes.

When Cami had eaten most of the food on her plate and her eyes drooped, Vince cleared
everything away and took her hand, leading her upstairs. There wouldn’t be time or energy for
anything but sleeping tonight, but holding her in his arms would be good enough.



Chapter 34

“You're awfully well rested, considering you spent the night at Vince’s,” Rosemary observed
when Cami walked into the boardroom for the usual eight o’clock meeting.

“Poor guy. | think | was snoring before my head hit the pillow. The last thing | remember was
eating dinner and him leading me up the stairs.” Cami felt her face warm, though she
managed to control her expression.

“I could have sworn he had other plans,” Lana teased as Blake sat beside her.

Joel and Sage came in, taking the last chairs between Delphi and Jonquil. The head of
engineering crammed in the far corner.

“Sometimes,” Blake said, “looks are deceiving.” Lana’s face tightened. “And sometimes they
aren't.”

“Oh-kay, if we can change the subject back to something relevant.” Cami didn’'t want people
discussing her private life at the meeting. She glanced at Rosemary, whose eyes darted to
Lana and Blake, then back to Cami, and her brows quirked in question. Cami lifted her
shoulders to show her confusion.

Lana started the meeting with the day’s company message, before shooting right into what still
needed to be accomplished. They would have guests on the premises in three days, after all,
and the to-do list barely seemed to have shrunk at all.

~*~

Thursday night Lana sent everyone home and locked up the hotel for the last time. Security
did one last sweep to make sure the place was empty and left a couple of guys to patrol the
halls overnight.

Cami called a gathering at the house, including Blake and all of the other department heads,
the main chefs, head of housekeeping and assistant managers of each department along with
their significant others, which meant Vince was by her side.

They ate takeout, hashed over plans for the next day, and mingled for over an hour before
people started to leave to get a good night’s sleep.

When the rest of the department heads left the sisters, Joel, Blake, Harrison, Alex, and Vince
at the house, Cami sent Vince to her room to get the package that had arrived from Tiffany’s a
few days earlier. As he came back down the stairs, she called everyone to order. “I know that
at work Lana is the boss, but as I'm now the oldest member of the family—" she pointed at
Alex. “You don’t count this time, sorry—I decided it was my job to step up, at least tonight.”
She took the box from Vince and clutched it to her. Her mouth was dry from nerves, and she
felt more emotional than she cared to admit.

“I's been a rough summer and we didn’'t exactly come together under the most ideal
circumstances.” That brought a round of chuckles. “But | have to let you all know how proud |
am of you.” She paused as her voice broke. “How proud Dad would have been of all of us. It's



going to take a while for us to adjust, to figure out how we all work together, but | feel like
we’re already starting to mesh, despite the inevitable rough spots along the way.”

Jonquil flashed one of her infectious smiles. “And if we don’t mesh, Rosemary will step in and
straighten us out.”

“You got that right,” Rosemary put in.

Cami felt the knot in her stomach start to loosen. “Anyway, during my trip to Chicago a couple
of weeks ago, | realized despite all of his many, many mistakes, Dad had the right idea putting
us together. And | think we make a pretty awesome team. The media has been trying to tear
us apart, destroy the family name, but it's not about them, it's about us, and what we can
accomplish when we stick together.” She saw tears in Lana’s eyes.

“Hear, hear!” This came from Blake.
Vince snaked an arm around Cami’s waist and gave her a squeeze of support.

“So, | wanted to commemorate what we’ve accomplished here and send a message of unity to
anyone who sees us. We're sisters. We stick together, and no one is going to count us out.”
She fumbled with the jewelry boxes, setting them onto the counter as she spoke. “I discussed
options with the jeweler for a while before we came up with the right thing. | got one for each
of us. Don’t open them until everyone has one.”

Cami’s hands shook as she passed the boxes around to her sisters, then returned to her spot
beside Vince and picked up her own. “I decided a lapel pin was the most sensible option,
considering our various uniforms. Open them.”

There were gasps as the women checked out the gold stylized letter D from the DiCarlo Hotels
logo, but on the D the jewelers had inscribed leaves and flowers with the sister’s birth stone
inserted in the upper corner of the letter. “It was a delicate balance, trying to find something
feminine enough for Sage without being too girly for Rosemary.”

Lana fingered hers. “Wow, you worked with Xavier to design this, didn’t you?” “You know your
jewelers,” Cami said, chuckling.

“He’s the best there is.”

“It's like a little bouquet, but it looks almost like etchings, a nice touch,” Jonquil said, then listed
each plant as her finger slid along the letters’ curve.

There was more banter as everyone tried on the pins and talked about getting together for a
group picture on the grounds as soon as Jeremy arrived to start snapping photos.

“I think that’s our cue to leave you ladies,” Alex said, grabbing his briefcase. “But first, | have
something else for you.” He pulled out a stack of long business envelopes and tapped them in
his hand, studying each of their faces. “I know George would be proud of all of you tonight
regardless of how tomorrow goes. You've all come through.” He passed them around before
he, Joel, Blake and Harrison left.

Cami felt many different emotions zooming through her as she held the envelope, unsure
whether she wanted to read it. Vince put an arm around her shoulders. “Walk me to my car?”



“Yeah.” She snuggled closer as they exited the house and crossed the yard to where he'd
parked his Mustang.

“I think the pins were a hit,” he said, nuzzling her temple and pressing a kiss beside her ear.

