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Аннотация
Sometimes the only fights worth fighting are those you�re going to lose...
Fiercely independent Samara Hayden has been working her way up in her father�s coffee company since she left home seven years ago, broken hearted and betrayed. Now her father has died mysteriously and she has to return home. She shares her father�s passion for coffee and she knows the business, so she�s determined to take over running the company.
Turning Samara down that night she kissed him seven years ago was the hardest thing Travis Murray ever had to do. Eight years older than her, and her father�s business partner, he knew she was way off limits. After Parker saw them together, he made Travis swear he�d never touch Samara again, and Travis has worked hard to regain Parker�s respect ever since. With Parker now gone, he�s the natural one to succeed him as CEO.
Samara�s still attracted to Travis, but she can�t let that get in the way of her plans to run the company. Travis can�t let someone so young and inexperienced take over the business he helped build. Samara and Travis go head to head over business decisions, including the project Parker was working on in Matagalpa, but with the attraction still hot between them, they�re fighting over more than business...


Crazy Ever After
�Kelly Jamieson 


Chapter One

�Sorry to interrupt, Samara, but Travis Murray is on the phone, and he needs to speak to you urgently.�
Samara Hayden paused, holding up the remote control for her PowerPoint presentation on second quarter sales figures, gaping at her assistant Jennifer standing in the door of the conference room. The only thing that would have stunned Samara more was if an earthquake had started shaking the office building in which she stood. Her arm slowly lowered to her side.
�Travis Murray?� she repeated.
Just saying his name sent a rush of remembered heat through her body. She blinked at Jennifer.
�Yes.� After a short pause, Jennifer repeated, �He says it�s urgent.�
�Oh-oh,� said someone at the long conference table in a teasing tone of voice. �It�s the big boss. Maybe you�re in trouble, Sam.�
She forced a smile.
�Nah, probably a big promotion,� Barry said, also joking. �Better go talk to him, Sam.�
�I�m so sorry for the interruption.� She set down the remote control. �I�ll be right back. I guess when the VP of Wholesale and Retail Operations calls, I answer.� None of the others knew of her relationship with Travis. Her heart raced and her hands trembled, but she flashed an apologetic smile as she exited the meeting room, leaving the district managers and supervisors of Cedar Mill Coffee Company sitting around the long table. �Please excuse me.�
Outside in the hall, Jennifer said, �Do you want to take it in your office?�
Samara swallowed. �Sure. Thanks, Jenn.� She strode down the carpeted hall as fast as she could in her narrow skirt and high-heeled pumps, her mind racing with a million thoughts and questions. Travis? Travis was calling her? Why on earth...?
Technically, he was her boss, heading up the wholesale and retail operations office in Los Angeles, but several layers of management separated them, and in the two years since she�d been in a management position at Cedar Mill Coffee, he�d never had occasion to call her. Why would he? What was this about? It wasn�t likely to be a promotion, as Barry had joked, nor could she be in any kind of trouble. Her forehead tightened as she closed the office door behind her.
She stood behind her desk and paused with her hand on the receiver, gazing out the large window of her office where the Transamerica Pyramid thrust its sharp white tower into the cloudless blue sky above the San Francisco skyline. Her hand hovered over the telephone, as if she was afraid it was going to electrocute her if she touched it. Then she drew in a deep breath and picked up the receiver. �Samara Hayden,� she said crisply.
�Samara.� Travis�s deep voice, still so familiar after all these years, made her knees go weak. She sank into her leather chair.
�Hello, Travis.�
�Hi.� A short pause followed. �I�m sorry to interrupt your meeting. Your assistant told me you were doing your quarterly update meeting.�
�Yes.� Why are you calling me? She wanted to shout the words into the phone. With a shaky hand, she pushed her hair off her face.
�I have some bad news for you, I�m afraid,� Travis continued, his voice going even deeper. �It�s about your father.�
Samara frowned. �Dad? What is it?�
�He...he was in...Matagalpa.� Travis�s hesitancy was unusual for him. He�d always been so confident, so sure of himself. �On business.�
�Matagalpa? Really?� Her frown deepened. �We haven�t done business there for quite some time, I thought.�
�That�s true. But he was there talking to some growers. Apparently last night he�d been at a fiesta, and on the way back to his hotel, he had an...accident.� Another pause. Samara�s skin went icy, and she straightened in her chair. �His vehicle crashed and caught fire and burned with him in it. He�s...he�s dead, Samara.�
Samara�s office began to slowly spin around her. She rubbed her forehead. �That can�t be true. There must be some mistake.�
�No. God, I�m sorry, no. I spoke to the Matagalpan authorities myself. I...had the same reaction�it must be a mistake. But apparently not. They contacted your mother this morning, and she called me. Then I called them.�
Samara�s stomach contracted painfully. Her mother had called him. Of course she had. Who else would her mother contact? Samara didn�t even need to ask why her mother hadn�t called her.
�I still don�t believe it,� she whispered.
�I�m sorry.�
Silence built. Again, her mind raced with thought fragments and questions, confusion swirling inside her.
�I...I...� Good Godfrey, could it be true? Her dad...dead?
�You okay?� His voice went even huskier with concern. �Are you alone, Sam?�
�Y-yes. I�m in my office.�
�Samara. I�m leaving for Portland in a few hours. You need to come home too.�
Home.
She hadn�t been home for seven years.
And the man talking to her on the phone was the reason.
She pressed a hand to her stomach. Her father was dead... How could that be? It was ridiculous! Agony stabbed through her to her core, and she briefly closed her eyes again.
She couldn�t go home. She couldn�t. But she had to.
She swallowed through a dry, tight throat and tried to speak. �Yes,� she finally said. �I�ll...make arrangements.�
�Let me know your flight,� he said. �I�ll pick you up at the airport.�
�No!� The word burst from her lips before she could stop it, and she fought for control. �No, that�s not necessary. I don�t know....when I�ll get there.�
She gazed around her office helplessly. What...? How..? Oh Godfrey.
�Samara, are you sure you�re okay? What can I do? Let me talk to your assistant.�
�No. That�s okay. I�m fine.� She blinked. �I�ll...I�ll be fine.�
�Sam.� His voice softened again. �I�m so sorry.�
His words sunk in. Travis and her father had been friends and business partners for many years. This had to be hitting him hard too. Her throat closed up even more. �I�m sorry too,� she choked out. �Travis...are you okay?� She shouldn�t ask the question, shouldn�t even care about the man who�d hurt her so deeply, but...she did. Hell.
She heard his soft exhalation. His image appeared in her mind� the shaggy mop of dark blond hair, deep blue eyes, and tanned face with strong cheekbones and chin� as clearly as if she�d seen him yesterday and not seven years ago. The breath she drew in quivered.
�I�m okay,� he said. �Still in shock. This is...�
�I know,� she whispered. �Oh Travis. What will we do?� The words sounded wrong, as if she meant the two of them. Yes, they, along with her mother, would personally feel her father�s loss. But she�d meant, what would the company do? The death of the popular, charismatic CEO of Cedar Mill Coffee would devastate the entire organization.
�We�ll figure it out,� he said, his voice strong and reassuring. She nodded. �Take my cell number, Sam, and call me or text me if you need anything at all.�
She picked up a pen and wrote down the number even though she knew there was no way in hell she would ever call him about anything. Except possibly business.
�I�ll see you back in Portland,� he said as they hung up.
She pressed her hands to her cheeks and sucked in another shaky breath. She�d see Travis.
Oh my damn.
This was a family crisis, and she needed to put aside all that old hurt and humiliation and deal with this like the adult she now was.
Tears stung the corners of her eyes, and more pain swept through her in a shocking wave at the thought of her father being gone. Despite her efforts to blink them back, tears slid down her cheeks. She grabbed a tissue and swiped them away before rising to find Jennifer.
Jennifer looked up from her computer with a smile at the sound of Samara�s door opening, but her smile quickly faded. �What�s wrong?� she immediately asked.
Samara leaned against the small counter in front of Jenn�s desk. �My father...he had an accident on a business trip. He�s...dead.�
�Oh my god!� Jenn rose to her feet, covering her mouth with her hands. �Parker? Oh my god!�
Samara straightened her shoulders with another deep breath. Not only was this a family crisis, it was a business crisis, and she had staff that she had to consider too. Staff and clients and other stakeholders in the business. �I�m afraid so,� she continued quietly. �I can hardly believe it myself. I have to go back to Portland right away.�
�Of course. Of course. What can I do?�
�Book me a flight,� Samara replied. �The soonest you can get me on. I�ll need to finish a few things here and then head home to pack.�
Jennifer was already clicking with her mouse, going on-line to book the flight. Then she paused, rose from her chair and circled around from behind the counter, arms outstretched. She enfolded Samara into a big hug. �I�m so sorry, Sam. He�s our CEO...but he�s your father.�
More emotion welled up inside Samara at Jennifer�s sympathy, and she hugged her assistant back. �This is awful,� she whispered. �So awful.�
They pulled back, and Jenn�s eyes gleamed with tears too. �We�ll all do whatever we can,� she said, voice shaky. �Barry can take that meeting you have scheduled tomorrow. I�ll reschedule your other meetings. I�ll finish up the reports, and I�ll get Jason to check them over. You�re so on top of things it will be easy to cover for you for a few days. Just tell me...whatever you need. We�re here for you.�
Samara could have burst into tears at that, at what a loyal and caring staff she had working for her. Normally she hated having to accept help from anyone, but she was so agitated by this turn of events she just nodded, lips pressed tightly together in an attempt to smile. �Thank you, Jenn.� Rumors would fly about what was happening. She needed to communicate with her team before she left, make sure things were looked after... She focused on business, pushing her disbelief and grief to the back of her mind as she prepared to�at long last�go home.
If she�d ever imagined going home again, she�d always thought her father would be there to ease the way. But now he was gone. And she was going to see Travis again.
* * *
The minute Samara pulled her rental car into the driveway of the house she used to call home, she had to fight the urge to keep going right around the circular driveway, back onto the street and all the way back to San Francisco.
She sat there gripping the steering wheel, her stomach in knots. During the nearly two-hour flight to Portland she�d felt okay, but now she was there, sitting in the driveway, her hands started to shake.
She looked out the window at the Tudor-style house she hadn�t seen for seven years, still elegant, immense, impressive. Three cars lined the curved stone driveway, all of them expensive. Bright petunias, verbena and ivy cascaded out of massive terra cotta planters, bright splashes of red and purple and green in the afternoon sunshine.
She closed her eyes, her heart aching at the thought that she�d never see her father again. It still didn�t seem like it could be true.
She opened her eyes and blinked rapidly. No tears. Not now.
She tossed her hair behind her shoulders and straightened her spine. She could do this. She blew out a breath that lifted the long bangs slanting across her forehead and tightened her fingers momentarily on the steering wheel. Then she climbed out of her car, slung her slouchy leather bag over her shoulder and started toward the front entrance of the house.
A wave of nostalgia swept over her as she climbed the steps. Her life in this house had been full of love and laughter and joy. That had all come slamming to a halt pretty damn quick, throwing her into adulthood overnight, ending her romantic teenage dreams, and sending her out into the world alone. She inhaled, straightened her shoulders and pushed down on the gleaming brass lever of the door.
In the cool foyer, the sound of muted voices drifted down the hall. The alarm chimed when she closed the door behind her. She waited, but nobody appeared, so she started down the hall. The tap tap of her heels on the dark wood floor surrounded her, and as she drew closer to the den, the voices grew only a little louder. With each step, the cramping tightness in her stomach grew worse, and memories flooded back of that last time she�d walked into the house through the front door and taken these same steps down the hall toward the den.
She�d been out with friends and had arrived home in the middle of the afternoon, surprised to see Travis�s car in the driveway at that time of day. With her heart banging in her chest, she�d entered the house, an unreasonable, crazy hope spiraling up inside her that he was there to see her...
Unsure where he was, she�d poked her head into the den, much as she was about to do now, and had seen Travis and her mother sitting on the couch, their heads bent close together. Travis�s arm rested along the back of the couch around Mom�s shoulders. Samara had paused, hand on her throat, their murmured words reaching her ears.
�How on earth did he find out?� Mom had asked Travis.
�I had to tell him,� Travis said. �I�m sorry, Dayna. I had to. I never meant for this to cause problems for your marriage.�
Mom had nodded, head bent. �It�s not all your fault,� she said, her voice thick. �I didn�t handle things very well when he confronted me.�
Travis�s low groan had made Samara�s eyes widen. He sounded so agonized. �He wants me to move to L.A.,� he�d told her mom. �He says we can�t work together anymore.�
�Oh, Travis.� Mom had looked up at him with wet eyes. �I�m so sorry. I don�t want you to go. But maybe that�s better...for everyone.� She�d leaned in as Travis�s arm pulled her closer.
Samara couldn�t watch anymore. With a buzzing in her ears, her legs stiff, she�d slipped unseen down the hall and had climbed the stairs to her bedroom. There she�d sat on her bed for a long time, thinking about what she�d seen and heard, fighting the nausea rising up inside her. Remembering the argument she�d heard her parents having in their bedroom the night before, and putting it all together, her already bruised heart splintering into sharp shards.
Those old feelings returned along with the memories, and Samara now paused in the hall with a hand pressed to her rolling stomach. She closed her eyes briefly, took a deep breath and then stepped up to the French doors of the den.
Her mom sat on the chocolate leather sofa across the room, the sunlight streaming in the big mullioned windows lighting up her auburn hair, the exact color of Samara�s own but worn in a shorter flippy style. Samara studied her mom�s face. She�d hardly aged at all in the last seven years, although maybe she was a bit thinner. What Samara really noticed was the heartache on her mother�s face, her pale, her eyes and nose pink, and her eyebrows pulled down in sadness.
Seeing her mom after all this time, seeing her looking so sad, tugged at something deep inside Samara, something soft that she didn�t want to feel. She�d been so hurt by what her mom had done all those years ago she did not want to feel sorry for her. Her throat tightened, and she drew in a shaky breath.
Beside her mom sat Alec Duffy, the Chief Financial Officer of Cedar Mill Coffee. Alec�s tanned handsome face wore grooves from his nose to the corners of his mouth and a furrow between his brows. His hair might be little grayer than the last time she�d seen him, but he was still an attractive man in his early fifties. Another man Samara didn�t recognize sat on a chair to his right, his face just as somber.
Then Samara�s gaze moved to the fourth person in the room. Travis. Her breath caught in her throat like a fishbone. He was here.
Her heart started thudding painfully against her ribs and she pressed a hand there, still standing unnoticed as the four in the room talked. Travis sat in a chair, leaning forward, his elbows resting on his knees, hands loosely clasped. Seven years ago he�d looked like a tanned surfer dude with shaggy blond hair. Those deep blue eyes hadn�t changed, and though still tanned and athletic, he wore his blond hair shorter now and brushed back from his face. His wide shoulders seemed even broader in the fitted white dress shirt, the sleeves turned back on his strong forearms. Seven years had passed, but he was still intensely male, strong and sexy.
As she watched, he reached out and took one of her mother�s hands in his.
Pain sliced through Samara, right through her core, so fierce her knees weakened. She gripped the door frame to steady herself and drew in another fortifying breath, cursing inwardly. She closed her eyes. He should not affect her like this, seven years later. Should. Not.
Then her mother looked up and saw her. Mom�s eyes widened, her mouth curved into a smile that even Samara had to admit was beautiful, and she jumped to her feet, oblivious to the hand that held hers. Her eyes glowed with surprise and joy, and Samara�s throat constricted again. She swallowed painfully.
�Samara!�
�Hi, Mom.�
Her mother flew across the plush Oriental rug toward her then stopped right in front of her, her expression suddenly uncertain. �Oh, Samara. You came.�
Her mother�s emerald-green eyes devoured her, the glowing love and pride and relief in her gaze filling Samara with confusion and unexpected guilt. Then her mother took her in her arms for a hug. Samara leaned in stiffly, let her mother press her cheek to her hair and embrace her. She rested one hand on her mother�s shoulder, the bones there narrow and fragile, and felt a sudden urge to sink into her mom�s embrace, bury her face in her shoulder and sob like a little girl.