“It seems that way. | know we’ve got a long way to go before we become the team Dad wanted
—if we ever do. And who knows where we’ll all be in a little over a year. What's the chance
people like us will hang around here once the will has been satisfied?” She hadn’t thought
much about leaving since she and Vince had started to grow close. But she’d never really
considered staying in Colorado. It wasn’'t home to her; it was snowy for most of the year, and
cold and windy. She supposed compared to Chicago, those weren’t big considerations. But it
was...not Chicago. Not the place where she had grown up and worked most of her adult life. It
wasn’'t where she planned to be.

And now she had to question what she wanted and where she would end up, because
Chicago held much less attraction for her than Juniper Ridge did. Or maybe it was just the
man who had his arm around her shoulders. He was always there for her, her support, a
listening ear, the one she could lean on when things were rough, and he never asked for more
than she could give. When she compared him to Trent—to anyone she had dated before—
they just couldn’t compare.

Vince pulled her close and pressed a kiss to her mouth so slow and drugging, she stopped
thinking altogether.

When he released her, Cami looked up into his eyes and knew this was love. The strong kind
that lasted decades. She kissed him once more, wanting to show him what he meant to her,
even if the realization had made her too breathless to speak.

Vince tipped his forehead against hers. “I'd be willing to bet a few of the sisters will fall in love
with the area before their time is up here.”

Cami didn’t get a chance to tell him she thought he was right before he kissed her again.



Chapter 35

When Cami came back inside, Delphi was the only one in sight. She sat at the table, the
opened jeweler’'s box and unopened letter sitting before her. “I don’t know how | feel about all
of this,” Delphi said after glancing in Cami’s direction.

“That's okay. | didn’t expect you to jump for joy and want to be my best buddy ever. Dad threw
us all for a loop.”

“What happened?” Delphi turned all the way so she could look Cami in the eye. “When we first
got here, | thought you were the least happy about things. You held back more than anyone
else. And now suddenly you want us all to be super-close sisters?” There were dark hollows
under her eyes. Everyone was worn out from the long weeks of preparation, but there was
something more to this than weariness.

Cami slid into a nearby chair and pulled her letter out of her back pocket, fingering it. “I don’t
expect an overnight transformation. | don’t think Dad’s vision of all of us being close and
supporting each other for the rest of our lives is possible—not the way he wanted it.”

Delphi nudged the Tiffany’s box. “Then what’s with the matching pins?”

“Two parts. First, | decided to let go of whatever anger | felt for you guys just for existing. I'm
still mad at Dad. But, it's not your fault, and I’'m not going to hold it against you anymore.”

After a long stare, Delphi nodded. “I'd appreciate that. It hasn’t been all hugs and puppies for
us, either, you know.”

“And second,” Cami drew in a breath. “I believe in us. | want to send a message of solidarity;
we’re strong, and we’re going to make this happen. As long as we work as a team, no one is
going to stop us.”

Delphi looked back at the letter on the table and took another sip of her drink. “What do you
think this round of letters says? I'm not sure if | dare open it.”

Cami felt the smooth heavy-bond paper as she ran her fingers over it. “I know. | can’t help but
wonder if he thought these letters were supposed to make us all feel better about his
decisions. And since part of me doesn’'t want to forgive him, I'm torn over whether or not |
should read it.”

Delphi finished off her glass in one gulp, then stood from the bar. “No one said we have to
read them tonight.” She slid the letter and pin from the counter. “We have a long few days
ahead of us. Better get some rest.”

“Yeah. Good night.” Before heading up the stairs to her room, Cami watched Delphi walk
away. Cami shut the door behind her and dropped her letter and pin on the dresser before
beginning her bedtime routine.

When she lay in bed, she picked up the letter again and stared at it in the lamplight. On one
hand, she wanted to know what her father had to say. She missed having him there to turn to,
and tomorrow was a huge day for them all. On the other side of the spectrum was the worry



that whatever he said may not satisfy her.
Cami,

If you're reading this, you took the job at the hotel, and you’re opening it tomorrow. I'm
sure the past couple of months have been full of pitfalls and struggles. Opening a hotel
Is a big job, but one | found immensely rewarding. The only thing | regretted about the
fifteen | opened in my career was that it took me away from my girls so often.

I know it's too much to hope that you and your sisters have become automatic friends,
but | hope the past few months have put things into motion for you all to create close
friendships before the year is out. Cami, you'’re a leader—the one | see coming out as
the head of the family, even though Lana will be the boss at the hotel, and Rosemary
has a personality strong enough to turn any parent’s hair gray. Leadership is a funny
thing, isn’t it? The harder you push people to follow, the more they go their own way,
but the more acceptance and friendship you offer, the more they fall in line.

The next year is bound to be a difficult one, but you have the ability to lead softly, to
pull people to you, which will come in handy both at work and at home.

But don't forget that there’s so much more to life than work. You tend to forget that a
social life—one including people you enjoy being around, not the staid relationships
that make up the upper crust—is important. Get out, meet people, make true
connections. And know whatever happens, | love all my girls more than life, and | want
you to be happy. Focus on that, and the rest will work out for itself.

All my love, Dad

Cami bit her lip as she wiped away tears. She missed having him there to share jokes and
dreams. Though she hadn’t forgiven him yet, she knew she was on her way. Whatever else he
might have done, she knew he loved his girls.

That meant something now.

~*~

Breakfast the next morning was crazy with everyone rushing to prepare and popping in and
out of the kitchen. When Cami came down, ready to go and wondering if her stomach would
hold any food, she found Sage sitting at the table, the newspaper open in front of her. “What
news from the astrology section today?” she asked as she grabbed a banana from a bunch on
the counter.

Sage studied the paper. “Yours promises an encounter with an old flame that will put
everything into perspective.”

Cami smiled. “Ah, that could be interesting The question is which perspective . . . ” She looked
up and saw Lana descending the stairs. “What about for her?”

“What astrological sign are you?” Sage asked Lana. “I don't believe those things,” Lana
dismissed.



“Just play along,” Cami said. “You know the paper promised me love the day we met Vince in
the park. It might be entertaining to see what it offers for you.”

“Funny.” Despite that, Lana called back over her shoulder to Sage, “I'm a Scorpio.” “Ah, that
explains so much,” Sage said, then stopped with her finger on a paragraph in the paper.
“Today is your lucky day, the beginning of something new and special. Allow love a chance
and your life will be changed.”

“Right. Love is so not happening. | could use a lucky day, though. I think we all could.” Lana
poured herself a glass of cranberry juice and leaned back against the counter to sip it.

“Who needs luck,” Jonquil asked as she joined them in the kitchen. “We’ve worked our tails
off. This is going to go off without a hitch.”

“You said it,” Rosemary said as she and Delphi came into the room.

“Everyone ready?” Delphi asked as she slung her bag over her shoulder. “We've got some
serious butt to kick.”

Cami grabbed the paper on her way out the door, scanning it as she got into the car with Lana.
When her eyes landed on the horoscope page, though, she was surprised to see that other
than the bit about the lucky day, Sage’s predictions were different than what the paper said.
Weird. When she remembered the time Sage had predicted the Fourth of July would be full of
surprises—and not necessarily good ones, Cami paused. She dismissed the thought. No one
could know things like that.

~*~

The first arrivals weren’t expected until at least ten o’clock, but the hotel hummed with activity
by eight, excitement and nerves mounting as the employees prepared for opening day.

Nearly all of the sisters lent a hand in the first hours, ensuring everything was in place until
Delphi said she couldn’t think of another thing that needed to be done. Cami questioned her
staff members, making sure they had answers to all of the usual questions and a number of
the less common ones. She checked and double-checked all of the details under her control
and probably drove everyone near her crazy.

And then guests started to arrive and everything clicked along as Cami oversaw her
employees while they began the check-in procedures that were so familiar to her.

It turned out Zelda Gifford was a statuesque blonde—definitely aided by a salon— even taller
than her daughter and as slender as a flower stem. Cami thought Delphi was a classy mixture
of her mother and father, getting the best of both worlds in many ways.

Zelda checked to make sure her room was hyper allergenic and there would be no fresh
flowers in there—she was allergic, after all—and was her appointment at the spa still on? She
verified her spot at the gala dinner that night—she had to be sure she was seated close so
she could hear the speakers if something went terribly awry with the audio system. Cami was
grateful the woman was Delphi’s problem and not her own.

Cami’s exasperation at the woman'’s pickiness outshone her twisted emotions as she spoke
with Zelda. “I hope you have a nice weekend. Delphi has been working very hard to get



everything ready. You must be so proud of her.”

“Well, yes, of course,” Zelda said in a tone that indicated she didn’'t see why she should be.
“Delphi always did have her own way of doing things. Her father always encouraged her to do
whatever she wanted.” This last held more than a little distaste.

“He was always good about supporting our interests,” Cami agreed, forcing her smile to stay in
place as her dislike for the woman grew. “If you need some help with your bags, Jeffery’s free
to assist you.”

“Oh, yes, thank you. | do need a nap before my massage.” She waggled her fingers at Jeffery.
“Come along, then.”

Cami prayed the other sisters had gotten much luckier in the mom department, then she
wondered what her father had ever seen in Zelda—surely he’d gone for more than just a pretty
face, hadn’t he?

Sage’s mother—"Just call me Darla, honey’—may have been eccentric, but fortunately, she
was completely sweet. Jonquil's mother was a tiny brunette with flashing blue eyes like her
daughter’s and despite George’s having taken good care of her financially, she took in the
hotel with avid curiosity, saying she’d never stayed anywhere so fancy. Cami liked her
immensely.

Rosemary’s mother didn’t come at all, which brought up all kinds of questions Cami didn’t
have time to ask.

Things were going along smoothly and Cami was starting to think the whole event would go off
without a hitch when Trent and Trina arrived. She’d noticed Trina’s name on the guest list but
hoped the two of them would arrive and check in while she was busy elsewhere. She would
have managed to avoid them for a while if Trent hadn’t requested to speak with her.

Cami put on her best social face and came out with a smile, nerves filling her stomach. “Trent,
Trina, I'm so glad you made it. This is going to be a great weekend!”

“This is lovely. You've done such an amazing job,” Trina said, her voice completely sincere.
“You must be so pleased.”

“Yes, and we’re completely booked, which is always nice.”

“If we wander around here for a while, | suppose we’ll see all of your dad’s carbon copies,”
Trent said, gesturing with his hands.

Cami fought to not grind her teeth. “I'm sure you’ll run into one or two of my sisters during the
weekend, but | wouldn’t say we look much alike. It makes for a diverse and interesting group
with lots to offer.” She wished she dared shut him down for his bad behavior, and noticed the
way Trina’s brows furrowed in unhappiness at his comments. Cami imagined how Rosemary
would have responded. She would have to be content with that image, however false because
responding that way would be a mistake.

“I'm sure Cami has a lot to do today,” Trina said, giving Trent's arm a tug. “We’ll get a chance
to talk to you later.”



Cami was happy to see them walk away.



Chapter 36

Cami brought her formal dress for the gala with her to work that morning, so after a quick
double-check of her department that afternoon, she took her dress upstairs to Lana’s office to
change and fix her makeup in the executive restroom.