Chapter Two

Samara held on to her control with a fragile grip, acutely aware of the men�s gazes, especially Travis�s, as she drew back from her mother. She risked a glance his way. He watched them intently, his face tight, jaw square. The taut coil of nerves and anxiety in her stomach tightened further.
�Oh my god, it�s so good to see you,� her mother murmured, holding Samara�s face in a tender, maternal gesture that only made Samara�s throat ache more. She let her mom study her with wide, avid eyes, as if absorbing the sight of her. �Why didn�t you call? I could have picked you up at the airport.�
�I rented a car. It�s fine.�
�Thank you.� Her mom�s voice thickened. �Thank you for coming home. Oh Samara...� For a moment, they looked at each other with shared pain and disbelief. Then her mother straightened her shoulders and drew her forward with her arm linked in hers. �Come say hello to Alec and Travis.�
Samara allowed herself to be tugged across the room. The men all stood, and she extended a hand to Alec.
�Samara,� he said, taking her hand and pulling her into a polite hug. �I�m so sorry for your loss.�
Her throat constricted again. �Thanks.�
�Samara, this is Hank Proshen. He�s the Vice President of Quality Control at Cedar Mill.�
Samara nodded. She�d never met him, but she knew who he was and shook his hand while he too expressed his condolences.
She turned to Travis. Oh god. What if he hugged her too? Everything inside her quivered in anticipation and heat swept over her. Her lungs refused to expand.
Their eyes met, his warm and steady. Travis took her hand in his and shook it formally but made no attempt to embrace her. Remembered hurt and humiliation swept over her in a hot wave.
�Travis,� she said, trying to keep her voice even. �You�re here.�
�Yeah. Got in a few hours ago.� He tilted his head in a way that was so familiar and attractive to her her chest ached. His sapphire eyes brimmed with sympathy and compassion. �I�m so sorry for your loss, Samara.�
She nodded. She didn�t know what to say to that. It was his loss as much as hers. Then she became aware that Travis still held her hand in his big, warm one, and she yanked it away.
�Samara, please sit down,� her mother invited softly, gesturing to the couch.
Samara took a chair directly opposite Travis, dropping her purse onto the floor beside it.
�Can I get you anything? You must be tired after your flight. Or are you hungry?� Her mom clasped her hands in front of her. �Oh, I�m so glad you came.� Relief added a breathy tone to her voice.
Samara noticed the coffee cups on a tray on the large leather ottoman between them. �Coffee would be great,� she said. �I assume it�s something good.�
�It�s Guatemala Antigua.� Her mother lifted the thermos and poured another cup for her. She handed Samara the cup, knowing she drank her coffee black. Like her father.
She took the cup and raised it to her lips�a medium roast, rich with hints of a chocolaty aroma.
They made some polite small talk about their flights and the weather for a few minutes. Then Alec stood. �I should be going,� he said. �You two will have a lot to catch up on.� Hank stood as well.
Samara looked at Travis, waiting for him to say the same and make an exit. But he didn�t. She looked from him to her mother. What was their relationship after all this time? Bitterness rose up in the back of her throat. Every muscle in her body ached from the tension gripping her. It was hard enough facing her mother after so long, but Travis too? At the same time? Nausea rolled in her stomach.
She sipped her coffee again, this time not even noticing the rich taste.
�I�ll see you out.� Dayna stood, smoothed down the skirt of her black shift dress, and followed the two men out of the den, leaving Samara and Travis alone.
�You okay?� he asked softly.
�Of course.� For a split second, she actually thought he was talking about them, reading her memories about what had happened between them, and her speculation about him and her mother. She gave her head a little shake. �I think it still hasn�t really sunk in.� She eyed him. �What happened? Do you know anything more?�
�Not much more than I told you on the phone,� he said, his mouth twisting.
She nodded, keeping her grief tightly leashed. �I can�t believe it. I can�t believe he�s gone.�
�I know.� His voice was somber. �None of us can. It�s like this can�t be real, and he�s going to walk in that door any minute. Everyone at the office is in shock.�
�The funeral...�
�Your mother wanted to wait for you before she started making arrangements.� His eyes softened with compassion. �I told her you were coming, but I don�t think she believed me until you walked in that door. She�ll need your help.�
Samara pressed her lips together. �Oh, I doubt that.� But the truth burned inside her. Her mother had depended on her husband for so much. For everything. How was she going to deal with all this on her own?
�Samara. Her husband just died. Your father. I think you both need each other.�
She resisted the urge to snort, wanting to deny what he�d said. She didn�t need her mother. She was an adult, capable of looking after herself, as she had been for a long time now. But when she looked at him, the softness in his eyes made her feel ashamed. Damn him. He knew as well as she did that her mother would need help. So she kept her mouth shut. �I�m here,� she finally said. �Of course I had to come.�
His mouth tightened into a straight, grim line. �Well, at least you have a sense of duty, if not love, for your family.�
His disapproval sent a quiver of shame through her. She was there out of a sense of duty. She�d known how difficult it was going to be to come home, but also knew she had no choice with her father having died.
She glanced at the door. What was taking Mom so long? Sitting here alone with Travis was making her twitchy and jittery. Not that being with her mother was any more comfortable.
She sipped her coffee, looked at Travis over the rim of the cup. He was watching her mouth purse on the edge of the cup, and her hand trembled, sloshing coffee over the rim and onto her skirt. She looked down at the wet spot on the pale gray fabric. Just what she needed, more embarrassment in front of Travis. As if she hadn�t been humiliated enough at his hands.
�Here.� He stood up and reached across the ottoman to hand her a pretty paper napkin that matched the bright coral and yellow of the Mexican pottery cups they�d been drinking from. She snatched it out of his hand and pressed it to the spot, heat sliding over her.
Why, why, was he affecting her like this? After all those years?
�Did you burn yourself?� he asked.
�No.� Like she�d admit if she had. She crumpled the napkin and tossed it onto the tray.
Mom returned at that moment, her eyes, nose and cheeks rosy. �Well,� she said, in her soft voice. �Alec and Hank are gone. That was nice of them to drop by.� She looked at Travis. �You too, Travis.�
�It�s no trouble, Dayna.� He stood and moved toward her. �Of course I�d come. I�ll do whatever I can to help.�
She nodded, her mouth trembling a little. �And thank you for coming too, Samara.�
Samara lifted her eyes to the grief and gratitude in her mother�s face. Then she watched as Travis bent his head low and murmured something in Dayna�s ear. More memories, more hurt slashed through her.
�Where is your suitcase, Sam?� Mom now asked. �Travis will take it up to your room for you.�
Samara just stared at them blankly for a moment. �Oh. It�s still in my car. I won�t be staying here.�
Dayna�s face fell. �What? But of course you will! This is your home!�
�No. My home is my apartment in San Francisco.� She pressed her lips together.
�But...Samara...where will you stay?�
�At a hotel. I�m sure I can find a room somewhere in town.�
Dayna shook her head, her face pinched with hurt. �Oh, Samara. Please, stay here.�
Once again Samara felt an unwilling softening inside her. She didn�t want to stay there, but she read the fragility in her mother�s expression.
�Samara.� Travis�s deep voice snagged her attention, and she met his eyes. �You need to be with family at a time like this.�
�I�ll be fine at a hotel.�
Travis�s eyes flashed, and he tipped his head. �Maybe you�ll be fine, but what about your mother?�
He was standing there, beside her mother, taking her side, looking out for her, caring for her, and disappointment and hurt jabbed at Samara, a sharp blade slicing open an old wound. �I�m sure Mom will be fine without me. And who the hell are you to tell me what to do?�
�Samara!� Her mother gazed at her open-mouthed.
Samara pressed her lips together briefly. �I�m sorry. But I�m an adult, Mother, and I�ll stay where I want to stay.� The silence stretched out long and taut, the thudding of her heart loud in her ears.
�You�re right,� her mother finally said, straightening her small shoulders. �You are an adult now. But I�m your mother. I will always be your mother. And I will always tell you when you�re being rude, whether you like it or not, no matter how happy I am to see you, and right now you are being rude.� She met Samara�s eyes, and Samara blinked in surprise. Out of the corner of her eye, Samara caught Travis�s mouth twitching, and heat washed into her cheeks.
�Sam. Please.�
Samara couldn�t bear to look at the pleading in her mother�s eyes. She thought about Travis�s assertion that her mother needed her there. It was true. �Fine. I�ll stay here.� But she also knew that wasn�t all her mother was pleading with her about.
�Good,� her mother said quietly. �Travis, could you get her suitcase?�
�I can carry my own suitcase.� Samara stood.
�I�ll get it,� Travis snapped. �Give me your keys.�
She stared at him. �Um...pretty sure I already asked this question, and pretty sure I didn�t get a good answer, but who are you to tell me what to do?�
His narrow-eyed gaze pinned her, his square jaw stone-hard. �Please give me your keys, Samara, and I�ll get your suitcase for you. And you�re welcome.�
They stood there facing each other. Mom hovered nearby. They both ignored her. Travis held out a hand. And waited.
Samara fought down the surge of frustration. Her mother had chastised her like a child, and now Travis was ordering her around like he was her father. Damn him.
She reached for her purse, dug out her car keys and thrust them at him. Without a word he turned and left the room.
�We need to talk, Samara,� her mother said quietly. �Maybe now isn�t the time. But before you leave...�
Samara�s insides twisted in knots at the thought. She�d rather chew her arm off than have that conversation, but again, she had to put aside all that old crap and deal with what was important at that moment. �We�ll see,� she said, just as quietly. �What about the funeral? When will it be?�
�I thought Friday would be a good day. That will allow Greg and Leila and the kids time to get here from New York as well as any of the other out-of-town executives if they want to attend.� She paused, her head bent. �I�ll get Ava to make up the bed in your room,� she continued, her voice determinedly steady. �And I�ll just go let her know that you and Travis will both be staying for dinner.� She hurried out of the room, her small slender figure outlined in the black sleeveless dress she wore. She was still so perfect.
As a young girl, Samara had admired her mother� so beautiful and charming, graciously hosting dinners and parties in their home. She�d never had to work outside the home, thanks to the success of Cedar Mill Coffee, and had been able to devote herself to her husband and her daughter and the charitable organizations she and Parker had chosen to support. It wasn�t until Samara was older that she�d realized her mother relied so heavily on her husband. Other friends had mothers who worked outside the home, mothers who were lawyers or doctors or even just worked at Macy�s. Samara knew her mother didn�t have to work, and that was fine, but her mother didn�t make a single decision without her husband�s input. Her love and devotion to her husband and their life together had been wonderful, but Samara always wished her mom would be a little more independent. In a million years, never would Samara have worried about her mother cheating on her husband.
Alone in the room, Samara sank back down into her chair and took in a long, shaky breath. Well, that had gone well. Not. She snorted at herself.
She rubbed her forehead and squeezed her eyes closed, trying to focus on breathing. Dinner with Travis and her mom was going to be as much fun as dental surgery.
After a moment she had a feeling of being watched, and she lifted her head to see Travis standing there holding her suitcase.
�Are you...�
�Don�t say it!� She jumped to her feet. �I�m fine. I�ll show you my room.� Damn. That sounded disturbingly intimate. But trying to reword it would just draw attention to her poor choice of words, so she brushed by him to lead the way upstairs.
He didn�t move out of the way, and his body was warm and solid, making her tingle all over. Conscious of his eyes on her, she walked stiffly to the foot of the wide, polished oak staircase, a plush runner in a muted sage green running up the center of it. She put a hand on the gleaming banister and started up the steps then paused to look over her shoulder.
His eyes were on her ass.
Holy crap.
She froze in place, one foot on the bottom step and stared at him. He lifted his gaze to her face, and she was pretty sure she saw a flicker of discomfort in his eyes as he realized she�d caught him checking her out. Oh, Godfrey. Once again her mind started spinning. What the hell did that mean? It couldn�t possibly mean anything. If it hadn�t been for that shift in his eyes, she would have assumed he was just following her and his eyes just happened to be looking there.
She forced herself to turn and lead him up the stairs, but her skin tingled with awareness, hot and tight, knowing as she climbed the stairs in front of him her butt was at his eye level. Then she had to lead him to her old room. She threw open the door and walked in, unsure of what to expect. If it was exactly the same girly pink teenage room, she was going to be embarrassed.
But no. The bubble gum color was mostly gone. Her eyes moved over walls now painted a soft taupe, the puffy duvet on the bed shades of chocolate, taupe and pink. Assorted matching cushions in various patterns of the same color were piled on the bed, and the armchair had been reupholstered in chocolate brown fabric. The rug she�d loved as a teenager, patterned in various shades of pink and beige, remained. It still looked feminine but also modern and grown up.
Samara hated to admit it, but she liked it.
She walked over to the big window looking out over their property. Behind the house were two acres of lush woods. She stared down at the stone path winding from the patio into the trees, lined with hostas and lilies lovingly planted by her mother years ago. She had so many memories of walking on that path, some of them with Travis.
She turned to face him, again fighting down the hurt and sadness that had resurfaced so unexpectedly, so strongly.
�Thank you,� she told him. He set the suitcase down on the floor but still stood there.
�Thanks for staying here. It means a lot to your mother.�
�You seem very concerned about her,� she said tightly, moving away from the window.
�Why wouldn�t I be? Parker was my business partner, my mentor...� His voice thickened. �He was a friend. She�s a friend too.�
�Right,� she said. �Well, that�s just lovely.�
His mouth flattened, and his eyes narrowed.
�I�m sure my father would be happy that you�re looking out for her,� she continued, unable to stop the sarcastic tone that came out. Travis�s eyes flashed and a nerve started flicking in his jaw, and Samara�s insides trembled.

Chapter Three

Travis stared at Samara across her bedroom. Being in this room with her was so not a good idea. He could not believe that after all these years she still had the ability to affect him this way. She was even more beautiful than she�d been as a teenager, now with a sophistication and polish she hadn�t possessed seven years ago, the expensive-looking little suit she wore hugging her slender curves. Much to his embarrassment, she�d caught him staring at her ass, so sweetly displayed in that snug skirt, and that bed right over there gave him even more dirty ideas. Get a grip, man.
�I think your father would have wanted me to look out for both of you,� he murmured finally. His mouth twisted into a wry smile. Yeah, right. If Parker weren�t already dead, he�d be having a stroke over the fact that Travis was standing in Samara�s bedroom alone with her. But for some reason, he felt protective of her, even though she was grown up now, and even though it had been seven years and she was apparently still pissed at him. Still hadn�t gotten over that night. Jesus.
And what the hell was between Samara and Dayna? He knew how Parker had agonized over the rift between them all these years and knew firsthand how hurt Dayna had been by her daughter�s refusal to come home, to barely talk to her. He�d been hard pressed over the years not to call Samara up and ask her what the hell she was doing, cutting herself off from family who cared about her. What the hell could have happened?
�I don�t need looking after.� Her little chin tilted up. �I can look after myself.�
�I�m sure you can,� he murmured.
She stared at him, her huge hazel eyes gleaming with those unusual gold flecks. She was so like her mother in many ways. Although a little taller, she had the same fine bone structure, the same thick, straight auburn hair, a feminine face with high cheekbones, big eyes and a small, full mouth. Samara�s hair hung long down her back, with a swish of bangs she constantly pushed aside, where her mother wore her hair cropped short. Samara�s eyes combined Dayna�s emerald green with a ring of brown and flecks of gold in the unusual irises, surrounded by long thick lashes. Those eyes and that mouth. Ah, hell.
Travis shook his head. Memories assailed him of the guilt he�d experienced for wanting Samara so badly, knowing he couldn�t have her, couldn�t touch her, shouldn�t even think about having her. She�d only been seventeen, not even legal, for Chrissake.
Wanting her had nearly cost him everything important to him in his life.
�We should go back down,� he said abruptly, turning to the door.
�I�ll be down in a few minutes,� she said. �I�d like to change.� She was likely still wearing what she�d had on when he�d called her at the office that morning.
He nodded and shut the door behind him. He stood there for a long moment, one hand still on her doorknob, the desire to shove back in there and jump her sexy bones almost overpowering.
He rubbed a hand over his face. Jesus. This was insane. Seven years later and he was still a horny kid with a hard-on for her.
He wished he could say he hadn�t even thought of her in the last seven years, but that would be a lie. Soon after that night everything had gone to shit, she�d left for college in San Francisco without even saying good-bye. And then had been the big blow up with Parker when Travis had been banished to Los Angeles.
At the time he�d had his own problems to worry about, and he hadn�t kept in touch much with Dayna. His interactions with Parker had been all about business for a long time, but as they�d gradually rebuilt their relationship, he�d learned that Samara never went home and barely spoke to her mother. Parker had never been able to find out what had happened between Samara and her mother to cause such a huge rift. It had baffled and hurt both of them. It must have been a helluva fight over something. Samara had been headstrong and stubborn and opinionated, but he couldn�t imagine what they could have argued about that would split up a family like that.
Travis shook his head and slowly walked down the stairs. As he returned to the den, he passed the empty dining room. How many times had he sat at that table across from teenage Samara, listening to her drive her father crazy with her quick wit and provocative statements? He remembered laughing, so entertained by their discussions�arguments?�thankful he wasn�t the one who had to deal with her, then wishing he was the one who had to deal with her. He�d shut her up by grabbing and kissing her until she had no breath left.
His gut feeling like a stone, as were other parts of his body, he found Dayna in the den, setting the cups on the tray to go back to the kitchen. She looked lost in thought.
�Hey,� he said.
She looked up and smiled faintly. �Thanks again for being here,� she said. �I know this is hard for you too.�
He nodded. �Yeah. Christ. I can�t believe this.� He rubbed his chin.
�Samara looks so beautiful,� Dayna said softly, almost talking to herself. �So grown up. I can�t believe she�s here. It�s been so long.�
�Yeah.� He gnawed his bottom lip. �And she still seems to be uh...carrying a grudge.�
Dayna sighed, a small crease between her auburn brows. �Her father just died. She�s probably not herself right now.� Her defense of her daughter, even after how badly Samara had hurt her, made Travis smile. �But she�s here.�
�Yeah. She is.�
Dayna�s housekeeper Ava appeared in the French doors. �I�ll take that, hon,� she said, reaching for the tray.
�Thanks, Ava,� Dayna said.
�Dinner is ready whenever you are,� Ava added.
Dayna sighed. �I really don�t feel like eating.�
�You have to eat,� Ava said, her eyes clouding.
�Yeah,� Travis said. �And I, for one, am starving.�
�While you�re eating, I�ll go put fresh sheets on Samara�s bed.� Ava said. �Where is that girl? I haven�t even seen her.� Ava had worked for their family for many years and probably had missed Samara too.
�I�m right here.� Samara�s voice came from the door.
All three of them looked over at her. She�d changed from the business suit into a casual sundress in shades of orange and gold that flattered her pale gold skin and fiery hair. Christ, still so gorgeous.
Ava set down the tray and went over to pull Samara in for a hug. �Sammy,� she murmured. �How are you, hon?�
�I�m okay.� Samara�s voice came out sounding choked, and she hugged Ava�s plump form back in a tight, heartfelt embrace.
�It�s been too long, Sammy,� Ava scolded her, drawing back. She shot a glance toward Dayna. �I missed you.� Ava studied her and smiled. �Look at you, all grown up.� Her smile faded. �I�m so sorry about your dad, honey.�
�Oh, Ava. I�m sorry too.� They hugged again, and Travis�s heart shifted.
�We�ll talk more later,� Ava said, drawing back.
Samara gave a teary but still wry smile. �Okay.�
�You look beautiful, Samara,� Dayna said. �Let�s go eat, shall we?�
She led the way to the dining room then stood there surveying the formally set table with sparkling crystal, china and gleaming silver. She paused. �I don�t want to eat in here tonight,� she said. �I�m sorry, Ava. Can we eat in the breakfast room?�
�Of course. I should have thought of that, with it being just the three of you. You�ve all eaten in the breakfast room so many times.� Ava quickly picked up dishes of food and whisked them back into the kitchen.
Samara picked up a place setting�a plate, cutlery and a water goblet�and followed Ava. Travis did the same. �Thanks,� Dayna said. �Sorry about this.�
�God, Dayna, don�t apologize,� Travis said. �There was a time when I ate here more often than I ate at my own home. I can help out.� He didn�t want to even think about how much he�d missed being in their home, being a part of their family. Except he really wasn�t part of their family, as he�d painfully learned.
She nodded and gave him a sad little smile.
In a few moments they were settled in the small alcove off the kitchen with cheery yellow walls and painted white furniture. A wall of windows looked out onto the patio and the yard beyond, clay pots overflowing with colorful flowers and greenery. The house faced south so the breakfast room received light almost all day long. Now the sun was lower in the sky, and the rich light made the flowers glow and cast long shadows across the patio and lawn.
Uncharacteristically quiet, Samara pulled out a chair and sat down, unfolding her napkin. Fatigue drew down her mouth and eyes. She must be wiped. She was putting up a good front, but this had to be killing her. She and her father had been close, despite living so far apart these last years. Even with the tension between him and Parker, and Parker�s reluctance to talk to Travis about his daughter, Travis knew Parker had kept in frequent contact with her after she�d left Portland. Parker had been so worried about her when she�d been traveling in Central America that year after high school, he�d gone to meet up with her in Brazil and in Matagalpa. When she�d started college in San Francisco, Parker had traveled down there to help her find a place and get settled. He�d been thrilled when she�d wanted to work at Cedar Mill Coffee Company after college, although frustrated when she�d insisted on working her way up on her own. Travis knew Parker hoped she�d come home to Portland and work there with him, maybe move into the executive ranks some day when she had more experience.
He couldn�t help but watch her as she smoothed the napkin over her bare knees, and he deliberately took the seat adjacent to her so he didn�t have to look directly at her. Dayna sat in her usual spot.
�Are you hungry, sweetheart?� Dayna asked her daughter, reaching for a platter.
Travis�s stomach growled at the scent of the food. There�d been no time for lunch. After hastily rearranging his schedule and cancelling meetings, he�d flown from L. A. to Portland and had gone straight to the office there to make sure staff was all told what had happened and everything was okay. Many of them were in shock, especially Parker�s assistant, Paulette, who�d worked for him for fifteen years. Travis had sent her home.
Then he�d come here to see Dayna, knowing she would be devastated by the news, and waited for Samara to arrive, annoyed at how hungry he was to see her, how just hearing her voice on the phone that morning had aroused all kinds of memories.
�I�m not that hungry,� Samara said. �But it smells awesome.�
�Ava makes the best roast chicken,� Dayna said.
She helped herself to some of the meat from the platter and passed it to Travis. He piled his plate up and passed it to Samara, who took it without even looking at him. They all scooped up servings of the yellow beans and carrots, the tiny little potatoes dotted with parsley and gleaming with butter, and the golden lemony gravy that accompanied the chicken. Travis dug in hungrily but after a few minutes he realized the two women were just playing with their food, pushing it around, cutting it up and eating tiny bites.
He watched Dayna glance repeatedly at Samara, as if she still couldn�t believe she was there. �Tell me about your life, Samara,� Dayna invited softly. �Do you like living in San Francisco?�
�I love it,� she answered, pushing a piece of chicken around her plate. �It�s a wonderful city. There�s so much to do.�
�Well, it�s much bigger than Portland.� Dayna rolled her lips in briefly, looked down at her plate. �And your job? Are you enjoying it? Dad said you�re doing so well.�
Travis knew that. He, sadly, had followed every step of her career with Cedar Mill, from the days when she�d been a barista at the store on Northwest Broadway when she was still in high school. During college, she�d been a shift supervisor at one of their San Francisco stores, allowing her to work part time while going to school but still get to know the business from the retail ground up. After college, she�d started in the San Francisco regional office and had already been promoted a couple of times.
�It�s going great. I love working there.� Samara looked down at her own plate, her fork still.
�You always did have an interest in the business,� Dayna said. �And a passion for coffee. I�m glad it�s working for you.� She lowered her gaze to the table. �Your father was so proud of you. And I am too.�
Samara stared down at her plate mutely. Travis repressed a sigh.
Dayna changed the subject. �I guess tomorrow we�ll go the funeral home and make the arrangements.�
Samara nodded. �Do you know what kind of funeral Dad wanted?�
�No. He was only fifty-two years old. Who would have thought he was going to die?� Dayna�s voice choked a little bit. She paused, her fingers tightening on her fork. �I know he hates...I mean, he hated organ music. And he said once that he wanted a big party.�
Samara�s mouth dropped open, and she snapped it shut. �A party?�
Dayna nodded. �You know what he was like.�
�I can see him not wanting tea and dainties in the church basement after the service,� Travis said. �More like a few bottles of Lagavulin and some dirty jokes.�
Dayna�s lips curved into a reluctant smile. �True.�
�But...� Samara hesitated. �Okay, fine. Obviously, it has to be what he would have wanted.�
Dayna nodded. �We can have the party here. I wasn�t sure what to do, but I called the funeral home. The woman I spoke to was very nice.�
�The funeral director is a woman?�
�Yes.�
�Is it Gia?�
Dayna�s eyes widened. �Why, yes. Gia Stephenson. How did you know?�
Samara smiled wryly. �That�s Gia Rizzuto. She married Brent Stephenson. I knew they owned a funeral home.�
�Oh, I remember Gia. You two were such good friends.�
�A long time ago.�
�Well. It will be nice for you to see her again, even if not under the best circumstances.�
Travis watched as their eyes met and connected, but Samara looked quickly away, blinking.
Travis licked his lips, flicking his eyes to Samara and back to Dayna. Why wouldn�t Samara just give in and let her mother comfort her, let them comfort each other? Ah hell, Parker. You weren�t supposed to do this. Pain lanced through him at the thought that Parker was really gone.
After dinner, they had coffee and dessert on the patio, but again he was the only one who even tried to eat the huge piece of strawberry shortcake. The late spring day was cooling off as the sun sank low in the sky. The trees of the woods were vivid shades of green and richly textured in the late evening sun. A squirrel sat high in a nearby tree, chattering agitatedly at something they couldn�t see. The fresh scent of cedar and pine drifted on the evening breeze.
It was like being in the country here. So unlike Los Angeles, his home for the last seven years. He lived near the beach, which was great for him with his love of surfing and sailing, but L.A. was a big city with pollution, crowded freeways and lots of concrete. This was quiet and serene, almost pastoral.
�You must be tired, sweetie,� Dayna said to Samara. �You should go up to bed. Ava has gotten your room ready.�
Samara nodded slowly and rose to her feet. �I am tired. I still can�t believe...� She looked at Travis. �I guess I�ll see you at the funeral...�
He shook his head. �Oh, I�ll likely see you in the morning.�
�Travis is staying here too,� Dayna put in.
Samara looked at him, then at her mother. �How nice,� she said, her voice flat. �Well, good night then.� She gave them her back and stalked inside, closing the French door with a bang.
What the hell was her problem?