“Has Joel had any more luck tracking the payments into Mrs. Grady’s account?” she asked
Lana as she touched up her mascara.

“No, he said the payments were made in cash. He has extra guys working tonight to make
sure everything goes off without a hitch. | doubt anything’s going to happen, but with our luck
lately, you never know.”

“No kidding.” Cami eyed her sister in the mirror. “How are you holding up?”
“Fine. Shouldn’t | be? Everything’s going like clockwork.” She didn't meet Cami’s gaze.

“I wonder if Rosemary and Delphi would say it's going like clockwork. They’re the ones in the
thick of the last-minute preparations for tonight.”

“Better them than me, for sure.”

Cami pulled out her favorite lipstick and faced the mirror. “So tell me what happened between
you and Blake.”

Lana froze as she touched up her mascara. It only lasted a second, but when she started
moving and responded, her voice was a little strained. “What do you mean?”

“I mean something’s up between you. It's obvious. You act like you used to be a couple, but
you're trying to pretend you barely know each other.”

“I don’t know what you're talking about. We're only colleagues.”

Cami considered telling Lana that Blake admitted to loving her, but decided to keep that to
herself. If it was told in confidence, she’d respect that. For now, anyway. “You have history of a
romantic nature, don't you?” She pressed her lips together and checked to make sure her
lipstick was straight.

Lana stared at the counter as she put all of her cosmetics back into a bag. “I don’t want to talk
about Blake and me. It's over and done with. Maybe we can talk about it another day.”

Though Cami figured Lana was hoping to make ‘another day’ into never, she took the hint for
now. The next few hours would be filled with enough stress without forcing Lana to hash out
her relationship history.

Blake and Vince waited in the main office when the women emerged. Cami had to bite her lip
in appreciation when she saw them—~both looked completely fabulous, though of course, she
only flashed her gaze over Blake before zeroing in on Vince. “You both look great.”

“Not half as great as you two.” Vince handed her a bouquet of calla lilies. “Thanks, they're
perfect.” Cami gave him a kiss hello.



“I was considering a corsage, but Jonquil said no. Was she right?” Vince slid an arm around
her waist and led her toward the stairwell.

“Never doubt Jonquil when it comes to flowers.” She rubbed the silky petals against her cheek
and inhaled the weak floral scent.

After depositing the bouquet in her office, the four of them continued into the ballroom for the
gala. Cami noticed the way Lana kept her hands to herself, but allowed Blake to guide her with
a hand at her back.

Though Cami was busy talking to people and handling details Delphi threw her way, Vince
stayed with her, apparently content to just be by her side. The same easy confidence he'd
exhibited other times they had attended parties shown through as the evening progressed.

The dinner and ribbon cutting went well and the dancing had just begun when Vince pulled
Cami into his arms and maneuvered her onto the floor. “How are you doing?” he asked, his
voice low in her ear.

“Great.” She’d spoken to dozens of people, smiled like it was pasted on, and wanted nothing
more than to go for a quiet walk in the cool evening air where she and Vince could be alone for
a while. She wondered if they could slip out for a while. Her phone started to vibrate and she
pulled it out to find the number from the front desk. “Sorry. Just a minute.”

“This is Cami,” she said.

“Hi, this is Kristi. | have a problem with one of the check-ins and neither of us can figure it out.
I’'m really sorry. | know you'’re busy.”

Though she wanted to sigh, Cami just smiled in resignation. “Sure, I'll be right there.” She
ended the call and turned to Vince in apology. “I just have a little check-in problem. It should
only take a few minutes. I'm sorry.”

He lifted his hand and brushed his thumb along her jaw. “No problem. How about if | get us
some food? You probably haven't eaten in hours.”

Her stomach was feeling pretty empty and despite the fact that she was in a major social
engagement—which usually zapped her appetite—she thought she could eat something.
“That sounds great.”

Getting back through the crowd quickly was a test in social grace, but in only a couple of
minutes Cami made it out of the ballroom and headed to the foyer. The sound of the band fell
behind her and she appreciated the cooler air now she was away from all the people. Her
heels clicked on the marble floor tiles and she smiled as though she hadn't a care in the world,
though her feet were already throbbing. A glance at the shoes she’d bought while she and
Vince had been in Chicago reminded her that the pain was well worth it. They looked fabulous!

“Hi,” she greeted the older couple when she reached the registration desk. “I'm Cami DiCarlo.
Let's see if we can figure out what’s going on here.” She came around the counter and let
Kristi fill her in on the problem.

After a few minutes she corrected the issue and sent the guests on their way, then ran through
the problem with both of the service experts so they would know how to fix it next time. She



was nearly finished when she glanced up and saw Trent going up the staircase to the second
floor.

She finished reviewing procedures with the girls, but kept sneaking peeks at the staircase.
There wasn’'t anything up there except convention space and the executive offices. Trent
would probably follow the windy hall and end up at the other staircase.

Vince walked over to her, a plate of food in his hand, and smiling. “I wondered if you were
about done here.”

“All finished.” She said goodnight to the girls and took Vince’s elbow. “Can we take a quick
detour on our way back to the ballroom?”

“Sure.” He lifted a stuffed mushroom cap to her mouth and fed it to her.

The flavors burst on her tongue and she sighed with appreciation. “Wow. Remind me to tell
Rosemary how amazing she is.”

“There’s more where that came from.” His voice was barely more than a low rumble, but it
made her shiver. Or maybe that was due to the light brush of his hand along her spine through
the thin fabric of her dress.

“I can’t wait to try them all.”

His gaze practically sizzled in the air as he looked at her. “If there are extras, we might have to
take some back to my place to celebrate privately.”

“I think I could get behind that.” She was grateful for his steadying presence as they ascended
the stairs.

He turned her around and backed her against the wall once they were out of sight of guests.
She melted into him. “I've never been so glad to get away from a crowd before.” She lifted her
mouth to his and savored the kiss for a long moment.

“Mmmm. | should have brought you up here a while ago. Maybe we could duck into your office
for a few minutes.” His mouth glided along her jaw to her ear. “I've wanted to get you alone
since | saw you in this dress.”

“Now’s not the time.” She shivered as his breath fluttered against her neck and his lips teased
the sensitive skin beneath her earlobe. “I have people downstairs I'm supposed to mingle
with.”

“Duty never ends.”

“Isn’t that the truth?” Her eyes flashed over the glass doors into the executive offices and she
thought she saw movement. She stopped and stared as a shadow crossed in front of the door
to Lana’s office. “What's going on?”

“What?” Vince asked, glancing behind him.

“Hold on.” Cami moved to the glass doors that led into the offices and pushed one open. It
wasn’t locked as she thought they had left it earlier.



“It's probably just Lana, come back to pick up something,” Vince said, but he kept his voice
pitched low.

“Yeah.” Still, Cami wasn’t sure she believed it.

Vince slid the plate of hors d’oeuvres onto the office manager’'s desk, and led the way to
Lana’s door. He twisted the handle and opened it quickly.

Trent stood on the other side, riffling through some papers. He glanced up in surprise at the
sound of the door opening.

“What are you doing here?” Cami asked.



Chapter 37

Trent’'s eyes grew wide and his mouth dropped open for just a second before he covered it
with a smooth smile. “Hey, Lana asked me to drop some papers up here.” He circled back
around the desk. “You have a really nice hotel, did | mention that earlier? You must be so
pleased with how everything is going tonight.”

“Yes, it's been great.” Cami crossed her arms over her chest and stared him down. “What are
you really doing up here? The room was locked.”

A flicker of anger erupted on Trent’s face, yet it vanished almost as quickly as it had appeared.
A congenial smile flashed onto his face and he moved toward them. “How about if we head
back down to the party?”

Vince grabbed Trent by the arm as he tried to waltz by. “Not so fast. The lady asked you a
guestion and you need to answer it.”

“Hey, get your hands off, lawn boy. I'm not doing anything wrong.” Trent tried to pull his arm
out of Vince’s grip, but ended up with it twisted high behind his back.

“Then how did you get in here?” Cami pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and speed
dialed Joel.

“The door was open.”

“I checked that lock myself. I know it was locked.” She looked at him, disgusted. “You're a
terrible liar, Trent. | have no idea how | never saw it before.”

His blue eyes flashed at her. “You saw what you wanted to see.”

“Hey, Joel,” Cami said when he picked up. “We have an intruder in Lana’s office. Could you
come up here?” He stated he would and they hung up.

“Who did you call?” Trent asked.

“Our head of security. He has a knack for getting to the bottom of things.” Cami leaned back
against the desk and looked at Trent, whose face was turning red from anger. “Tell me, Trent,
what else have you been up to lately?”

His eyes darkened and his jaw hardened. “I don’'t know what you’re talking about.” “Really?”
Vince twisted Trent’'s arm more, causing him to suck in a pained breath.

“I think you know what I'm talking about,” Cami said. “The news reports, the pictures and
rumors. | know you’ve heard of them.”

“Of course. Everyone’s heard about them. That doesn’'t mean | had anything to do with it.”
Trent winced as Vince gave his arm another yank. “Stop that. I'm not doing anything wrong
here.”

Cami called Lana and asked her to come up to the office. She would need to take a look
through her papers and make sure nothing was missing. When she finished, she looked at



Trent again. “How about if you come clean now and save us all a lot of hassle?” “Right.
Because you're one of the mighty DiCarlos, so | should just kowtow and do whatever you
want. Follow your rules, accept your decisions. Your father did everything he could to ruin me.
It's only by luck that I still have a business.”

“He’s hardly to blame if he chose to go with a different company. He had to make the right
decisions for the hotel chain—regardless of personal relationships.” Of course, he’'d never
liked Trent, and actively tried to convince her to break up. No use mentioning it, though.

He snorted. “Right, what's best for the company, which is why he put his six daughters all to
work here—it had nothing to do with personal relationships.”

She decided to ignore that as he was both right that the decision had been a personal one,
and wrong that it had been a bad move for the business.

The hall door opened and Joel entered the front office with another security guard. Lana and
Blake entered in their wake and Alex wasn't far behind.

The second security guard took Trent into the next room while Joel did a sweep for bugs—
finding several that hadn’'t been there last he’d checked. Since the day he’d found the bugs
and cameras at their home, Joel had been doing a sweep of each of the sisters’ office areas
every couple of days, but until now they had been clean. “Looks like we found our problem,”
he said as he finished Lana’s office. “I'll have to do a full sweep of everyone’s areas again
tonight, just to be sure he didn’'t manage to sneak in any others. Also, I'll get Mrs. Grady to
meet us at the police department for a lineup, see if she recognizes him.”

Cami felt faintly ill at the thought that Trent might have been behind everything. She knew he’d
been unhappy about their breakup, but she had no idea he could hate like that.

“I know everyone’s upset,” Alex said after Joel left the office, “but we do still have a party going
on downstairs, and an awful lot of the key people are up here instead of there. We really ought
to head back down, put on our social smiles, and get through the evening.”