Chapter Four

He was staying there? In her parents� house?
Samara hurried up the stairs to the privacy of her bedroom. She�d said she was tired and she was, but even so, once in bed she lay wide awake in the darkness. Her body was tired but her mind remained active, churning over everything that had happened that day, starting with that phone call from Travis.
Seeing him again. All those memories flooding back, the ones she�d locked away in the very back of her mind. She turned her face into the pillow, her chest aching, remembering all those intense teenage feelings she�d had for him. Remembering that night just after her high school graduation, the night she�d done the stupidest thing in her life, and how wounded she�d been.
She�d had a crush on Travis for so long. Every boy she dated was just that...a boy. She�d compared everyone to Travis�his athletic body, lean and muscled from the surfing, sailing, and climbing he did on weekends, his maturity, his willingness to get into deep discussions about things like fair trade and conditions in developing countries and how to take market share away from Starbucks. The magnetic attraction his easy smile and sparkling blue eyes held for her. Nobody even came close to appealing to her like Travis did.
Sure he was older than her. He was her father�s friend and business associate, and maybe that made him seem a little forbidden, a little dangerous. She was honest enough with herself to question whether that increased the attraction for her, and she didn�t know the answer. She only knew she wanted him so badly and truly felt like she was falling in love with him.
There were moments where she was convinced he wanted her too. Like at the dinner table when she�d look up at him and he�d be staring at her with such focused intensity she immediately became hot and disoriented. Or at the company golf tournament when they�d golfed on the same team, when she�d sunk a putt to birdie the ninth hole and he�d grabbed her in an exuberant hug that had lasted just a little too long, awareness surging between them. Maybe if those things had never happened, she never would have let herself think there could really be something between them.
That evening just after graduation, she�d taken Travis out to show him the new gazebo they�d had built in the yard. She�d led the way down the stone path through the woods, the late evening sun casting long dappled shadows through the lacy leaves of the trees. They�d been all alone in the tranquil grounds. Travis had been quiet�tense.
She took his hand in hers as they walked and she chatted away. When they arrived at the gazebo, all decorated with Victorian gingerbread, she led him inside. In the dim light, she turned to face him, still holding his hand. They stared at each other wordlessly for a long, stretched-out moment, and her heart had thudded so hard it made her breathless. Then she tugged on his hand, moving them closer together, her breasts brushing his chest.
She was the first to admit she�d been aggressive that night. It seemed like the perfect opportunity, and who knew when she�d have another one? So, she�d boldly gone up on her toes, wound her arms around his neck, and kissed him.
He�d kissed her back. When he closed his hands on her waist and opened his mouth over hers, she�d started shaking with excitement and lust. Finally, finally they were together! And it was delicious. Better than she�d imagined in all her feverish fantasies alone in her bedroom. She pressed her aching breasts against his hard body, threading her fingers through his shaggy hair to pull his head closer.
His hands tightened on her and she could feel how hot he was, almost damp, how his body was shaking too. Triumph and exhilaration sparked through her veins. The kiss went on and on. He tipped his head to deepen it, licking into her mouth to find her tongue.
She was dizzy, hot, beyond thinking as she responded to the hormones and lust that drove her, kissing him back, open-mouthed, hungry, desperate for him.
Then he�d closed his eyes and turned his head away from her seeking mouth. �Christ, Sam,� he muttered, jaw tight, nostrils flaring.
�What?� she murmured. �I know you want me too, Travis.� She kissed his jaw, the growth of whiskers there thrillingly rough and masculine.
His hands were hard on her waist as he set her away from him, turned, then covered his face with his hand. She stood there, open-mouthed.
�Travis? What?�
�Samara. We can�t do this.�
�Why...why not?� Her voice came out high and shaky.
�You�re seventeen.�
�Eighteen.�
�Not yet, you aren�t. You�re just a kid.�
Her heart cracked a bit, making her gasp, and her stomach turned over. �I�m not a kid.� She wanted to argue, to protest, to beg. She laid a hand on his shoulder and tried to get in his face. �Travis. Please.� Her body still ached for him, but she was starting to feel a burn of humiliation. Heat seared her cheeks.
He shook his head, moving determinedly away from her. �Let�s go back.�
Her sharp intake of air hurt her chest. Her eyes stung, and her stomach heaved. Why was he being so mean about this when she knew he was just as turned on as her? She wasn�t very sexually experienced�okay she had no sexual experience at that point�but she knew what a hard-on felt like, and he�d had one. A huge one.
�But, Travis...I love you.�
He groaned, rubbed his face. �Oh god. No you don�t,� he said, his voice gravelly. �You�re just a kid.�
She stared at him, burning with humiliation, her face hot, her heart pattering so fast she felt dizzy. She swallowed a moan, whirled around and fled.
She�d been humiliated. Hurt. She couldn�t stop thinking about him and why he�d rejected her when she knew he�d felt something for her too. She�d been trying to think of ways to show him that she was nearly an adult, that the age difference between them didn�t matter, but only a few days later, she�d overheard that conversation between him and her mother, and she�d found out the real reason he�d rejected her.
She�d been hurt, so badly, and not just by Travis, but by her own mother. Her own mother had taken away the man she loved.
Now, hot tears spilled onto her pillow, tears she hadn�t allowed herself to shed since she�d left home seven years ago. She�d shut off her emotions and focused on school and work and the coffee business, intent on making a new life for herself far away from the people who�d hurt her and betrayed her, people she�d loved most in all the world. Only her father had never let her down and now...he had. He was gone. Damn him.
Hot anger swelled up inside her, making her face burn. How could he have done this? What had happened to him? He was the one who�d always been there for her. �Damn you, Daddy,� she whispered into the darkness, her throat aching. �Why�d this happen? Why�d you have to go? I can�t handle this.�
Yes, you can.
She heard his voice as if he were in the room with her.
�You can do anything you put your mind to,� her father had told her so many times. As a child, whenever something seemed impossible, he�d encouraged her. �Everything you do that�s difficult is a chance for you to grow, to learn exactly what you�re capable of. To increase your confidence. When you�ve done it, you can say �I did it� and remember that next time. And know you can do whatever you want.�
He�d been right. Confidence was never something she�d lacked as she�d grown up.
If she ever needed it, it was now.
* * *
For years after she�d left home, she�d dreamt about Travis nearly every night, but over the years, the dreams had faded in intensity and lessened in frequency. Now they�d come back with a vengeance, making her restless and twitchy all night in her bed, interrupting her sleep. Facing him in the morning, her body tingled with awareness and heat warmed her cheeks remembering those dreams. But she was not going to let him know how disturbed she was by him being there.
�What are you going to do today?� she inquired.
�I�ll need to meet with Communications.� He lifted his coffee cup. �They�ll want to do a press release and also send some kind of communication out to staff. Parker must have left some work outstanding. I�ll see what I can take care of.�
Today he wore a casual golf shirt, an olive green color that emphasized the deep golden tan of his skin. Living in California apparently suited him. He looked like he spent a lot of time at the beach.
�I�ll come with you. To the office.�
He gave her a level look. �You have a funeral to arrange.�
�Mom can make the arrangements without me.�
�I thought we discussed this already. She needs your help, Samara.�
�I don�t know anything about arranging funerals. I won�t be much help.�
�Let me rephrase that. She needs your support.�
He was right, dammit. She blew out a breath. �Okay, fine. I can come to the office after. Wait for me.�
His brows drew down. �Excuse me?�
�Wait for me,� she said again. Had he not heard her? �We won�t be long. I�ll go to the office with you.�
�Uh...why?�
�I�m his daughter,� she said. Duh.
�Samara, you�re a regional manager. You wouldn�t have a clue about your father�s work.�
Indignation and hurt stabbed inside her. She drew herself up. �I beg your pardon? I already told you my father was teaching me about all parts of the business. Plus, I have a degree in Operations and Supply Chain Management.� She paused. �Which you do not.�
His eyes narrowed. �What the hell is that supposed to mean? Are you questioning my ability to run this company?�
�You don�t run the company,� she retorted. �My father runs� I mean, ran the company.�
His jaw tensed, and his eyes flashed blue sparks. �Your father and I were partners.�
�But he was the CEO.�
�We were partners,� he repeated. �Yes, we each had our own day-to-day responsibilities, and different titles, but we were still partners in the business.�
�I thought when he transferred you to L.A. you were demoted.�
His eyes widened, and then he laughed. He actually laughed. �Demoted. That�s a good one.�
She fumed, eyeing him across the breakfast table. �What�s so funny? If that�s not the case, then tell me why you did move to L.A.� She lifted her chin, challenging him. She thought she knew the reason, but what was he going to say?
He stared at her, brows drawn down, jaw tight. �We needed someone in L.A. to manage the wholesale and retail operations.�
She�d gotten to him with that question; she could tell. The way he pressed his lips together, the way his jaw tightened...it must be guilt about what he�d done.
Inside, she was the one quivering with guilt. She was being a bitch. But it was better to attack him than to let on how hurt she still was by what had happened. �Really. Somehow I thought it was more than that.�
�You don�t know what you�re talking about,� he managed to say. He slammed his coffee cup down and stood, balling up the napkin that had been on his lap. Then he laid both hands flat on the table and leaned down to put his face right in front of hers. �That company is just as much mine as it is your father�s,� he growled. �He might have taken me on when I had a lot less to invest than he did, but we grew the company together. We were business partners, and that never changed.�
Wow, he was furious. He was so intense, eyes flashing, mouth hard, she wanted to shrink back into her seat a little. Strangely, it was...exciting. Holy Godfrey. Her nipples tingled, and every hair on her arms stood up. Defiantly, she stayed in place, holding his heated gaze.
�Looks like someone�s guilty conscience is bothering him,� she said softly.
His eyebrows jerked together, and he stared at her. Then with a rough sound low in his throat, he straightened and pushed a hand through his tousled gold-streaked hair.
�Jesus,� he muttered. �Now I know why Parker went gray so early.� He turned and left the room, brushing past her mother, who was just walking into the room. Her smile faded as he strode past her.
She turned to Samara. �What�s wrong with him? Oh, Samara. What did you say?�
Samara looked away from her mother�s chiding gaze. �We were talking about the company.�
Mom sat down at the table and reached for the coffee thermos. �I see.� She poured coffee into a cup. �You know, he is your boss.�
Samara blinked at her mother. �Well, yes, technically he is. But...�
Mom raised calm emerald eyes. �But what? What else is there but �technically�? You�ve always made a point of not wanting to use your family connection to your advantage in the company.�
Samara leaned back into her chair and blinked. �Travis can�t fire me.�
Her mom just tipped her head and sipped her coffee. �Well. He probably wouldn�t.�
Holy crap! What the...Samara�s mind whirled. He had no power over her. Not that way anyway. There was no way he could... Hell. She had to acknowledge the reality of their corporate structure. But none of the other executives would support him if he fired her, because of who she was. Except it was true�she had always made a point of not wanting any special treatment at Cedar Mill Coffee because of who she was.
She sat back in her chair. She was doing a good job. Better than good. She�d increased sales in every store she�d managed, and then for the entire division she supervised. She was a valuable asset to the company. He couldn�t fire her without risking a wrongful dismissal suit.
She�d sue his ass and take great pleasure from it.
Damn, he had a nice ass.
She slumped lower in the chair and took a breath. �He doesn�t want me to go to the office with him,� she told her mother, more calmly. �He doesn�t think I would be able to help.�
�Oh. And you think you would.�
�Yes. I think I could. I know more about the business than most people. Dad taught me a lot. I�ve taught myself a lot. I know Dad wanted me to work my way up. And maybe...� She hesitated. This was a bit of a leap, considering they�d never talked about that far into the future. �I think he wanted me to take over the company from him some day. When he retired.�
Mom smiled. �I doubt he�d ever have retired, but I have no doubt he wanted you involved in the company. Along with Travis.�
Samara�s eyes widened. �With Travis?� She shook her head. �But Dad was the CEO.� Travis�s protests about equal partnership echoed in her ears.
Mom shook her head. �You do know a lot about the business, Sam, but there�s still a lot to learn. Your father and Travis hold equal shares in the company, forty per cent each.�
Oh. She�d never thought about the actual shares in the company. �Who has the rest?�
Her mother smiled again. �I do.�

Chapter Five

Samara�s eyes shot open. �You do?�
�Well, ten percent. The other ten percent is divided among some of the other executives. Alex has some. So does Hank.�
Samara slumped into her seat again. Hell. How could she not have known they were equal partners? She hated feeling so stupid. Heat burned inside her, and she stared glumly at the table.
As a kid, she�d known her father and Travis had worked together closely. Travis had started working as a barista for Cedar Mill in high school and then full time after he�d dropped out of college. She�d made that unfair crack about his lack of education, implying he wasn�t smart enough for college, but that was far from the case. He was so smart. She didn�t know exactly why he�d quit college, but she�d always suspected it was because of financial issues. She knew he had no family and had grown up with very little but didn�t know much more than that.
�Your father and Travis were partners as well as friends,� her mother reminded her.
Samara sat up straight, folded her arms across her chest, and regarded her mother. Yeah, Travis had often joined them in their home for family dinners and holidays since he had no family in Portland. Her father had been like a mentor to Travis, teaching him the business, guiding him, treating him almost like a son.
�But Dad was the one who started the company.�
�Yes. But when they became partners, Parker needed Travis as much as Travis needed him. Travis had already made quite a name for himself in the business.� When Travis had worked as a barista, Cedar Mill had consisted of a few coffee shops in Portland. He�d started winning awards in barista competitions and had acquired a reputation as someone who really knew coffee, and it was largely due to him that Cedar Mill had increased sales substantially, mostly through word of mouth. He�d worked his way up to head barista then had taken over training all the new hires. After a few years, he�d quit his job at Cedar Mill to start his own business, importing and roasting coffee beans, finding new kinds of beans, selling them to some of the coffee shops in Portland, including Cedar Mill.
�When Parker proposed they join forces, it was as equal partners,� Mom continued.
Dad had been interested in moving to selling only fair trade coffees. Although other coffee shops at that time offered some choices of fair trade coffees, he was passionate about helping coffee growers and convinced he could expand and make a profit selling only coffees that were fairly traded. He�d also seen a future for organic coffees, although demand for those was very low at that time, and Travis had already built a strong business importing Fair Trade coffees.
Although Travis was twenty years younger, the two men had shared a similar passion for coffee and vision for expanding the company, particularly for increasing the demand for fair trade coffees by partnering with other businesses such as supermarkets, book stores, and airlines.
As Samara�s career at Cedar Mill grew into management roles, she was aware that Travis was highly powerful in the company, but still, since her father carried the title of CEO, she�d always assumed he was the leader. She nibbled her bottom lip.
�Anyway, you can�t go to the office,� her mother was saying. Samara focused on her. �We�re going to the funeral home today.�
Her stomach clenched at the reminder of that. She did not want to plan this funeral. It wasn�t that she didn�t want to help. It was more of a feeling that planning the funeral meant it was really true�Dad was dead. It just seemed so...final. She looked at her mom gazing anxiously at her, and sighed inwardly. She had to help her. It couldn�t be that complicated, but she couldn�t leave her mother to deal with it on her own.
* * *
A few hours later, Samara�s head was spinning. There were so many decisions to make that she�d never anticipated. Music, flowers, prayers, pallbearers, obituary... Good lord, how were they supposed to write her father�s obituary? She felt like she was operating in a dazed fog, and yet, her mother seemed incapable of making decisions, so she had to choose all these things. What kind of flowers would her father have wanted? She had no clue.
Samara was usually completely confident in her decision making, taking charge of stores, and now even an entire division, and running them effectively, but when it came to these decisions, she felt lost and uncertain. The grief was bad enough, never mind having to deal with all this. Perhaps that was the reason funerals existed�to keep grieving family members so busy they didn�t have time to think about their loss.
Her friend Gia was very understanding. It still seemed funny that she�d chosen this occupation. Gia�d been a cheerleader in high school, with shiny blonde curls and a big smile, bouncing around with pompoms. Now she wore a tailored gray suit and her hair pulled back in a neat bun. Her smile had become more subdued but she had a gentle, sympathetic manner that made the ordeal much easier. She was very flexible, willing to go along with whatever they wanted.
�How long will you be in Portland?� Gia asked. �We have to get together. Maybe with Liz and Bailey.�
�I�m not sure,� Samara said. �I don�t think I�ll be staying long. Just for the funeral.� She felt a pang of wistfulness and regret for the friendships she�d let lapse when she�d run away all those years ago. She really hadn�t made any good friends in San Francisco. She�d been too busy working, going to school, and now building her career at Cedar Mill.
�Well, if you have time, you know where to get hold of me. I know Liz and Bailey would love to see you.� She tipped her head to one side. �And so would I. You just disappeared off the face of the earth.�
�Hey, we talk on Facebook.�
�It�s not the same as seeing you. You look great, by the way. San Francisco must be fun.�
�Yeah, I like it there.�
�Any man in your life?�
�Um...no. Not right now.�
Gia nodded. �That�s okay. Brent and I got married way too young.� She grinned that beaming smile from high school and shrugged. �But it seems to be working out okay so far.� She hugged Samara. �Let me know if there�s anything else I can do.�
When they got home, Travis wasn�t there, but it was too late for Samara to go to the office. Samara went into her bedroom and lay down on the bed. She was so tired she couldn�t even see straight. Weariness and sadness sapped the last bit of energy from her body. She would need all her energy to deal with Travis.
* * *
Travis rubbed the back of his neck as he walked into Parker and Dayna�s home. He wasn�t sure if staying there was such a great plan. Unbelievably, the attraction he still felt for Samara still sizzled between them, although she made no attempt to hide her contempt for him. Their conversation that morning still replayed through his mind. Surely to god Parker hadn�t told her about what had happened and why he�d moved to L.A.? They�d all tried to put it behind them and forget about it, but Samara had sounded like she somehow knew what had happened.
He still believed Parker would have wanted him to look after his two girls, despite the promise he�d made to Parker all those years ago that he would never touch his daughter. He�d just have to be more...like an uncle to Samara. Keep his distance. He�d go stay in a hotel if it weren�t for the fact that he felt leaving her and Dayna alone might be even more risky.
He walked into the den, knowing that�s where Dayna spent most of her time. She sat on the couch, sipping a drink, staring into space.
�Travis,� she said, rising. �I�m just having a drink. Would you like one?� Her face drawn with fatigue, she gave him a tiny smile.
�What is that?� He eyed the glass in her hand.
�Sherry.�
�Uh, no thanks. Don�t suppose you have a beer?�
The corners of her mouth tipped up. �We might have some.� She opened the small refrigerator behind the bar. �You�re in luck.� She handed him the cold bottle of pale ale. �Would you like a glass?�
He shook his head, popped the cap and drank thirstily. �Thanks.�
�How was your day? How are things at the office?�
�Nuts.� He dropped down onto the leather sofa. �Everyone is totally freaked out. Nobody knows what to do.�
�I�m sure you took charge.�
He met her eyes and gave a small smile. �Yeah. I did.�
She smiled back. �Parker would have approved.�
He sighed. �I�m not so sure.�
Her brows dipped, and the corners of her mouth tipped down. �Travis. Things were better between the two of you recently.�
Travis looked down at the bottle in his hand. �Yeah. He was getting over it.�
She sat down on the sofa beside him. �Was there more to it than...?� She stopped.
Hell. There was no way he could tell Dayna what else had happened. It was bad enough that it had almost cost him Parker�s friendship, their business partnership, and the only family he�d ever really known. �No,� he lied, dropping his eyes. �That was enough.�
For the first time he wondered how he was going to move forward with the company without Parker there. Notwithstanding his firm statements to Samara about his and Parker�s partnership, the truth was they�d each had their own strengths and relied on each other for many facets of the business
He felt a glimmer of the same uncertainty that had gripped many of the people who worked for them. Would the company survive the loss of their charismatic CEO? Would they all lose their jobs? Who was going to take over for Parker?
He knew damn well who he wanted it to be.
�How about your day?� he asked, shifting gears. She was the one planning a damn funeral.
Dayna sighed. �It was hard. So much to think about.�
�How�s Samara?� He couldn�t stop himself from asking.
�Oh. I don�t know.� Dayna rubbed one eyebrow with an index finger. �I appreciated her help today. I felt so...lost. I was glad to have her there. But even though she tries to be so tough and together on the outside, I can see she�s...� She paused. �She�s really hurting.�
Hell. He�d been so pissed off at her earlier. She knew exactly how to push his buttons, and he really should be better able to deal with that. But Dayna was probably right. Samara was hurting as much as the rest of them, despite the tough girl act she put on.
�Dayna?�
�Yes?�
�Did you know why Parker was in Matagalpa?�
A small furrow appeared between her brows. �No. He didn�t really discuss that with me. Why?�
�I�m kind of worried...we haven�t done business in Matagalpa in years.�
She turned her head to one side and gave him a sidelong look. �Worried about...what?�
�You know.�
She gazed back at hm. �Oh, Travis.�
�We don�t know what happened to him! It could�ve been an accident, but I�m worried he was mixed up in something....dangerous.�
She nibbled her bottom lip. �But...�
At that moment, Samara appeared in the French doors. Despite the fatigue bracketing her mouth and the sadness darkening her eyes, she was still so damn beautiful, with her long flame-colored hair behind her shoulders. She wore another sundress, this one lime green with tiny straps and a big bow tied around her narrow waist. She wore lime green flip-flops with yellow and white daisies on them. Silly shoes, but her feet were so pretty in them, her little toenails painted a vivid tangerine. Hell, once again, he�d been checking her out from head to toe. He dragged his gaze away from her.
Parker�s daughter.
How many times in the past had he reminded himself of that? Too many to count, dammit. Who she was and how old she was had been enough to give him the strength to resist her powerful allure. In the past.
He looked at her again as she walked toward them. She was twenty-four years old now. Not a teenager. But she was still Parker�s daughter, and he�d made that promise to Parker, a promise he had to keep even though Parker wasn�t with them anymore. He had to keep his distance. Had to.
�We�re just having a drink before dinner, Samara,� Dayna said. �Would you like something? Sherry? Glass of wine?�
Samara blinked then looked pointedly at the bottle in Travis�s hand. �I�d rather have a beer.�
Travis raised a brow. Funny how he�d known her for ten years and felt he knew her so well, but he didn�t know she liked beer. Who would have thought?
Dayna went to get one for her, and Samara followed her, her silly sandals making soft thwapping noises as she padded across the plush carpet. The sound drew his eyes to her feet again then to her slender ankles and slim, pale-gold calves and...shit. He felt himself getting hard, cursed inwardly, and closed his eyes. Just looking at her feet and calves was fucking turning him on.
When he�d met Samara, she�d been fourteen years old, tall and gangly, with braces, freckles and stringy red hair. He�d barely noticed her the first few times he�d visited Parker�s home. Then one day the braces came off, and he�d been taken aback by her stunning smile. Had she never smiled when she�d had the braces on? Suddenly her body had changed too, with full, bouncing breasts he couldn�t help but notice. Hey, he was a guy. The day she�d brought her first boyfriend home for dinner, he�d been unaccountably irritated, especially when he�d walked in on them necking in the living room after dinner.
Her hair had grown longer and thicker, satiny-smooth and richly colored. One day he�d been completely nonplussed to realize she was a gorgeous woman with a smile that lit up a room and eyes that dazzled him into a stuttering idiot.
When he�d started to fantasize about her, the horror made him actually avoid Parker�s home. He�d felt like some kind of perv, a twenty-five-year-old man hot for a teenage girl. But he couldn�t stay away forever, and he�d steeled himself against the torture of being with her.
He�d thought she was spoiled rotten, indulged by her wealthy parents and given everything she wanted. The contrast between her easy, pampered life and his own miserable, scrabbling youth made him a little nuts if he thought about it, but she made him laugh and entertained him with the way she loved to argue, especially with her father. She was confident and smart, yet never obnoxious or rude to her parents. She just tested them at every turn. Jesus, one time she�d actually had the audacity to challenge her father, and Travis for that matter, on whether fair trade was really the solution to problems in developing countries.
Damned if her arguments hadn�t made sense and had merit. She�d claimed fair trade led producers to increase production, which benefited some producers in the short run, but in the long run would push coffee prices in world markets even lower. Ultimately, it would make things worse for the majority of coffee producers. She�d even outlined her theory that artificially raising the price of coffee to earn farmers better money would actually remove motivation for them to learn new skills and to focus on education for their children, which was really the key to a better future. Reluctantly, he�d been forced to admire her brains as well as her growing beauty.
He focused on her now, taking a seat in a chair far away from him, lifting the glass of beer to her lips and crossing one slim leg over the other.
�So, I guess you didn�t have time to come to the office,� he commented. Even as the words left his lips, he knew he was provoking her. Christ, he might as well have stuck out his tongue and said �Nyah-nyah, I was right, and you were wrong�
Her eyes narrowed. �There was a lot to do.� She downed half her beer, and he lifted an amused eyebrow. �What was happening at the office?�
Travis tipped his head. �I was just telling your mother about it. It was a bit chaotic, but I think I got things settled down and got a plan in place.�
�What kind of plan?�
�Public relations. I met with Matti and David. We�ve sent emails and instructed every district manager and store manager to hold staff meetings tomorrow and gave them the announcement to make. We have to put out a press release about Parker�s death, reassure our suppliers and customers and business partners that everything will go on as usual and reassure staff that they�re not going to lose their jobs. We�re going to put a big photo of Parker in the lobby at headquarters tomorrow. We haven�t finalized anything yet, but we talked about a linkup with the memorial service so we can broadcast it to L.A., San Francisco and New York. We�ll likely do a special issue of the newsletter for staff.�
�Oh. That sounds...good.�
�We talked about the memorial service too. There may be some things you haven�t thought of. We think there are a few people you�re going to have to ask to speak.� He reeled off a list of names, prominent business people from across the country.
�Oh, lord.� He could see she hadn�t realized the magnitude of all this as she nibbled her bottom lip. Her eyes met his, and he sensed she was on the verge of asking him for help. He knew how hard that was for her.
�I can call them,� he offered as casually as he could.
He waited for her to refuse the offer as she sat there thinking about it. He was about to tell her that it wasn�t a weakness to accept help from someone, but then she gave a tight little nod. �Okay. Thank you, Travis.� His heart expanded a little in his chest, and he again resisted the urge to say �good girl�, knowing how much that would piss her off. She changed the subject. �Did you talk to anyone in Matagalpa?�
He went with it. �I talked to the hotel. They�re shipping back the stuff that was in his room. I told them to express ship it so it should be here in a day or two.�
�Oh.� She pressed those pretty lips together firmly. �Tomorrow I�ll come to the office with you.�
Was there any point in arguing with her? He had no idea what she thought she was going to do, but trying to tell her not to come would just make her dig her cute little heels in. So he said nothing.
Dayna interrupted his thoughts. �Don�t forget we�re meeting with Reverend Foster tomorrow. He�s coming here at ten o�clock.�
Samara sighed. �Oh, yeah.�
�And we need to make plans for the party after the funeral,� Dayna continued. �We�ll need to find a caterer that can do it at such short notice. I think we�ll have to hire bartenders and waiters. And we have to get that obituary done tonight. It needs to be faxed to the newspapers tomorrow. Oh god.� She laid her hands on her cheeks. �So much to do.�
�Communications can do that for you,� Travis offered.
Samara opened her mouth as if to protest, glanced at her mother and the overwhelmed expression she wore, then closed it. A shadow flitted across her pretty face that made Travis regret his earlier digs. She turned back to him. �Travis... will you do the eulogy?�
Holy shit. Travis�s brows lifted. �Uh...me?�
�Of course, you.�
Travis met Dayna�s eyes, and she gave a small nod. He looked down at his beer. After all he and Parker had been through together, that kind of choked him up. He swallowed. When the tightness in his throat had eased, he said, �Of course.� How could he refuse when Samara looked like that, momentarily vulnerable and sad, then trying to be strong? When she was Parker�s daughter? He cleared his throat.
�And you�ll be an honorary pallbearer,� Dayna added.
His chest ached. �All right.�
Parker�s death was becoming more and more real every moment. They were talking about his funeral, for Chrissake. He rubbed his face, his chest aching.
Ava appeared in the door. �Dinner�s ready,� she announced. �I set the table in the breakfast room again.�
�Thank you, Ava.� Dayna rose and set her empty glass on the bar. Travis and Samara held onto their drinks as they all went for dinner.
At least a dozen large flower arrangements had arrived at the house that afternoon while they�d been out, and Dayna gestured to a stack of envelopes on the console table in the hall.
�You can help me open those cards after dinner, Samara.�
Samara nodded.
Nobody was sending him sympathy cards, Travis reflected with wry humor and a faint ache in his chest. Yet he�d miss Parker as much as anybody.
�I talked to Wade,� Dayna said as they took their seats. �He�s going to come over first thing in the morning to go over the will.�
�Will it be like in the movies?� Samara asked, laying her napkin over her knees. �Will everybody be tense and then pissed off at each other when they find out they didn�t inherit anything?�
Travis grinned, and Dayna laughed. �No. I already know what his will says.�
Samara nodded, and Travis started filling his plate. He hadn�t thought at all about Parker�s will or his assets, including his shares in the company. �So it sounds like you�ll have a full day tomorrow too,� he said to Samara.
�Yes! More fun! Wills and funerals, I can hardly wait.�
Dayna bent her head to hide her smile with a faint shake of her head.
�I�d so rather be at the office,� Samara continued.
�Don�t worry about it,� he said. �You have enough to worry about here. I�ll take care of things there.�
�I want to handle things.�
He looked at her sitting around the corner of the table from him. Again tonight she was just playing with her food. She was slim to begin with�she couldn�t afford to lose any weight. �You need to eat,� he told her, nodding at her plate.
She blinked. �I am eating.�
He laughed. �No, you�re not. You�re pushing that food around on your plate, just like you did last night.�
She laid her knife and fork on the plate, rested her hands on her lap and gave him a heated you-can�t-tell-me-what-to-do look up through her long eyelashes.
�You�re too skinny,� he added, and her eyes widened.
�I am not skinny!�
He raked his gaze over her. She looked hot as hell, but it was better to insult her than to let on how goddamn gorgeous he thought she was. Her cheeks grew pink under his appraisal. He shrugged. �You look skinny to me.�
Her lips pressed together, and her eyes flashed gold sparks. �Well, thanks so much. Good thing I don�t give a shit what you think.�
�Samara!� Dayna�s eyes moved back and forth between them, her mouth open. �That was rude!�
Samara brushed her long bangs aside. �I�m being rude? I�m not the one making rude comments about how bad I look.�
Travis sighed and opened his mouth to apologize, but before he could, Samara rose from the table and tossed her napkin down. �You know, since I don�t seem to have much appetite, there�s not much point in me sitting here.� She left the room.
Travis met Dayna�s gaze and grimaced. �Sorry,� he said quietly. �I shouldn�t have pushed her buttons.�
Dayna looked back at him searchingly. �No, you shouldn�t have,� she agreed, her voice soft. �You know how contrary she can be. And she�s not exactly in a good place right now. This isn�t a good time for any of us.�
Dayna�s patience and understanding made him feel like shit. �I know.� He looked down at his plate, his appetite gone too. �I�ll go talk to her. After dinner.�
Dayna nodded slowly, still looking at him quizzically. So much for the avuncular keeping-his-distance plan.