He was right, though it didn’t make Cami any more excited about returning to the crowd and
pretending everything was great. She was glad for Vince’s arm around her shoulder as he led
her toward the hallway. “Okay, let’s get back to it.”

“Don’t look so excited,” Lana teased, following on their heels. “Someone might get the idea
that you aren’t an avid social climber.”

“And that would be a terrible shame.” A thought popped into her head and she turned to Lana.
“Trina. She’s got to be wondering what's happened to Trent by now.”

Lana cursed, then let out a huff of irritation. “Right. So who gets that pleasure?”

“I'll take care of it,” Alex volunteered, though a glance in his direction showed grim lines
bracketed his mouth.

Relief filled Cami as she allowed Vince to lead her back down the staircase. She had barely
eaten anything before the confrontation, but though her stomach was still empty, she didn'’t
think she could eat anything more.



Chapter 38

Monday night Cami was curled up in an overstuffed chair in the living room, watching
Rosemary and Jonquil debate professional basketball teams. Rosemary argued that the
Chicago Bulls were hands down the best while Jonquil thought the Seventy-Sixers would beat
their socks off this season. Cami didn’'t really understand the draw of watching people run up
and down a court for three hours, but watching her sisters argue was plenty entertaining.

The doorbell rang and Jonquil jumped up to answer it. At the door she turned to face them,
“Cami, you have a vis—" her words cut off as an arm came around her neck and a glint of
silver lifted to her temple.

Cami felt her throat close off as she recognized the gun only an instant before seeing Trent
was the one holding it. Jonquil's blue eyes widened with terror as she looked at all of them.
“What's going on?” she asked, her voice high and squeaky.

“Shut up.” Trent's arm tightened around her neck, making her bow to the side. “Camellia
knows exactly what this is about. Don’t you, sweetheart?”

Rosemary and Delphi stood to face him. Cami rose to her feet and glanced to the kitchen
where Sage had been only a moment later. She was huddled behind the kitchen island, tears
streaming down her frightened face and texting with shaky fingers. Lana was in her room; with
any luck, she’d stay there. “Hey, it's going to be okay,” Cami said to Jonquil, though her voice
guavered, belying the way her heart raced and her hands sweated. “Trent, | heard they
released you this morning. You don’t want to hurt her. Let her go.”

“You really think I'd give up the advantage when | finally have everyone’s attention?” He
chuckled, but didn’t look amused. “Do you know how hard I've worked to get it?”

“What do you want, Trent?” Cami used his name deliberately, hoping it would make him feel in
control and calm him.

“A little respect would have been nice. You know, this is all yours and your dad’s fault. It didn’t
have to be this way.” His eyes darted, taking in the room around him, but not really settling on
anyone.

“Then you can let the others go and just deal with me.” The thought of being alone with him
while he carried a gun was almost more than she could handle, but Cami couldn’t let one of
the others get hurt. She was the real target here. “You can tell me exactly where | went wrong
and how to fix it.”

“What do you think | am, an idiot?” He tightened his arm more around Jonquil’s neck, causing
her to gasp slightly as her head was yanked back. “Besides, I've decided you're all going to
pay—you're all his daughters, sharing in the spoils gained at my expense.”

“What are you talking about?” Rosemary asked.
He lifted his thumb and cocked the revolver as he glared at her.

Cami took the second of distraction to dart a glance at the balcony. She’'d seen Lana’s auburn



curls flash into her periphery, then disappear. Cami really hoped Lana was calling the police.
And Joel. His special training had to be an asset right now and the police station was miles
away. They just needed to hold Trent off until help could arrive. Was it possible? Would any of
them come out of this alive? “Don’t do this, Trent. They’re not responsible for anything.”

“They exist.” He shrugged as if that were reason enough. “I should take you all out of the
picture, make a clean slate. | should have done that in the first place, just set a bomb to go off
while you all slept. The world would be better off without the DiCarlo blood trying to manage
and control the world. Your father ruined my life, you know. If he hadn’t interfered, I'd be riding
high and happy, even if we hadn’t gotten married.”

Cami must have looked as surprised as she felt because his chuckle held twisted joy. “You
didn’t actually think | was in love with you, did you? | was trying to get an in with your father so
he’'d take my contracts, then when he didn’t, | figured marrying you so | had access to your
fortune would be good enough.” His eyes narrowed again. “I don’t know what he told you to
keep you away from me.”

“Nothing.” Cami folded her arms across her chest. “I knew he didn’t care for you much, but he
didn’t say why you didn’t get the contract. He got sick, acting weird; | was busy worrying about
him and juggling work. Then | realized you were being a pushy jerk and decided to end
things.”

“Cami!” Jonquil's voice was panicked and her voice high pitched. “What are you doing?”

But Cami ignored the question and kept her gaze on Trent. “It wasn’t until later, when | told my
dad you’'d proposed, that I'd accepted, but I'd already called it off that he mentioned there were
some underhanded dealings going on and to keep my distance. He never elaborated.”

“You're lying. | don’t believe it.”

“He had a few more important things to worry about—like the fact that he was dying. And
trying to juggle visits from six daughters without us finding out about his illness or each other.”
This last she added with a touch of irony in her voice. Funny how hard he worked to keep
them apart while he was alive, only to force them all together the moment he died.

Trent moved farther into the room, stationing himself at the bottom of the stairs. “Whether
that’s true or not, it doesn’t change things.” He gave Jonquil’s slim neck another yank, causing
her to gag slightly as tears poured down her cheeks. “When your father pulled his contracts, |
lost everything. He spoke to all the wrong people, people | owed money to, people who had
the power to fix my problems. | can’t get a contract anymore.”

He seemed to enjoy elucidating every perceived slight. “At the gala | was just looking for
information. | wasn’'t going to hurt anyone, but you had to stick your nose where it wasn't
wanted.”

“You didn’t belong in the executive offices. And you've done plenty of sticking your nose where
it doesn’t belong, lately,” Cami pointed out.

“Trina won’t have anything to do with me now.” Trent’s words came out in a growl, his eyes
dark and his face harder than Cami had ever seen it before. “She was my ticket out of this
mess. That’s your fault.”



That line of thought was faulty in so many ways, Cami couldn’t begin to list them all. She
caught movement out the door window and saw Joel peeking in at them, a hand gun in his
grip, and a rifle over his shoulder. Then he was gone. It didn’'t change the fact that Trent had a
gun to Jonquil’s head, but it did make Cami feel better. They just had to keep his finger from
getting twitchy. “I didn’t say anything to Trina, but it's not like she wouldn’t miss you when you
didn’t come back. Someone had to tell her what happened to you.”

“Who's this Trina chick?” Rosemary asked.
“Shut up. This is between me and Cami,” Trent yelled.

“So why won'’t you let Jonquil go? If it's between us, there’s no need to hurt her.” Cami took a
couple of steps in his direction.

“Stop where you are or | will kill her.”

She believed him, but she needed to get just a little closer. “And then your situation will get
worse than it is already. Why make it harder for yourself, Trent?”

Lana appeared at the balcony behind him with a softball in her hand. She was amazingly
accurate when she threw stuff, but Cami needed to get the gun pointed somewhere else first.

“It's not like | have anything left. You've taken everything from me now. Your whole family is
responsible. And you’ll all pay. One at a time.” A grim smile slid onto his face. “Starting now.”

“Everyone get down.” Cami lunged for his arm, yanking it away so the shot plowed into the
kitchen island. Sage screamed. Lana threw the ball, beaning Trent in the head. Jonquil gave
him an elbow in the nose, making blood spurt. Both Joel and Vince pushed through the front
and garage entrances, guns out and ready to fire.

“Get down!” Joel yelled. “Drop the weapon!”

Another bullet shot from the revolver and Cami rolled behind the coffee table just before twin
blasts filled the air, almost simultaneously.

“Don’t you dare move.” Joel began swearing heatedly and Cami glanced under the heavy
wooden coffee table to see Joel's knee in the middle of Trent’'s back.

“You shot me.” Trent sounded a little dazed.

“No shit, I'm glad you noticed.” He paused, turning to Vince. “Get the girls out of here. And call
for an ambulance. The creep’s going to live, but he’ll need his wounds tended.”

Cami looked up to see Vince standing over her. She felt wetness on her cheeks, not sure
when she started crying.

Vince pulled her up into his arms, wrapping her in a tight, if short embrace. “Hey, baby, are you
all right? Are you hurt?”

“I'm fine.” Cami felt the loss of his arms as he released her, but pretended not to as she wiped
her face. She looked around at all of her sisters, taking stock to see if they were okay.

Sage cried and rocked behind the kitchen island and Cami went over, checking to make sure



she was okay.

“Fine. I'm fine. I'm fine.” She continued to repeat the words to herself, not responding to
Cami’s other questions.

Cami looked up to Vince pleadingly, and he took Sage’s other elbow so they could get her out
of the house.

Joel looked up and saw Sage, his eyes widened and his nostrils flared. “Are you okay?”
Sage’s mantra continued.

“She doesn’t seem hurt. We'll take care of her,” Vince said. “I'll be out to check when the cops
get here.”

Vince and Cami pulled Sage toward the door as police officers began pouring into the room.
He grabbed Jonquil as they passed, dragging her out as well. Cami glanced back to see a
dark red patch on Trent’'s shoulder, but didn’t catch more before Vince led them outside,
talking, “Someone is going to come speak to you. They'll probably want to talk to you
individually, so don’t discuss what happened while you’re outside, okay?”

He deposited them both around the corner of the house, out of view of the living room
windows and driveway, which was full of police and sheriff's department vehicles. Sirens
announced more emergency personnel were on the way. “Stay here and I'll go grab the rest of
your sisters.” Before he turned away, Vince gave Cami a quick, hard kiss, as if to reassure
himself that she was really all right.

A minute later he returned with the rest of the sisters and two officers followed behind them.
“Hi, I'm Deputy Peacock. Did anyone get hurt in there? Any injuries?”

Cami studied her sisters, but though they appeared upset, they all shook their heads. “It looks
like we got away with no more than a bruise or two and enough nightmares to hijack our
dreams for the next decade.” She had her arm around Sage still, who cried into her knees.
She looked around and found Jonquil shaking slightly, but she didn’t look nearly as upset as
Sage—which was confusing, since Jonquil was the one at gunpoint. Her skin, however, looked
kind of gray. “Then again, maybe you ought to check her for shock,” she gestured to the
youngest sister.

Vince pulled Cami close and pressed a kiss to her temple. “Luckily, you're gutsy women and
we got here in good time.”

It hadn’t seemed like good time. It had seemed like forever, but Cami didn’t mention it.

The EMTs brought out a blanket, laid Jonquil down and elevated her legs after they took her
blood pressure, but after a few minutes she claimed she was feeling better. She refused to go
to the hospital, though the rest of them encouraged it.

The officers sat all of them down, separated, with a pen and paper to write their statements in
as much detail as they could remember. Sage stopped crying and Joel came out while the rest
of them were writing and went to her, kneeling beside her and speaking in low tones. She
leaned into him and answered back, her voice soft and shaky, but she seemed to calm faster



with him nearby. After a few minutes they each wrote their own version of the events.