Chapter Six

Samara stalked through the den and outside onto the patio, far enough away from the kitchen that they couldn�t see her, a string of curses trying to escape her mouth. Damn him!
Why did he get to her so much? Why did he refuse to see that she was an adult now who could help with the business? Why had his comment about how skinny she was hurt so much? Why wasn�t she over him? This was ridiculous!
She couldn�t stay here. Not with them.
She sank down onto the wicker swing, leaned her head back and closed her eyes. The thick cushion absorbed her weight, far nicer than the one that had been there when she was a child. She gave a gentle push with both feet and started rocking, the movement rhythmic and calming. The cool night air brushed over her bare skin with a touch of dampness. The quiet and peace settled around her, the only noise a faint squeak of the swing and a distant chirruping of crickets. After a few moments, her heart rate had slowed, and her breathing evened out. She sighed.
Her father was gone, and she couldn�t get him back. Planning his funeral made it all more real. Being here with her mother and Travis was driving her crazy. For all these years she�d carried this hurt around inside her. She�d hoped, with all the time that had passed, it would be easier, but it wasn�t.
She looked up at the sky. The setting sun brushed the clouds with peach and rose, the sky shades of lilac. She would just have to go stay at a hotel. She�d deal with the funeral arrangements, get this ordeal over with, and then get the hell back to San Francisco.
In the den, a dark figure appeared at the doors then stepped outside. Travis.
His face was somber, his mouth a straight slash, his square jaw tense.
�Hey,� he said, hands in the pockets of the jeans he�d changed into, shoulders raised. Mother of Godfrey, the man looked good in a pair of jeans. His T-shirt clung to his wide shoulders, muscled chest and flat stomach, just meeting the low-slung, softly faded jeans.
She turned her head away from him.
He walked across the patio to the low stone wall that ran along one edge. Big clay pots overflowing with flowers sat beside it. The landscape lights in the garden began to glow as dusk approached. He sat down on the wall, one foot hooked around the back of the other leg so that he faced her.
�I came to find you to apologize,� he said, his voice low and velvet-rough.
She looked at him.
�I shouldn�t have been so antagonistic,� he said. �I�m sorry. I know you�re going through a rough time.�
She opened her mouth to dispute that then closed it, realizing how ridiculous that was. She was working on that stupid tendency she had to argue, but he seemed to bring that out in her. His sympathy, or whatever it was he was expressing, grated on her, irritating her like nails on a chalkboard. She didn�t want his sympathy. Not now, and not seven years ago when he�d humiliated and hurt her. That was the last thing she wanted from him.
�I�m going to go stay at a hotel,� she said.
He stared at her then rolled his eyes. �Oh, Christ, here we go again.�
�What? Why would I stay here?� She sat up straight on the swing seat. �You and my mother are both treating me like a child. Telling me to eat my dinner because I�m too skinny, for god�s sake.�
�Maybe because you�re acting like a child.�
�I am not!� She glared at him, breathing fast. �You...you...� For once in her life, she was speechless. �If I�m acting like a child, you�re acting like an arrogant, bossy prick.�
They stared at each other through the twilight, the air charged with an electric energy that shimmered between them.
�Don�t hold back, Samara,� he murmured suddenly, his mouth kicking up at one corner. �Tell me how you really feel about me.�
Her own lips quivered with reluctant amusement, and then she fell back into the swing, setting it in motion again. She blew out a long breath. She hated being like this. They had sounded like two children bickering. Why were she and Travis always at odds? Why couldn�t she act like a mature adult around him?
�Look. I know we have some...history...� Travis began.
Samara�s heart leaped at him bringing that up. That was the last thing she wanted to talk to him about. But maybe it was best to take control of this discussion. �History? Oh yes. You mean the time I humiliated myself by coming on to you. When you rejected me and made me feel like a speck of dirt on the floor.�
Travis shifted on the stone wall and set both feet on the patio. �Um...yeah.� He coughed. �Samara, you were only seventeen years old�way too young for me.�
She looked at him now across the patio through the dusky light, the remembered pain just as acute as it had been then. �So you said.� Though she knew that hadn�t been the only reason. �Forget it. It�s not that big a deal. Really. I had a little crush on you, just a silly teenage thing.� She waved a hand, forcing a smile. �It was a long time ago.�
�Then why are you still so pissed off at me?
* * *
She stared back at him, then her gaze slid away. �I�m not.�
�Bullshit.� Travis almost laughed but didn�t want to hurt her feelings again. �Jesus, Samara, since you�ve walked in here, you�ve practically bitten off both our heads, mine and your mother�s. I have no idea what happened between you and her, but hell, I know what happened between us, and you�re clearly still mad at me.�
She pressed her pretty lips together and met his eyes defiantly. �You don�t know what happened?�
He frowned. Between her and her mother? He had no fucking clue. He sighed and shoved his hand into his hair. �Look. Your father would want me to look after you. Can�t we just forget about what happened seven years ago?�
She sighed, fatigue drawing her features down, but she straightened her shoulders and looked him square in the eye. She spoke in a calm and quiet tone that made him listen. �I told you already I don�t need to be looked after. I�m a grown woman, even though you don�t seem to realize that. I�ve been on my own for seven years, and I can look after myself.�
Oh, yeah, he knew she was a grown woman. He was disturbingly aware of that particular fact.
�Fine. I won�t look after you. But we still have to get along for the next couple of days.� When she continued to hold his gaze, he sighed. �I�ll go stay at a hotel,� he said gruffly. �You stay here with your mother. She�s your mother, flesh and blood. She loves you, and she�s hurt by the way you�ve treated her.�
�The way I�ve treated her?� Samara�s voice rose again, her fingers curling into her palms. �After what she did...oh for the love of Gilbert Godfrey.� She paused and visibly drew in a deep breath. The way she was trying to control her temper and her silly curse made his lips twitch. �Oh never mind. It�s all history.�
Travis�s head started to hurt. He rubbed away the tension between his eyes. �What did she do to you?� he asked, bewildered.
She stared at him. She opened her mouth, then closed it. Her gaze dropped to the stone patio. �Never mind,� she muttered.
What the hell could Dayna have possibly done? Fuck, he didn�t have it in him to press her right now. �You need your mother, Sam,� he said. �Whether you want to or not. I know you�re all grown up now��
�No, apparently you don�t,� she interrupted.
�At a time like this, family needs to come together. If nothing else, with Parker dying, you should be thinking about how you�d feel if your mother was gone. Samara...you really need to reconcile with her.�
She was silent, nibbling her bottom lip.
�Hell. I�m sorry. I sound like an old man preaching at you.� He shook his head. He stood and brushed his hands off. �I guess it�s none of my business. Just think about it, okay, Sam?�
She glared back at him mutinously. Shit. He should know better than to tell her what to do. She�d just do the opposite. Her defiance and the strength of her convictions had always driven him crazy but also added to her appeal, making him crazy for her, crazy to get his hands on her, his hands and his mouth and... That hadn�t changed. The breeze teased tendrils of her long hair back from her face, a pale oval in the deepening gloom, her big eyes dark shadows.
Her took her silence for refusal, and his patience evaporated with his rising urges to grab hold of her and kiss her senseless. �Okay, don�t think about it.� He clenched his jaw. �Don�t ever think that someone else might know something you don�t. Don�t think about anyone�s feelings but your own. I know you were spoiled rotten. Hell, teenagers are supposed to be self-centered. But, by your age, you�d think you�d have a bit more empathy, that you�d know that life isn�t all black and white.�
�Oh for the love of Gilbert Godfrey.� She stood too, stalked over to him and jabbed him in the chest. �Spoiled rotten? I have never been spoiled rotten! Do you think it was easy starting a new life all on my own? Do you think I�ve ever taken a penny from my parents after I finished college? That I�ve ever had any special treatment because of who I am? And I am sick of you lecturing me!� He was horrified to see her lower lip quivering. �I�m not self-centered. I do have empathy!� She moved as if to hit him again, and he instinctively grabbed her hand and held it away from him. He grabbed her other one for good measure, in case she decided to swing at him with her left.
Her words pierced his heart with a sharp stab. Dammit! Once again, she�d pushed his buttons, and once again, he�d let her get to him. He�d gone too far and now�once again� he�d hurt her feelings.
She tried to wrestle away from him, and he tugged her closer. Ah, sweet Jesus. She felt so good in his arms, soft breasts flattened against him, the scent of warm vanilla and woman filling his nostrils. Her long hair trailed over his arms, tickling him. His body hardened, and he resisted the urge to push his hips against her.
She struggled more, then she kicked him�kicked him!�in the shin. Luckily her small foot in the flimsy flip-flop didn�t even hurt; in fact, it probably hurt her more.
�I know self-defense,� she muttered, wriggling against him and making him go even harder. �I�ll knee you in the nuts, so help me god. Let me go!�
He wanted to laugh. Some threat. He probably had seventy pounds on her. He thrust a knee between her thighs to prevent her from damaging his junk, and then she went still, making a funny little noise somewhere between a sob and a moan. He was suddenly aware of the moist heat he felt against his thigh, only the thin cotton of her dress and his jeans separating his flesh from the hot softness between her legs.
She moved against him, a small tilt of her pelvis that told him she was aroused too. Oh Christ. Oh hell. He�d resisted her the last time he�d held her like this; where the strength had come from that time he had no goddamn clue because now he was hot and hard, and the reasons they shouldn�t be doing this had disappeared like the sun below the horizon.
�Samara,� he groaned.
�Travis.� She fell against him, pressing her face into his neck. He felt the wet tears and released her hands to encircle her shuddering, small-boned body with his arms. He wrapped his arms around her so gently as she sobbed against him. �Oh, Travis.�
One hand slid up her back, encountering bare flesh above the top of the dress, smooth and hot. He rubbed her back slowly, up and down, up higher to the nape of her neck, into her silky hair. He pressed her face against him as she cried, his cheek against her cool, silky head. and closed his eyes as she wound her arms around his neck and clung to him.
His chest ached, and the rest of his body throbbed painfully. He wasn�t going to push things any further, but dear god, if she did, he didn�t think he�d be able to resist.
He dug deep for control, dragging in a long breath. He knew all the emotions she�d been assaulted with the last few days were engulfing her. She was grieving for her father, vulnerable and emotional, and that was probably pissing her off as much as she was pissed off at him about what had happened years ago.
All good reasons that nothing�nothing�should happen between them.
She�d stopped sobbing but still quivered and sniffled in his arms, her wet face pressed to the side of his neck. He breathed in her warm scent and held her for long moments as she calmed herself and regained control of her breathing. Then she pressed her lips to his neck in a long, open-mouthed kiss.
Heat shot straight to his groin. He fisted a hand in her long hair and tugged her head back so he could look into her face�her tear-streaked, pink-nosed, swollen-eyed face. Mascara smudged under those big eyes made her even more of a mess. Still, she was a beautiful mess.
�Samara...� He wasn�t sure if he was asking a question or telling her something. Their eyes met and held, something pulling between them, connecting them, drawing out fine and fragile. For once they were on the same page about something, the unwilling attraction they both felt creating a shared understanding.
The last time he�d done the right thing, the hard thing� but he�d hurt her. He didn�t want to hurt her again. It had damn near killed him last time.
�Travis...� His name was a whisper, her lips barely moving. The urge to kiss her escalated inside him.
He stared back at her. God, he wanted her. He closed his eyes briefly at the heat surging through his body then met her eyes again. �Samara. This is a really bad idea. Colossally, monumentally bad.�
* * *
She wanted to hate him. She had hated him for what he�d done to her, the rejection, the betrayal. It baffled her that she could still want him so much, and she dragged up those memories and used them to give her the strength to wrench out of his arms.
She sucked in a painful breath, rubbing her bare upper arms. She tried to speak, but nothing came out, so she swallowed and tried again.
�You�re right,� she said, but the words sounded weak and shaky, not firm and definite. She shivered in the cool night air. �I�m sorry. I�m not usually the weepy emotional type. I guess this is all getting to me more than I realized.� She inhaled and straightened her spine. �I just want to get this over with and get the hell back to my life. And I�m sure you want the same.�
�Sure.� His mouth was a hard line, his jaw tight.
�Good. Then we can just stay away from each other until after the funeral.�
He nodded. �That�s probably best.�
�Fine, then.�
They stood there still staring at each other, and Samara had to drag herself away from the magnetic force field that pulled her back to him. �I�m going to bed,� she said. �Good night.�
He didn�t reply as she all but staggered into the house then walked on shaky legs through the den and upstairs.
* * *
Dayna walked into the breakfast room the next morning where Travis was sitting reading the Tribune and finishing a bagel smeared thick with cream cheese.
�Travis, you have to join us.�
He looked up at her. �Huh? Me?�
She nodded. �Wade says you should be there too.� Wade Burnell, Parker�s lawyer, had arrived.
Travis looked at her, then folded up the paper and wiped his hands on his napkin. �Okay. Sure.�
He picked up his coffee mug and followed Dayna into the den where Wade and Samara sat. His eyes went straight to Samara. She looked just as tired as she had yesterday, and guilt again nudged him. Tired, but beautiful, dressed in another casual dress, white cotton, strapless and form-fitting. She had pulled back the front pieces of her fiery hair into a clip at the back of her head so that it all fell straight and thick down her back, the sweep of long bangs angling across her face.
He�d beaten himself up about what had happened between them the night before. He never should have touched her. He�d made that promise to Parker, and it hadn�t taken him long to want to break it. He looked up to heaven, where Parker might be. Was he watching down on them, seeing what had happened? That was enough to squelch any desire. Or maybe not so much. Hell, he�d been on fire for her last night.
�Good morning, Travis,� Wade said, standing and moving forward to shake his hand.
Samara�s eyes met his, and a shock wave vibrated between them. Travis was surprised everyone else in the room didn�t feel the jolt. Jesus.
�Have a seat,� Dayna invited.
Ava appeared with a tray of coffee and cups. Travis eyed the spot next to Samara on the sofa and decided it would be wiser to sit in an armchair across from her.
They drank coffee and made small talk about the funeral until Samara set her cup down sharply on the table.
�Could we get on with it?� she asked tightly. �We have a lot to do today.�
Wade glanced at Dayna, who nodded, and also set his coffee down.
�Of course,� he murmured, and reached for his briefcase. �The terms of Parker�s will are quite straightforward.� He nodded to Dayna solemnly. �I�m sure this isn�t surprising to you.�
They all nodded, Travis still unsure why he was there.
�Travis, you�ve been named as the executor,� Wade told him.
Oh. Well. That was fine. He could do that for Parker.
�Dayna, Parker left almost everything to you.�
They all nodded.
�Almost everything?� Samara asked.
�Your father had extensive assets,� Wade replied. He glanced at Travis. �This house, the property on the coast, his investments� all goes to Dayna, except his shares in Cedar Mill Coffee Company.� He paused. �Those go to you, Samara.�
Travis kept his mouth from falling open with difficulty. Parker�d left all his shares to Samara?
Well. He sucked in a breath. That shouldn�t be that surprising, but Travis had assumed Dayna would inherit everything.
He could see Samara�s quick mind working, turning things over. �My father owned forty percent of the shares of Cedar Mill,� she said to Wade slowly. �Is that correct?�
He nodded. �That�s correct.�
Wheels were turning, and suddenly a rock had materialized in Travis�s gut.
Samara looked across the room at him, wide-eyed. Then she smiled.
�Thank you, Mr. Burnell.�
Oh Jesus. She could not be thinking what he thought she was. Wade went over a few more things, asked Travis to call and arrange a meeting the next week, and expressed his condolences again.
Dayna showed Wade out, leaving Travis and Samara alone again. Her eyes were sparkling, green flecked with glints of gold.
�Spit it out,� Travis told her.
She grinned at him although she looked a little dazed. �What?�
�Whatever you�re thinking.�
�What do you think I�m thinking?� she asked saucily. He narrowed his eyes and stared her down. Just then, Dayna returned.
�Well,� she said in her soft voice. �That was quick and to the point.� She smiled at her daughter. �No surprises. I knew your father wanted you to be involved in the business some day.�
�No,� Samara agreed, shaking her head, her auburn hair sliding over bare shoulders. �No surprises.�
Travis�s gut clenched tighter.
�Just this one,� Samara said, standing. �I�ll be staying here in Portland.�
Dayna gaped at her daughter, and Travis kept his face carefully expressionless.
�You...you will?� Dayna put hand to her throat.
�I will. I�ll be taking over Dad�s role in the business.�

Chapter Seven

Travis ground his teeth. �Samara.�
�Someone has to be CEO.� She looked at Travis. �Dad was CEO, and he left me his shares. Obviously, that�s what he wanted.�
�I don�t think it�s that obvious.�
He didn�t even know where to start with this epic headache. He glanced at Dayna and saw the worried look on her face.
�Well, who do you think should be CEO?� Samara�s green eyes challenged him.
Now that she mentioned it, he knew the answer clearly. He hadn�t given much thought to replacing Parker�Jesus, the man had only been gone days�since he�d been so busy dealing with the fallout his death had caused. But it was patently obvious to Travis that the next CEO was going to be him.
He met Samara�s gaze but said nothing. Her own eyes widened. �No!� she exclaimed.
�Samara,� Dayna put in. �Just hold on here.�
Samara turned hostile eyes toward her mother, and Travis sighed. Was this going to deepen the rift between mother and daughter? He rubbed his face.
�This isn�t just up to us,� he said heavily. �Replacing Parker is a decision that needs to be made by the entire board of directors.�
Samara narrowed her eyes. �Doesn�t what Dad would have wanted come into it?�
�Samara, we don�t know what he wanted,� he pointed out. �He left you his shares, but he never stated that he wanted you to be CEO.� He paused. �Think about it. You don�t just jump from regional manager to CEO of the company overnight.�
She firmed her lips, her stubborn little chin dimpling. �I don�t see why not.�
She was the most frustrating female he�d ever met, goddamn it. Pressure built behind his eyes. �Look, Sam, I have no doubt that Parker wanted you to move up into an executive position some day. He talked about that. He was so damn proud of you getting your degree and the things you accomplished.�
She nodded tightly.
�You�re not ready for that,� he continued softly.
�I am ready,� she insisted stubbornly. �You just don�t want to admit it.�
He considered that. Was he biased? Admittedly, now that the subject was out in the open, he was beginning to realize how important this was to him. He�d helped Parker build the company. It had been his life ever since he and Parker had joined forces and especially since he�d moved to Los Angeles. After that, he�d had to prove himself all over again to Parker, desperate to get back his approval, his trust. He remembered his fear when Parker had been so pissed off at him that he�d screwed up the only thing he�d ever accomplished in his life, and felt that fear again. He wasn�t going to lose it. This company was his, and he would run it. No question.
�You just want the job for yourself,� she flung at him.
�Yes,� he admitted, holding her gaze. �I want that job for myself. This is my company too, and I�m the most logical one to do it.� He glanced at Dayna. Her eyes moved back and forth between them, her fingers twisted together in her lap.
�Travis...�
He nodded to her then turned back to Samara. �It�s only logical, Sam. Parker and I were partners. It only makes sense that I would step into that role.�
�Why should you have all the control?� She jumped to her feet and started pacing in front of the French doors. �You don�t hold all the shares in the company. Only forty percent.�
He took a deep breath. That was only too true. �You�re right,� he agreed. �I can�t handle all the responsibilities of my job and Parker�s. We�re going to have to restructure our executive management. Maybe divide some things up differently.�
�And where do I fit in there?�
It was a helluva question, actually. He thrust a hand through his hair.
She smiled at him. �Gotcha.�
No effing way. Not only did he have a vested personal interest in this, he had to consider the good of the company. They couldn�t have a twenty-four-year-old inexperienced CEO taking over.
His only consolation was that he knew there was no way the others would allow that to happen. And if it came to a vote, his forty percent plus their ten percent equaled fifty percent.
Leaving fifty percent in the hands of Samara...and her mother.
* * *
Samara and her mother met with the minister, made arrangements with the caterer and answered the door to continual deliveries of floral arrangements, but frustration ate at her that she was running around attending to those things when where she really wanted to be was at the office.
After hearing the news yesterday that she now owned her father�s shares in the company, it was crystal clear to her what she had to do. Ever since she�d arrived she�d felt a powerful need to go to the office, to step in, take charge, to know what the communications people were saying, to talk to staff and reassure them that their jobs were safe. But now she knew she had a right to step in. Not only a right, but a duty and an obligation. It was what her father would have wanted, she was sure of it, and she was filled with determination that she was going to take over.
Meanwhile, Travis was the one who was at the office, taking control.
She was not going to go back to San Francisco. She�d figure out what they�d do about her position there next week when she had time to sit down and think about it. They could easily cover her work in the short term, and for the longer term, well... Barry could be ready to move up.
Dealing with Travis could be a problem. He clearly thought he was the one who�d take over for Dad. He did know a lot about the business. But she was family. She was the best one to know what her father would have wanted. Travis still affected her, but surely enough time had passed that she could deal with him on a business level and keep things professional. She�d done that for the last seven years, not letting people get too close to her. She�d had a few relationships, but they�d never progressed to anything lasting. Her business relationships were just that�business. She could do this.
Except right now she was all tied up in the details of planning a funeral. For her father.
More grief washed down through her, nearly overwhelming her, along with a feeling that was near anger at her father for doing this to them. But that only strengthened her determination to step in for him.
Mom had told her they�d eat dinner at six. She�d find out more from Travis then about what was happening at the office. An eager anticipation simmered inside her, and she knew it wasn�t just because she wanted to talk business with him.
But Travis wasn�t there. He�d gone out for dinner, Mom told her. Disappointed, then annoyed because she was disappointed, Samara picked at her food. Who was he having dinner with? Why hadn�t he taken her mother with him? Maybe it was another woman. He probably had lots of friends...including old girlfriends in Portland he hadn�t seen for ages. Maybe it was clients. That bugged her just about as much as thinking about him with another woman.
Or maybe he was just abiding by their agreement to stay away from each other. Damn him.
�What are you going to wear Friday?� Mom asked over dinner. It was just the two of them. Samara would have skipped it except her mother had set the table, and she just couldn�t find it in her to be that rude.
The age-old female question. Samara didn�t want to admit she�d been thinking about that too. �I don�t know.� She shrugged. �I didn�t pack a lot. I was kind of in shock.� The idea that she�d needed to pack something for a funeral had almost paralyzed her.
�Do you need to borrow something? Or go shopping?�
Samara was not going to wear her mother�s clothes to the funeral. �I�m sure I have something that will do.� She tried to sound offhand.
�After dinner we could have a look,� Mom tentatively offered. Samara opened her mouth to refuse the offer then caught the look on her mother�s face. Nervous diffidence, as if she were fearful of being rejected. Again, Samara couldn�t bring herself to hurt her mother�s feelings.
She nodded, her throat rigid, and lifted her fork to her mouth. She had no idea what she was eating; she chewed and swallowed without tasting a thing.
They went to her room after dinner, and Samara opened the closet door. She�d unpacked the few things she�d brought with her and hung them up. �Um...the room looks nice,� she said, reaching for the hangers. �I like how you redecorated it.�
�Thanks.� Mom smiled. �I didn�t want to change it too much, but it looked a little...juvenile.� She pursed her lips. �I�m glad you like it. I kept hoping��
�This is what I have.� Samara interrupted her mother, not wanting to hear what she�d been about to say. She was afraid her mother was going to try to have that talk she�d said they would have, and she was so not ready for that yet. It was bad enough that they were being all girly friendly and looking at clothes.
She held up a black wrap dress with cap sleeves in her left hand, and a black suit in the other. The suit was a business suit, with a simple pencil skirt and tailored jacket.
�Um...you might be warm in the suit,� Mom said. �It�s supposed to be eighty-five degrees.�
Samara nodded. �If you think the dress is okay, that�s what I�ll wear.� The truth was the wrap dress was one of her favorites. The cut was flattering, and the V neck was a good style for her. �Um...do you think it�s too low cut?�
Her mom eyed the neckline. �It�s hard to tell on the hanger. Do you have a camisole you could put under it?�
�No.�
�Try it on.�
Reluctantly, Samara pulled her T-shirt over her head and unzipped the cotton skirt she was wearing to stand self-consciously in her underwear in front of her mother. She was wearing lime green lace boy short panties and a matching push-up bra. What did her mother think of that?
She pushed her arms through the sleeves and did the dress up, tying it at her waist, then looked down at herself. The push-up bra definitely enhanced her cleavage. �I have a black bra,� she muttered.
�Then you�re fine,� Mom said, studying her. �The green shows a bit, but black will work.� She smiled, and the fact that she looked a little teary gave Samara a little jolt. �You�re so beautiful, Samara.�
Samara swallowed hard. �Thanks.�
�You could show up wearing a bathrobe, and you�d look gorgeous,� her mother said with a little laugh, touching a fingertip to the corner of one eye. Samara laughed, warmth expanding in her chest. �How about shoes?�
Samara reached into her suitcase for the only black pair she�d packed, her favorite Jimmy Choo stilettos. She looked at her mother inquiringly. Then she let out a huff. Who cared what her mother thought? They were the only shoes she had, and she was wearing them.
�Oh, those are darling,� her mother said, moving closer and taking one from her. She held up the black kidskin pump. �I love Jimmy Choo.� She sighed. �I should take you to this new little shop that opened in the Pearl District. They have some gorgeous shoes.�
She and her mother had always had a love of shoes in common. It almost made Samara smile, but she clamped down on any soft feelings and said, �I don�t need any more shoes.�
Her mother�s smile faded. �Oh,� she murmured. �Well. You�re all set then.�
Samara set the shoes on the carpet. �What will you wear?� Damn, the words popped out before she could stop them.
�I have a little suit,� Mom said. �It has short sleeves so I think it will be okay, even in the heat.� She hesitated. �Come and see it. I don�t think I need a blouse under it, but come and tell me what you think.�
Samara followed her mother into her bedroom down the hall. Her parents� bedroom. Now her mother�s bedroom. Mom crossed to the large walk-in closet Samara had loved as a kid. Her gaze brushed over the men�s clothes hanging along one wall, suits and dress shirts, golf shirts and khaki pants. Her throat squeezed, and her mouth trembled.
�This is it.� Mom pulled a suit out from among many garments and held it up. �If I wear a blouse, I can take the jacket off if I get too warm. What do you think?�
Samara liked the suit. It was so cute. �Is it Michael Kors? �
�Yes. I got it at that new little shop I was telling you about it, just a few weeks ago.� She sighed, and when she spoke, her voice shook. �I never dreamed I�d be wearing it to Parker�s funeral.� Her features drew down into such sad lines Samara�s heart gave a little bump.
Her mom had loved her dad. That was obvious. And confusing. Samara had always wondered how her parents had dealt with what had happened, how they�d stayed together. Questions hovered on her lips, but she didn�t utter them. �I don�t know,� she finally said. �I think it would look better without a blouse.� A small ruffle edged the collar so it wasn�t revealing.
Mom nodded, her mouth quivering as she clearly tried to control her emotions. Well, that made two of them. �Okay. Thanks.�
Her own grief simmering just beneath the surface, Samara wanted out of there before she broke down and cried in sympathy with her mother.
She knew her mother had always enjoyed clothes, hell, they�d shopped together all the time. She�d never related her own love of fashion to her mother, but she supposed she had to reluctantly admit that her mom had, in fact, influenced her that way. Damn.
�I�m tired,� she said. �Is there anything else we need to do tonight?�
Her mom hung the suit in the closet. �I have some things to do. Ava was getting dishes and silverware ready for the party. I�m going to check on that and maybe arrange some of the flowers. Make sure we have enough ice. If you�re tired, you just go to bed, sweetheart; we�re going to have a busy few days.�
Samara nodded. �Okay. Good night.�
She returned to her own room and sank down on the bed. Bonding with her mother over clothes and shoes was not what she�d expected to happen on this trip.
* * *
Samara clamped down on the nervousness and trepidation coiled tight inside her and drove downtown to the offices of the Cedar Mill Coffee Company the next morning. When she emerged from the elevator on the eighteenth floor of the DeWitt Building, the receptionist sitting in the lobby was someone she didn�t know.
�Hi,� Samara greeted her, leaning on the blonde maple counter. �I�m Samara Hayden.�
The girl nodded, then her eyes widened as she made the connection. �Oh, Miss Hayden!� She blinked at her a few times. �Um...who are you here to see?�
�Nobody in particular.� Samara flashed her a small smile. �I�ll just go back to my father�s office.�
�Uh...okay.� The girl looked taken aback. �Should I call Paulette and let her know?�
�That�s okay.� Samara waved a hand as she headed to the door to the left of the reception desk. �I�ll find her.�
She breezed through the door and started down the carpeted hall, passing various offices on the way. She didn�t look inside because she didn�t want to attract more attention than she needed to. Next to her father�s office, located in the back corner, was Paulette�s own small office. Samara peeked in, but it was empty.
With a frown, she hesitated then turned the knob on the door to her father�s office. Pushing inside, she stopped at the sight of Paulette and Travis sitting at the round table in one corner of the spacious room. They both looked up at her and stopped talking.
An awkward silence expanded while they stared at her, and nerves fluttered in her tummy again. Taking a breath, she smiled. �Hi, Paulette.�
�Samara!� Paulette rose to her feet. Casting a sideways glance at Travis, she crossed the room and took Samara�s hands in hers.
Paulette was in her mid-forties. Her blonde hair was touched with grey, and no makeup adorned her round face. A pair of reading glasses perched on her nose, and her blue eyes held a somewhat stunned and sad expression. She�d worked for Samara�s dad for the last fifteen years. She had to be devastated by this too.
�What are you doing here?� Paulette asked. She glanced again at Travis, who had also stood up.
�I wanted to come and check on how everyone is here.� Samara ignored Travis.
Paulette squeezed her hands and then released them. �Oh, Samara. You don�t need to worry about it. Travis has things under control.�
That was the problem. Not that she didn�t trust Travis. Certainly he knew the business better than anybody besides her father. She trusted him; she just wanted to make sure that everything that needed to be done was getting done. She had no idea why she felt as though she needed to do this, but she did.
�I�m sure he does,� she murmured, flicking a glance his way. He stood there, head tipped to one side, hands in the pockets of his black dress pants, his shoulders wide in a crisp blue dress shirt, his face impassive. She turned back to Paulette. �I don�t know if you�ve heard, Paulette, but my father left his shares in the company to me, so I�ll be stepping into his role.�
Paulette�s eyes widened, and then she looked to Travis for direction, which irritated Samara.
�No, you�re not,� he said.
�Yes, I am.�
They stared each other down while Paulette looked from one to the other.
�Would you excuse us for a few minutes, Paulette?� Travis asked softly.
�Of course.� Paulette booked it out of there, moving as if a snarling beast was snapping at her ankles.
�What were you working on?� Samara asked, dropping her purse onto a chair.
�Nothing much. Paulette is canceling meetings and a trip scheduled for next month.�
Samara nodded. �Seriously. What can I do?�
Travis shook his head. �Samara, you really don�t need to be here. You can�t be in any state of mind to be thinking about the business.�
�I want to make sure that people know the business is safe,� she insisted, crossing her arms over her chest, meeting his gaze. �It is safe, isn�t it?�
Travis hesitated. �Of course it�s safe. But losing a highly visible, charismatic CEO like your father does have potential impacts.�
�Like some of the partners might not want to continue to do business with us, without him there? Is that right?�
�Well...it�s possible. I don�t have any hints of that yet, but of course it�s too soon to tell.�
�What if I called them myself? Reassured them that��
�I�m doing that, Samara,� he interrupted, his voice hard.
�But you...� She trailed off then tried again. �I�m family. That would carry some weight, wouldn�t it?�
He sighed. �Maybe. But, Samara, you don�t need to do this.�
Why didn�t he understand? She lifted her chin. �I want to, Travis.�
She dragged her gaze away from his look of frustration to study the office. It was just as she remembered, nothing particularly fancy. She wandered over to the big U-shaped desk unit in the corner and stood looking at the framed photographs of her and her mother sitting on one shelf, the computer sitting dark and silent, the various office supplies neatly arranged. Paulette must have tidied up in there because her father wasn�t known for being neat and organized. His desk was usually piled with papers, journals and magazines, even burlap bags of coffee beans.
She nibbled her bottom lip and turned back to face Travis.
�Why don�t you want me here?�
His eyes widened then narrowed. �What makes you think I don�t want you here?�
She laughed. �Come on, Travis. It�s as obvious as a hooker on 82nd Street.�
�Jesus.� He shook his head. �It�s not that I don�t want you here,� he continued patiently. �It�s just that you have enough on your plate right now.�
�Yeah, yeah, I heard you the first ten times you said that.�
�Then why aren�t you listening to me?� The words came out from between his clenched teeth.
�Travis.� This time her voice went softer, and she met his eyes. �Seriously. I�m not trying to be a pain in the ass. I really want to help.� She turned back to the neat-as-a-pin desk, walked around behind it, and sat in her father�s chair. She pushed the button on the computer to start booting it up.
�What are you doing?�
�Just going to look in his computer files.�
She glanced at Travis, at the muscle flicking in his tight jaw, almost expecting to see smoke coming out his ears.
�Okay,� he finally said, surprising her. �I�ll finish up with Paulette and see you at home later.�
He picked up some papers from the table and left the office, closing the door with a loud smack.
Samara sighed and watched the computer boot up. She really wasn�t sure what she was going to do, but she had to start somewhere.
She logged onto her father�s computer but was halted by the need to enter a password. She nibbled her bottom lip, debating about trying a few options. Then she pushed back from the desk and went to find Paulette.
�Do you know Dad�s computer password?� she asked her.
Paulette gave her a long look, then said, �Yes. I have access to his computer.�
�Can I have the password?� Samara kept a smile in place.
�I should check with Travis...�
�No! You don�t have to check with him.� Samara�s hands curled into fists. �It�s fine, Paulette, you can give it to me.�
�Um. Okay.� She picked up a sticky note and jotted down a series of letters and numbers, then handed it to Samara. �That works for his email program too.�
�Thank you, Paulette.�
She spent the next hour clicking through various files and folders, reading documents, contracts, correspondence, soaking it all into her brain like a sponge. Sure, she didn�t have as much experience as Travis, but she wasn�t stupid. She understood the business, and it wasn�t hard for her to figure things out as she read through agreements and contracts with suppliers and other stakeholders.
When she went into her father�s emails though, she felt a little squirm of discomfort. Emails seemed more personal, more private. When she scrolled through his inbox, she was disturbed to see message after message from Travis, several different threads on various topics that they�d clearly been emailing back and forth about. In fact it looked like the majority of his email was from Travis.
So they had continued to have a relationship. Her brows tugged down into a frown. Had her father forgiven him for what he�d done? She stopped, hesitating to open the emails. Her father might be gone, but Travis was still very much here, and she felt guilty reading their correspondence. But how better to understand what they�d been working on together? She bit her bottom lip then straightened her shoulders and opened the most recent message.
Her eyes moved over the screen. They�d been communicating about the coffee organizations in Brazil and Guatemala. She read through the back and forth messages. Importing coffee was one of her father�s responsibilities while Travis oversaw the wholesale and retail operations from their L.A. office. And yet her dad had been discussing that recent deal in Brazil with Travis.
She clicked to another email. Same kind of thing, different topic. Some customs stuff, problems with grading. Another email was about Parker�s attempts to arrange a meeting with the CEO of Alpha Air about a partnership. She supposed Travis should be in the loop on things like that.
Then she found the email that told Travis Dad had succeeded in meeting with Duane Scanlon, the CEO of Alpha Air, and he�d fill him in on the meeting when he was back from Matagalpa.
Except he never came back. What had happened at that meeting? She would need to follow up on that.
Samara looked through more emails then shut down the computer. She grabbed the papers she�d used to scribble notes, folded them and stuffed them into her purse. Why hadn�t she thought to bring her laptop or a USB drive so she could save some stuff and look at it later? She shook her head. She wasn�t thinking completely clearly. Travis had been right about that, much as she hated to admit it.
She left the office, but paused to poke her head into Paulette�s. She was talking on the phone. Samara mouthed a goodbye and waved at her.
�Could you hold a moment, please?� Paulette beckoned Samara in. She pressed a button on the phone and lowered the receiver. �Are you leaving, Samara?�
�Yes. I�ll see you tomorrow.�
Paulette nodded, her eyes sad.
Samara paused and sent Paulette a sympathetic smile. Damn. She wasn�t the only one hurting. She had to remember that. �I�m so sorry, Paulette,� she said softly. �It�ll all be okay.�
She just had to keep telling herself that too.