Chapter 39

“So much for the romantic dinner | had planned,” Vince said as he and Cami sat cross-legged
on his living room carpet that evening, feasting on fried chicken and potato wedges. Vince had
finally gotten a chance to drive her car, taking it out to the police station to meet her, then
driving the two of them to the grocery store deli to pick up dinner.

“Did you have a romantic evening planned? You're just full of those, aren’t you?” After she’'d
finished with the police, Cami had taken a long, hot shower and changed into fresh clothes.
Though she felt better than before, she was still all knotted up from the day’s events. It was
just as well Vince changed his mind. Hanging out at his place was exactly her speed right now.

“Well, | had other expectations for Friday night, but then we had a little too much of the wrong
kind of excitement. And today—again—things didn’'t exactly go as I'd hoped.” He'd barely let
her out of his sight since bursting into her place—he even waited in her room while she
showered. “I nearly had a heart attack when Joel snagged me on his way to the car saying
Trent was holding Jonquil hostage at gunpoint.” He used his knuckle to lift Cami’s chin so he
could kiss her, then used a napkin to wipe away the chicken grease he’d just smeared on her
lips.

Cami had never been so shaken over anything. When she thought of him bursting into the
house, his gun raised and ready to protect her, of how easy it would have been for Trent to
turn and shoot Vince, it made her chest ache. “No reason tonight can't still be romantic. The
dogs are outside; we're in here, eating by candlelight.” In his house— which felt more like
home with every visit.

“That's true.” He changed the subject to something neutral, and the topics wandered while
they finished their meal, then topped it off with the Twinkies Cami had grabbed for dessert.

“Don’t tell Rosemary | picked out Twinkies. She’'d have a fit if she knew | defiled myself with
substandard pastries.” Cami took a big bite and reveled in the over-processed goodness.

Vince chuckled and dabbed her nose with some of the cream filling from his snack cake. “You
got it.” He leaned in and kissed the cream away, then moved to her mouth. “You know I'd do
anything for you,” he whispered against her lips.

“Even come in guns a blazing to save me.” She was trying to put it all in perspective. “Even
move to Chicago next year if that's what you want.”

Cami froze, then shifted back to look in his eyes. “Why would | want to move back to
Chicago?”

Vince paused and blinked as his brows lowered over his eyes. “Don’t you? | mean, you know
so many people there—and all of the social opportunities you're used to. We don’t have that
here.”

She let out a full belly laugh, tipping her head back so she could let it out. “Are you crazy? |
hate parties! | hate playing the social game and having to remember all of the connections
between people so | can work the room and give the right image. Haven't you noticed how



little | eat when we’ve been in things like that? They make my stomach turn. Sometimes I've
actually ended up puking in the bathroom when the pressure is high. If | had my way, I'd never
go back.”

He leaned against the chair behind him, his eyes still narrowed in disbelief. “But you're the one
they always send to work the crowd—you’re really fantastic at it.”

His expression was so comical, filled with total confusion. She could hardly hold back the
laughter that bubbled inside her. “So it follows that it has to be the most important thing in my
life?”

“But you hate it here.” His brow furrowed. “Or rather, you seemed to when you first arrived.
You talked like you were mad at your dad for making you come here and leave everything
behind. You were mad about it, right?”

“Yeah, | was. | didn't like being manipulated. He’d been pushing me for months to take this job,
and | hadn’'t wanted to be the boss, to start over in a new place. | liked the status quo despite
the social obligations. But being here, meeting you—it's been the best thing that happened to
me in years—maybe ever.”

Vince cocked his head. “I'm the best thing that’'s ever happened to you?” “Yes, you idiot. Can't
you tell how much | love you?”

He grinned and pulled her close for a kiss, muttering against her mouth. “Tell me. How much,
exactly?”

She slid her arms around his neck. “More than anything. More than anyone. Damn | hate it
when my father’s right.”

He laughed. “I love you, too. | thought for sure you wouldn’t accept me, that you didn’t want to
stay here. If I'd known, | would have done something sooner.” His lips covered hers.

Cami kissed him back, her heart threatening to explode with happiness. “It's not like you didn’t
make yourself clear about your feelings already,” she said when his kisses trailed down her
neck to her collarbone. She shivered as his lips teased her skin.

One of his arms fished in his jacket behind them while he made his way back up her neck to
her ear. “So this shouldn’'t come as a surprise, I've waited because | had to know you loved
me. I'd hoped tonight...”

Then a blue ring box appeared in his hand between them and he opened it to show off the
sparkle of diamonds. “I picked this up when we were in Chicago. | knew this was the one the
moment | laid eyes on it.”

Cami’s breath caught in her throat and she had to swallow to clear her airway. “Oh my.” It was
the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. The square-cut diamond was over two carats with
side stones in an antique white gold setting. If she hadn't already been ready to say yes, this
would have done it.

“Marry me, Camellia DiCarlo? Stay here with me in our little Colorado town? Or let me come
with you if you decide you need the city after all. | can’t stand the thought of being without you.
| love you so much.”



The dogs whined from the back porch where he’d banished them before they’d gotten out the
food. “See,” he said with a chuckle, “even my dogs love you.”

Tears streaked down her cheeks for the second time that day and she slid a hand behind his

neck, pulling him close for a kiss. “Yes. Yes, I'll marry you, and your little town—and the two
monsters you call dogs.”

As they kissed, she felt him slide the ring onto her ring finger—it was a perfect fit, just like him.
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