Chapter Eight

The funeral was a blur of people�family she hadn�t seen in years, old friends, business associates, as well as total strangers�hugging and kissing her with whispered condolences. When Travis got up to deliver the eulogy, she watched and listened, mesmerized by his quiet confidence and strong presence as he looked out at the overflowing cathedral and spoke about her father.
He talked about how Parker had lived his life and the way he�d believed it was important to give back not only to the community in which he lived and conducted business, but also to the global community. He�d accomplished this with his commitment to improving the lives of poor farmers in developing countries. When he talked about how Parker had loved his family, her throat started to tighten, but when Travis specifically mentioned how much Parker had loved her, her heart softened and emotion swelled up in her. She bent her head and let her hair fall forward, feeling the eyes of everyone in the cathedral on her. Travis seemed to have intimate knowledge of Parker�s feelings for her, making her wonder how much they�d talked about her and what exactly had been said. It was painfully moving to hear how proud her father was of her, and the way Travis spoke the words made her almost think that Travis shared those feelings.
Tears stung her eyes, and she blinked rapidly as she listened to him talk.
After the service, Samara, her mother, Travis, and some other family members traveled to the mausoleum. There were no remains of Parker�s body, and his memory was marked only by a small plaque on the elegant marble structure.
The party at the house followed that, and again in a haze of emotion, she greeted guests, accepted hugs of sympathy, and took the drink someone pressed into her hand. She chatted and made small talk with people she barely knew, trying to be a hostess as best she could in her fog of sadness and grief.
All the while she was hyperaware of Travis doing the same, mingling with guests easily, standing out in the crowd, his broad shoulders clad an expensive-looking dark suit.
�Your father would have loved this.� Samara turned to see Paulette, looking sad but approving. She gave her a hug.
�Thanks for coming,� Samara said for about the hundredth time.
�A celebration of his life is so appropriate,� Paulette murmured. �He wouldn�t have wanted a lot of wailing and crying.�
Samara smiled. �That�s true.� She paused. �Paulette, I want to know more about what Dad was working on in Matagalpa. Are there files somewhere?�
�Um...well, yes, there are. But don�t worry. Travis will take care of it.�
Samara wanted to scream. Travis, Travis, Travis! �I want to know about it, though,� she said, trying to sound pleasant even though she wanted to grind her teeth.
Paulette patted her hand. �Well, I�m sure Travis can tell you anything you want to know.�
Yeah, right. Travis seemed determined to keep her out of things. But she nodded, forced a smile, and moved on to another group of business associates.
The party went on into the evening, with her father�s closest friends among the last to leave. They�d taken advantage of the generous open bar and were reminiscing about her father, all sitting in the den shouting with laughter at the stories they shared. Travis was right in there with them, and Samara went over to the bar and set down her empty wine glass, watching them with poignant amusement.
She could just picture her dad in the thick of things too, telling stories, Lagavulin flowing freely, and having everyone laughing uproariously. One of his favorite things to do. With a shrug, she picked up a bottle of Pinot Gris and poured another glass, lifting it in a silent toast to her father.
Exhausted from the efforts of socializing through her grief, she wandered outside onto the patio. She closed the door but could still hear bursts of laughter as she sank down onto the low stone wall where Travis had sat just the other night. Remembering the embrace they�d shared that night and the overwhelming attraction he still had for her made her shiver.
�You should have a jacket or something on.�
Travis�s voice startled her. She hadn�t heard him come out.
�I�m fine.�
�It�s cool out here.�
Her bare arms did tighten up into tiny goose bumps, but it wasn�t from the cold. She set her glass down and rubbed her arms. Travis shrugged out of his suit jacket and draped it around her shoulders.
She wanted to shrug right back out of it, but it was warm from his body and smelled like him. She closed her eyes, breathing in slowly through her nose, absorbing his scent, dark, smoky, earthy, like dark Arabica coffee mingled with warm ambergris and musk.
He undid the buttons of his cuffs and rolled back each sleeve twice, revealing his strong wrists and forearms sprinkled with golden hairs. Then he did the same at his throat, undoing the top button and tugging his tie loose. In seconds he�d gone from impeccable businessman to laid-back and sexy.
�Everything went fine today,� he commented, sitting on the wall, turning his body to face her. She picked up the wine glass that sat between them.
�Yes.� She sighed. �It was fine.�
�You look exhausted.�
She smiled wryly. �Thanks. I can always count on you to keep my ego in check.�
He ran a hand through his hair and was that much closer to the youthful surfer-dude he�d been back when she�d first met him. His gold hair stuck up in all directions, appealingly tousled. �I don�t mean you don�t look good. Jesus.� He shook his head. �You look gorgeous as always. I�m just saying.� He tipped his head as he looked at her.
Her stomach swooped at hearing him say she was gorgeous. �I am tired,� she admitted, peering down at her wine glass. She couldn�t look at him anymore or she might jump onto his lap. �It�s exhausting. Thanks for doing the eulogy. It was...� She paused, unable to find the right words. She didn�t want to admit how much his words had meant to her. �...good.�
He gave a short laugh. �And likewise, my ego is firmly put in place by you.�
She lifted her eyes, surprised. He was smiling, eyes glinting. She�d always liked how he didn�t take himself too seriously, and the flash of humor made her relax minutely. Godfrey, he was sexy. Her body wanted to lean in closer, and she tightened every muscle she could. An urgent yearning for him burned low inside her.
�Are you seriously going to stay here?� he asked.
She held his gaze. �Yes.� Then she said, �What about you? You�re not going back to Los Angeles?�
�No.�
He too held her gaze. She lifted her chin. He lifted his. Sparks damn near flashed between them
She stood to face him, but as she did so, one of her spiky Jimmy Choo heels slipped on the rough stone patio.
Travis reached out and caught her arm. �Whoa.� His hand was big and warm on her bare arm, and his jacket slid off her shoulders to the patio. Startled by the rush of pleasure she felt at his touch, she wrenched her arm away from him and almost lost her balance again. Wine sloshed in her glass.
Suddenly on his feet, Travis made a grab for the glass and for her at the same time, his big hard body crowding her. �Samara.�
He held her by her upper arm, his grip tight. His mouth pressed into a tight line, he took the wine glass and poured the contents into a plant. He set the goblet down on the table and took hold of her other arm.
�Let go of me,� she muttered, her face so close to his she could see the glints of gold whiskers in the faint light from the house.
�Are you okay?�
She was not okay. She was a wreck. She was strung out, her emotions a twisted knot of confusion, fear and frustration. And she was hot. �I�m fine,� she said through her teeth, trying to pull away from him. His hands tightened, and she shifted against his hard body. Heat radiated off him in waves.
The voices inside had disappeared. Had the party finally ended? Then faintly, the sound of voices, car doors slamming, and engines starting drifted on the evening breeze from the front of the house.
�I should be saying good night to the guests,� she choked out.
�Your mother will do it.�
They stood like that, bodies touching, faces close, staring at each other for long, stretched-out moments. Samara�s heart was pattering so fast she couldn�t tell one beat from the next. Her mouth went dry, and she swallowed with difficulty, licking her lips without conscious thought.
Travis�s eyes went to her mouth, and hot liquid pooled down deep inside her between her legs. Her breasts swelled, her nipples tingled, and her lips parted as she watched his eyes darken, still fixed on her mouth.
�Oh sweet Jesus,� he muttered. He gave her body a hard little jerk, bringing her right up against him, and it felt so good to press her aching breasts against his hardness. She felt his arousal against her and wanted to feel it lower, deeper. Involuntarily her hips arched against him, and he groaned.
* * *
He shouldn�t have come out here. Travis knew he should keep his distance from her. The sparks that flew between them got out of control so easily, igniting into a goddamn wildfire. But he�d been worried about her, about the grief and fatigue that had shadowed her face. She still looked too thin, fragile, like she could snap, but yet, in his arms, she felt just right�delicate but strong, soft but resilient.
A shadow fell in the light that spilled through the French doors from the den. He couldn�t tell who it was.
He maneuvered Samara backward, still grasping her arms, deeper into the shadows up against the house. He pressed her body against the cool smooth stucco, pinning her there with his hips.
She mumbled some sort of protest�of course�at his movements. �What��
�Someone was at the door,� he whispered, setting his forehead against hers. He felt her indrawn breath and her breasts pressed against him. Then he had to taste her, and he found her mouth with his. Her small mouth opened under his, and he groaned. He held her up against the wall, pressed his throbbing erection against her, and released her arms to take her face in his palms. He tilted her head so he could deepen the kiss.
Her hands slid over his shoulders then into his hair. He couldn�t stop. She tasted so sweet, felt so right, smelled like heaven. His mouth devoured hers, and he swept his hands from her face down over her shoulders, skimmed over full breasts and narrow waist until he reached the flare of her hips to grip her sweet little ass. He lifted her against him, filling his hands with lush firm curves, sensation pouring through his veins like electricity sizzling along wires.
Her honey-velvet tongue swept against his as she opened wider, and he hardened even more. He gasped into her mouth and shared her breath then leaned his forehead against hers as he panted. Then the silky fabric of her dress slipped under his fingers, and he urgently needed to feel her skin. His fingers dug at the dress, tugging it higher and higher until at last firm, warm flesh met his fingertips. He stroked the backs of her thighs, the hot crease where they met her buttocks, and she writhed and moaned and arched into him.
He thrust a thigh between her legs, the dress now up around her waist, and she moved against him, riding his thigh, and he knew what she was seeking. Christ, he wanted it too, sweet release from this exquisite torturous longing. His skin buzzed as he kept his thigh against the damp heat between her legs.
�Christ, Samara, you make me crazy.�
She moaned again, and her head thunked back against the wall. He took the opportunity to bury his face in her neck and inhale the exotic vanilla and spice scent of her, the feminine scent of her arousal inflaming his senses. He kissed her soft skin with hot, open-mouthed kisses, licked her there to taste her, and sucked gently.
She was still riding his leg, making little whimpers of need, her hands still tugging on his hair. �Oh god!� she cried softly, and her body went tight against his then twitched hard. Twitched again. Jesus, she was coming. He kept the pressure of his leg firm, caught her mouth again with his, and swallowed her cries of pleasure, almost losing it himself.
�Oh, god,� she moaned, long moments later, burying her face against his neck. �Oh god, I can�t believe I did that.�
He slid one hand from beneath her bottom and cradled her head, holding her against him as her body continued to quiver in twitchy little spasms. �Samara,� he whispered. �Christ, Samara.� He couldn�t believe it either.
They stayed like that for long, throbbing, panting moments. He wanted to finish, wanted to take her upstairs and roll into her bed with her, wanted to do everything to her and make her come again every way he knew how. He was thick and hot inside his pants, so hard he hurt, and if he moved, if he even breathed, he was done.
The chirruping noise of a cricket nearby registered faintly in his fuzzy brain. A light went out in a window above them, which he knew was the hall. Dayna was going to bed. Luckily her room was at the front of the house. He moved back from Samara, and she smoothed her dress down over hips and thighs. Still leaning against the wall, her eyes closed, she lifted her hands, covered her face and rolled her body over the wall so that her forehead pressed to the stucco. Her slender ribcage rose and fell with the quick rhythm of her breathing. He set his hands on her hips, moved up behind her again.
�Don�t,� she said in a choked voice.
He bit his top lip. Was she embarrassed by what had just happened? Should he apologize? He closed his eyes, afraid to say the wrong thing. Knowing Samara, anything he said at this point was bound to be the wrong thing.
�I have to go in,� she choked out. She slipped beneath his arms, dashed across the patio, yanked open the door and disappeared into the house.
* * *
After successfully avoiding Travis most of the weekend, Samara arrived early Monday morning at the Cedar Mill Coffee Company offices, dressed in a suit and heels and ready to kick some butt. She came to a halt in the area outside her father�s office where Travis leaned against Paulette�s desk. Damn. He�d beat her there.
�Good morning,� he said, straightening.
He looked, as usual, delicious in his dark dress pants and crisp gray shirt. Heat flashed beneath her skin as she remembered the night of the funeral and what he�d done to her out on the patio. Godfrey, she�d thought about it all weekend as she�d sneaked around the house making sure she didn�t run into him. She�d wavered between hot embarrassment and melting arousal ever since.
She ignored him and smiled at Paulette. �Good morning.�
Paulette�s gaze flicked back and forth between them.
�Let�s go into my office,� Travis suggested.
�Your office?� She glared at him. It wasn�t his office. It was her father�s. Now it would be hers. But she turned on one spiky heel and marched in there. He followed and shut the door behind them.
�This isn�t your office,� she began heatedly. �My father has been gone just over a week. I think you could at least show some respect by finding another office...�
�Samara, I have another office. I use it when I�m in town. That�s the office I was talking about.� His voice was silky smooth. �You�re the one who came in here.�
She remained standing, arms crossed, foot tapping on the thick carpet, lips pressed together.�Oh.�
�Samara, have a seat. We have to talk.�
�You�re not getting rid of me,� she told him, advancing across the room to the chair behind the desk.
A frown creased his brow. �I�m not trying to get rid of you. But we have to talk about the management structure of the company. It�s not just up to us. You have to be realistic here. You have to think of the big picture�what�s best for the company.�
�I can do that.� She blinked at him. �My father built this company, and I intend to run it the way he would have wanted.�
Travis�s lips compressed, and he sighed again. �That�s great. But he didn�t build this company alone. He and I did it together, and you have to recognize that.�
�I do.� Anxiety gnawed at her stomach. She was intelligent, educated and knowledgeable about the coffee business. She�d grown up talking about the coffee business and had worked hard since college to learn more. But deep down inside, a tiny niggling doubt squirmed around inside her. �So what do we have to do? Let�s start planning. We should put together a proposal and take it to the board and the shareholders. Right?�
He stared at her. A muscle ticked in his jaw, his mouth a straight line of grimness. �I suppose that would be a start. We�ll need to include others�Simon, Alex, Hank, Daniel.�
Hell. The more people involved in the decision, the less control she felt she had, although, she apparently had no control over this. Travis would make the decision. She felt helpless, like she was slamming herself up against the brick wall of his assured confidence and implacable will.
If it came down to a vote�and it appeared likely it would�she needed her mother on her side. She had no doubt Travis would get the other shareholders onside with his taking over, but her mother....
Who was she kidding? She dropped her eyes and swiveled in the chair, clutching the armrests. She and her mother were barely on speaking terms; whereas, her mother and Travis were...well, she honestly didn�t know the current status of their relationship, but at the very least they were...friends. She sucked her top lip in between her teeth as she considered this problem. And what to do about it.
She swiveled back to face Travis. �Well, let�s get started then. I�ll ask Paulette to set up a meeting for all of us, and we can talk about how to move forward.�
�All right.� His agreement made her blink. �In the meantime, though, there are some issues that I need to deal with. We do have to continue with business as usual, so as not to alarm our stakeholders and partners.�
�Of course. What can I do?�
His face tightened even more, if that was possible. �Perhaps you could work on the newsletter�the message to staff about your father�s passing and how we�re working on a succession plan. Reassure everyone. I�m sure you can handle that.�
She blew out a burst of air from between pursed lips. �Yeah, I think I can handle that.� She rolled her eyes. �I�ll do it, but I�m telling you, Travis, you can�t shut me out. I intend to do whatever I have to make sure my father�s company survives. Not just survives�thrives. I have ideas, too, for growing this business. The first thing I plan to work on is whatever project he had going on in Matagalpa.� Samara frowned. �What was he doing in Matagalpa, anyway? We haven�t done any business there for years.�
�I don�t know exactly what Parker was doing there. Now that he�s gone, it doesn�t matter.�
�Why not?�
Travis frowned. �I said� I don�t even know exactly what he was doing there.�
�Well, we�ll have to find out. Dad would have wanted someone to finish it.�
Travis gave her a look from narrowed eyes beneath lowered brows, and she frowned. �What? Just because I work in a regional office doesn�t mean I don�t know anything. I know a lot about the supply end of the business from school and from when we were in Matagalpa and Brazil.�
�I don�t think we should be concerned about whatever Parker was doing there.�
Samara tipped her head. �How can we not be?� She still didn�t get why Travis was brushing it off.
�Don�t worry about it, Samara. It�ll be my problem to deal with.�
Her body tightened, her fingers gripping the armrests of her chair. His patronizing attitude sparked a flash of anger and resentment in her. �It�s not just your problem. I own half this company, remember? It�s my problem too, and I�m going to find out more about it.�
�No.�
She stared at him. �What do you mean no?�
�I told you before, Samara, that project is done. We�re not going to move forward with it.�
�You don�t even know what it was all about.�
�All the more reason not to move forward.�
Her body tightened, and heat simmered inside her. �That doesn�t even make sense. What if he was working on something really important? I�m going to review all the work my father did on it, and then we�ll make a decision about whether to move forward. It�s not just your decision.�
She threw his words back at him, and he flinched only slightly, a tiny flicker of his eyes and the tick of his jaw muscle letting her know how frustrated and angry he was. A shimmer of delight slid through her, and the corners of her mouth twitched.
�Fine,� he bit out, standing. �You go right ahead.�
He walked out of the office.
An hour later, Samara pushed her bangs back and sighed. She�d gone through every folder and file in her father�s computer and found very little about the trip to Matagalpa and what her father had been doing there.
She finally gave up and went to ask Paulette.
�You said my father had files on Matagalpa,� she said. �Do you know where they are?�
Paulette nodded. �Yes. They should be in the file drawer behind his desk.�
Stupid. Why hadn�t she thought of that? She returned to the office and slid open the deep, wide drawer. Rows of files hung neatly from suspension rods. Again she suspected this was Paulette�s work. She ran her fingertips over them until�yes, thank you, Paulette, for alphabetical filing�she found the Matagalpa file. Eagerly she pulled it out, swiveled her chair to the desk and opened it.
Once again she was disappointed. The file had few papers, only some correspondence between her father and a man named Javier Alvarez in Matagalpa discussing his upcoming visit and their telephone calls, but no details.
She sat there, drumming her fingers on the desk. Then she reached for the phone and called the number for Javier Alvarez. After long moments of ringing, she hung up. Damn.
She drew in a long, slow breath. She was going to have to ask Travis.
She was sitting there, stomach tight, teeth clenched, when Travis appeared in the door. He stopped and looked at her, and she sat up straighter. Why was he looking at her like that? Was her hair all wacky? She put a hand up to smooth it.
�What?� she asked.
One brow lifted. �We�ve set up a meeting with everyone for tomorrow afternoon. One o�clock in the boardroom.�
She blinked. �Oh. Okay. Great.�
�It�s just a planning meeting,� he told her. �No final decisions will be made. There�ll likely need to be a vote.�
She licked her lips and sank back into her chair when Travis�s eyes dropped to her mouth. Her lungs tightened, and it was hard to breathe. She tried to focus on business.
�I�ve been going through some files,� she said, trying to keep her voice steady. �Looking for information on the project in Matagalpa. But I can�t find much.�
He stood there, looking back at her, face impassive.
�Do you have any ideas where else there might be information?�
He blew out a long breath and ran a hand through his hair. �Check his emails,� he finally said.
�I did already.�
He gave her a look from beneath lowered brows.
�What?� she asked. �I did nothing wrong. But I didn�t see any emails about it.�
�They could be in a separate folder.�
Shit. She hadn�t thought about that. She rolled her lips in then gave a short nod. �Thanks.�

Chapter Nine

Later that day, Travis strolled back into the office. �How about lunch?�
Samara looked at her own watch then up at Travis with wide eyes. �Lunch?�
�Yeah. You know. That meal you eat in the middle of the day.�
�You want to have lunch with me.� What was going on?
A smile tugged his lips. �No. I�m just trying to get you out of here so you can�t get into any trouble.�
She laughed. Even though she suspected it was true.
�Never mind,� he said, turning away. �Bad idea.�
�No, wait. That sounds good. Lunch.�
He stopped, turned, and tipped his head. �Okay. Come on.�
They left the office tower and walked out onto the street, shaded from the sun by leafy green trees lining the brick-paved sidewalk. �There�s a nice place on the next block,� Travis said. �You can tell me what you learned about why Parker was in Matagalpa.�
�Oh, so that�s why you wanted to have lunch,� she said, matching his pace. �Now I get it.�
He grinned. �You�re on to me.�
�I still can�t believe it�s real,� she said slowly. �That he�s gone, and he�s not coming back.�
�I know. Me too.� They shared a glance of understanding, then she pushed away the wave of sadness and straightened her shoulders.
In the busy restaurant, the hostess seated them at a window table with a view of the street, the traffic, and the people passing by. Watching all the interesting individuals who worked in the neighborhood was always entertaining.
A fern hung in a brass container in the window beside them, the sun illuminating its lacy leaves. Samara traced a finger over the white table cloth and straightened the heavy silver fork in front of her. �This place is nice.�
�They have a great steak sandwich,� Travis said.
Samara studied the menu and decided on a spinach salad. Travis ordered the steak sandwich.
�Okay,� he said after the waitress had taken their orders. �Tell me what you�ve found.�
She tipped her head to one side. �Are you sure you don�t know what going on there?�
�Samara. I already told you I don�t know anything.�
�Fine.� She sank her teeth into her lower lip. �It looks like Dad was working with the Palizada co-op in Matagalpa. It looks like he wanted to put a new pricing structure in place.�
�Yes. He mentioned that.�
She narrowed her eyes at him. �I thought you said you didn�t know anything.�
Travis�s gaze slid away. �When I asked him what he was working on in Matagalpa, he brushed me off, but he did say it had to do with the co-op. That was it. I had no idea he was going to take off and go there.�
She gave a short nod. �I�m not sure why he wanted to do that, but from what I gather, he thought there were issues because some farmers were growing better-quality beans than others, yet they were all being paid the same.�
Travis nodded, picked up a spoon, and turned it between his fingers. �He always believed we should pay a premium price for the best quality coffee.�
�Which makes sense.�
�I suppose. But the co-ops exist for a reason.�
She remembered when the Palizada co-op had been started a few years before. Farmers had been concerned that local middlemen were taking more than their share for their services. It was difficult for individual farmers to have the resources they needed to export their beans. The beans increased fifty percent in value if they were processed, but they didn�t have the ability to do that on their own. The co-op helped them get credit, which they couldn�t do on their own, and they didn�t have to wait to harvest their crop to get payment.
�There are a lot of advantages,� Travis continued. �Why would Parker mess with that? It�s been working so well.�
She leaned back to allow the server to pour coffee into the cup in front of her.
She raised her eyes to Travis.
The corners of his mouth lifted. �Yes, it�s Cedar Mill. It�s Costa Rica La Magnolia.�
She smiled, well familiar with the excellent coffee. They both drank it sin-black and strong. She picked up her cup, and closing her eyes, she inhaled deeply. The aromatics were such a big part of coffee taste, and this one was lovely, dark and rich. She took a sip, testing the temperature then slurped delicately. She met Travis�s amused eyes.
�What?�
�Nothing.�
�There are flavor receptors all through our mouths,� she told him. �To get the full experience, all the nuances, you need to expose even the back of your mouth to it.�
�That�s usually at a cupping, not in a restaurant.�
She shrugged. �I don�t care.�
He slurped his own coffee, and she smiled.
�Excellent.�
�Crystal clear brightness,� she said.
He lifted a brow. �Nice balance of acidity and sweetness.�
�Clean, smooth finish,� she added, lifting her chin. Dammit, he did not know more about coffee than she did.
�Crisp fruity cocoa, hazelnut, and citrus notes,� he challenged.
Dammit again. He was right. She scowled, lifted the cup to her mouth, and inhaled the rich, dark scent of it. God, she loved coffee.
�Anyway,� she said, �it seems Dad had some different ideas about the Palizada.�
�Well, I do know he was really excited about the quality of the beans they were growing there near Santa Anjelita. All the beans from that area are superior. Very fine varietals.� Then he frowned. �But I�d be concerned we were getting into a situation where we�d be paying too much for the beans�more than they�re worth.�
Samara studied Travis. �Direct trade relationships usually mean the roaster guarantees to pay more than the going fair trade price for coffees, as long as they meet the agreed-upon standard.�
He regarded her with a strange expression. �Yeah. That�s true.� Then he looked down at the table. �Sometimes Parker got ideas in his head and just took off with them.�
�He had great ideas. I know he anticipated reluctance on the part of some of the farmers to change things,� Samara continued. �I read that in the file. There was mention of plans to build a cupping lab and teach them to judge their own coffees, so they�d be able to judge the quality themselves. If their coffee scored even higher than the standard they could earn even more. It was an incentive for them to improve quality. It takes a lot more work to grow superior quality coffee beans than just average ones, and yet they often only get paid a few cents a pound more.�
Once again, Travis stared at her for a long moment. Heat slid through her body at the intensity of his gaze. �He must have been really impressed with the quality of the beans there to propose something like that.�
She couldn�t help her smile. �Exaaaactly.�
�Look, I don�t mean to doubt Parker.� Travis sighed. �We knew each other�s strengths and weaknesses, and that�s why we worked so well together. But sometimes he needed a reality check.�
�So that�s why you�re saying this project is dead.�
�We don�t have the money to spend on building cupping labs in Central America.�
�Unless it�s a good investment.�
�We don�t know that. We don�t have enough information. I don�t see how we can move forward with it.�
�Well, there may be only one way to find out.�
He lifted a brow. At that moment, the waitress arrived with their lunches, setting Travis�s steaming plate in front of him and a plate loaded with greens in front of Samara.
When she�d left, Travis spoke. �Okay, how?�
�By going to Matagalpa.�
He choked on his first bite of steak.
�Need a Heimlich?� she inquired, stabbing a piece of spinach with her fork.
�No.� He coughed and set down his knife and fork. �You can�t possibly be thinking of going to Matagalpa.�
�Why not?�
He shook his head, opened his mouth, then closed it again. She eyed Travis�s steak sandwich. Medium rare, just how she liked it, glistening and juicy. The char-broiled smell of it wafted across the table to tease her nostrils. And French fries. Golden, crispy French fries. She looked down at her plate of raw spinach.
�Apparently Dad was going to talk to the farmers about the new pricing structure at the fiesta he attended.�
�Yes. He�d just left the fiesta when he got in the accident.�
She pressed her lips together for a moment as another wave of sadness swept over her. �So if he�d already presented his plan to the farmers, they can tell us what it was.�
Travis grinned. �That�s the craziest thing I�ve ever heard. You would take their word for it?�
She frowned. �Why not? They�re not exactly sophisticated, conniving businessmen. They�re nice people. This Javier will tell us. If I can ever get hold of him.�
He lifted one eyebrow. �You�ve tried?�
She looked down at her meal. �I called a few times. But there was no answer at the number I have.�
�I have a bad feeling about why you can�t reach him.�
�If I went there, I could find him and talk to him.�
�That�s insane. You�re not going to Matagalpa.�
She carefully set down her fork and swallowed down the anger rising inside her. �Do I have to say it again? You don�t get to tell me what to do.�
He chewed on his lunch then reached for his water goblet, but said nothing. Because he knew she was right. With a lingering gaze at Travis�s plate, she stabbed at a leaf. She lifted her eyes to Travis and caught him smiling.
�Want some fries?�
She chewed her spinach. �No thanks.�
�How�s the salad?�
�Delicious. Nice dressing. Honey Dijon vinaigrette.�
Travis nodded, looking like he was trying not to laugh. �You�ve developed a taste for veggies over the years? I remember your mother begging you to eat something green.�
She pressed her lips together. �I was a teenager. Burgers and fries and Cokes were all I wanted. Now I know how to eat healthy.�
�Ah.� He nodded and cut into the tender juicy meat.
Samara dragged her eyes off his plate and focused on her salad. It really was delicious.
�So,� she said, �I think he went to Matagalpa to sell the farmers on the new idea. If he made promises to the farmers there, we may already be committed to doing something.�
Travis�s brows snapped together above his nose. He shook his head. �Leave it, Samara.�
�We can�t just leave it! What if those farmers are expecting something from us now?�
Travis�s face colored, and his jaw tightened. As he was gritting his teeth. He stabbed his fork into the sandwich and sawed at it with his knife. �Fine,� he ground out. �You keep trying to call Javier. See if you have any luck getting through to him. I doubt he�s sitting there waiting for us to come flying down there and build a cupping lab.�
She shrugged, chewing on more spinach. It was like eating the leaves of an elm tree, for Godfrey�s sake. �Okay.�
She couldn�t wait to get back to the office and start trying to get through to Javier. She knew phone service in Matagalpa wasn�t the most reliable, but she should be able to reach him. Maybe she�d be able to do something Travis hadn�t.
* * *
Travis�s head pounded in a thick, heavy rhythm later that afternoon. He put a hand to his temples and leaned his elbows on the desk in the office he was using, the space he often used when he came up from Los Angeles.
As much as he wanted to do it, running the company without Parker wasn�t going to be easy. There were problems�the company had been growing so fast, and for so long, the downturn in the economy had come as a rude shock. Parker had wanted to continue the expansion, whereas Travis wanted to scale back and take a look at how they were organized. Parker had thought that, because they were a high-end coffee importer and roaster, they were immune to economic downturns. People who could afford high-end coffee drinks weren�t as impacted as lower income earners. But the expansion had increased their customer base and brought in many customers who were lower income earners. With the slump in the economy, those people were, in fact, eliminating pricy coffee drinks from their budgets. Parker had made a few bad decisions lately.
Tough competition from newer companies was eating into their market share. Even fast food places were serving cappuccinos now, for Chrissake.
He lifted his head and slid his hand to the back of his neck, massaging the tight muscles.
Now Parker was gone, there was no one to argue with, and dammit, Travis missed that already. He liked the give and take, the way they built off each other�s ideas. Sure, now Travis could just revise their expansion plans however he wanted, but it didn�t feel right. It felt like he needed to fight for what he wanted, or else it might be...wrong. If he didn�t have to make the arguments to convince Parker using rationale and a good business case, how would he know he was doing the right thing?
He needed to have confidence in his own abilities. He did have confidence in his own abilities. But running a big corporation like Cedar Mill Coffee was a daunting responsibility for anyone. As partners, they�d supported each other and balanced each other. He sighed. He needed to make some tough decisions. Possible staff cuts. He hated to do that.
He had to remember that he wasn�t alone in this. The entire executive management team would be involved in major decisions, as they had in the past. He�d be sure to involve them even more now that Parker was gone.
Confident he was in managing his own division, he knew the problems extended beyond retail. Travis was still concerned about Parker�s mysterious plans in Matagalpa. His gut clenched when he thought about what Parker might have been doing there. The last time he�d been worried about Parker�s activities there, the DEA had been involved, for Chrissake. There was no goddamn way he could let Samara continue down that path.
Thoughts of Samara sent his mind off in totally different directions. God she was infuriating. Annoying. Frustrating. And sexy as fuck.
He closed his eyes, his dick hardening. Hell, not here. He shifted in his leather office chair. He couldn�t help but admire her determination and loyalty to the company, even though he had to shake his head at her stubbornness. She was a complicated woman, no doubt about that.
Thankfully he�d arranged the meeting with the executive team for tomorrow, so he could shut down her crazy idea that she was going to take over Parker�s role in the company. They had enough problems.
Parker�s oversight of the import division relied in large part on his relationships with growers and the co-ops in Central and South America. He�d built those up over the years. They trusted Parker. It was going to be damn tough for someone else to step in there. Samara certainly wasn�t capable of doing it.
They�d also had some grading problems with some of the growers recently. They�d been trying to expand production into marginal land that wasn�t really suitable for growing high quality coffee. As a company that had built its reputation on excellence, and because they roasted their beans and sold them whole through retail outlets, this was a serious issue. If they were just roasting the beans to grind and sell, or to brew, it wouldn�t be quite so critical. But many of the producers knew little about grading and didn�t even drink the coffee they produced �how would they know the quality they were growing?
A cupping lab. Teaching them how to grade their own coffee. Incentives for superior quality coffee. His conversation with Samara flooded back into his head. Godammit!
He glanced at his watch. Nearly six. He�d told Dayna he�d be there for dinner tonight. He grabbed his suit jacket off the back of the chair where he�d draped it after coming back from lunch.
He shut down the computer, stuffed some files into his briefcase and headed out the door. Then he stopped. Had Samara left already?
He poked his head into Parker�s office. He couldn�t help a wry smile at how she�d dived into things. She still sat there, the phone to her ear, frowning. She glanced up and saw him, and her frown deepened.
Nice that he got such a friendly reaction from her. She looked at him as if he was carrying an axe, for fuck sake. He took a deep breath, mouthed the words, �I�m going home. Need a ride?�
She shook her head then slammed the phone down.
�Temper, temper,� he murmured, stepping into the office. �Who was that?�
�I�ve been trying all afternoon to reach Javier. Isn�t there anyone else in Matagalpa we could call?�
�Christ, Samara, would you just give up on that?�
He immediately knew he�d said the wrong thing because he practically saw the hair on her head stand on end from her ire. He should have known better. If he just let her run with this into a brick wall, she�d eventually give up, and he wouldn�t be the bad guy.
�It might be important,� she said. �I have a feeling about it. I just don�t understand why Dad doesn�t have any documentation about it. He couldn�t have kept all that in his head. If he did, he was crazy. What if...� She stopped and pressed her lips together.
What if something happened to him. That old �hit by a bus� axiom. He and Parker had talked about documenting their work so the other would always know what each was doing, just in case one of them got hit by a bus one day. He shook his head, sadness rolling over him.
�Go home, Samara. Try again tomorrow.�
She nodded.
�Need a ride?�
�No. I have my car.�
�I�ll see you at home then.�
Their eyes met. It seemed weird that in an hour they�d be sitting down to dinner together. Tension snapped between them every time they got within ten feet of each other, no matter how much they tried to ignore it. He was definitely going to have to find a place of his own, especially if he was going to be moving back to Portland. He�d get on that tomorrow. Staying in the same house as Samara was just too dangerous. He was weak when it came to resisting her apparently, given what had transpired the other night and knowing she slept only two doors down from his own room. Seeing her every morning and every night was just too damn tempting.

Chapter Ten

She had to talk to her mother before Travis did. They were meeting tomorrow about the plan for managing the company, and her mother was a shareholder. If it came to a vote, Samara had to have her mother on her side.
Samara sat on the edge of her bed. She�d changed into a pair of old jeans and a T-shirt after work and was ready to go down for dinner. She wiggled her bare toes in the soft plush of the pink and taupe rug on the floor.
Who was she kidding? She�d barely spoken to her mother in seven years. Why on earth would she take her side on anything?
She was her mother, that�s why. Weren�t mothers supposed to support their children? The guilt heavy inside her, Samara glumly regarded her tangerine-polished toenails. How could she expect her mother to support her on this?
Samara hated what her mother had done, but realization was gradually creeping over her that perhaps she�Samara�hadn�t handled it all that well. Running away and barely speaking to her mother for years had been...well, passive aggressive. Childish. Destructive.
She sighed, fell back onto the bed and stared up at the ceiling. Shit. This was a fine time to acknowledge that she�d screwed up when it came to the relationship between her and her mother. Because now, if she tried to put things right, it would only look like she was sucking up because she wanted something.
She did want something.
Travis had been right, damn him. She�d known she needed to repair her relationship with her mother even before she�d learned about the shares.
The firm rap on her door startled her. She sat up. �Yes?�
�Dinner.� Travis�s deep voice came from the other side of the door. She should have known that assertive knock was not her mother�s.
�Coming.� She rose and crossed the room. She paused with one hand on the doorknob and took a breath. She wasn�t sure what she was going to do, or how she was going to handle this. Her stomach had tightened into knots, and the last thing she wanted to do was eat.
She yanked open the door and jerked to a stop when she saw Travis standing there in the hall.
�Oh.�
He lifted a brow. �You okay?�
�Yes.� She brushed past him and stalked down the stairs. Why did just seeing him make her feel all edgy and nervous? �Of course I�m all right.�
�Good.� He followed her down the stairs, and she was acutely aware of his body right behind her, his eyes on her.
They walked into the dining room. Mom sat at the table, and Samara�s steps slowed at the sight of her mother, shoulders slumped, head in her hands, eyes closed. At the sound of their footsteps, Mom�s head snapped up. She straightened and composed her features into a smile. �Hello,� she said. �How was your day, sweetheart?�
Samara couldn�t speak. Her throat clogged up, and she sent a helpless glance at Travis. The corners of his mouth dipped; he too must have seen her mother.
�Samara wrote the newsletter for staff today,� he said, voice just a bit rough. He held out a chair for Samara, and she sank into it and reached for her napkin. Travis took the seat beside her.
She blinked as she stared down at her plate. Get a grip, for Godfrey�s�s sake. She was tougher than this. What was she getting all choked up about?
Her mother had looked completely grief-stricken. That�s what.
Samara swallowed past the ping pong ball lodged in her throat and reached for a platter of roast beef.
�That�s wonderful,� Mom said. �Thank you, Samara, for doing that.�
Still not sure if she could speak, Samara just nodded as she served herself more food she didn�t want. She felt Travis�s gaze on her.
Finally her throat relaxed. �I also did some research about what Dad was doing in Matagalpa,� she said. �Did you know anything about that, Mom?�
A frown creased her mom�s brow, and she slid a quick glance at Travis. �Well. He did mention something about some kind of amazing coffee bean.�
�Oh.� A thrill ran through her. An amazing coffee bean. �They do grow excellent quality beans there. That could be big.�
�I gather you didn�t get hold of Javier,� Travis put in. He took the bowl of potatoes from her.
�No.� She turned her head to meet his eyes. �I�m telling you, the only way we�re going to find out what he was doing is to go down there.�
�Why is it so important?� Mom asked, looked from Samara to Travis.
�It�s not,� Travis said.
�It could be,� Samara said. �Dad wouldn�t have been down there if it wasn�t important.�
�Oh.� Mom played with her food. �Well, I don�t think...maybe the farmer� what�s his name? Javier? Maybe he will contact you if he still wants to do business.�
�That sounds reasonable,� Travis said, shooting a glare at Samara.
�You�re not going to Matagalpa,� Mom said hesitantly.
Samara sucked in a long breath, every muscle tensing, her face heating. She was an adult and made her own decisions. Even her mother could no longer tell her what to do, never mind Travis. Enough!
She shoved back her chair and stood, tossing down her napkin. �I�m not very hungry,� she said through clenched teeth. �Excuse me.�
The tension in the room followed her like a black cloud as she stalked out of the dining room.
She stood in the hall, brushed her long bangs out of her eyes, and pushed her fingers into her hair. Shit. She was supposed to be talking to her mother rationally about business plans, convincing her mother she was the one who should take over for her father, and what had she done? She�d let everyone push her buttons again and let her temper get the best of her.
She gazed up at the ceiling. She knew what she had to do, but dammit, her pride glued her feet to the floor. Heat flared inside her, and her tense stomach contracted painfully. She swallowed hard.
All the crap that had happened� her father�s death, the tension between her and her mother, the sparking sexual attraction between her and Travis, on top of this battle for the company�was making her all emotional. It was totally unlike her. She was focused and determined and professional. Messy feelings had no place in her life. Not for the last seven years, anyway.
It all chipped away at her, making little cracks and holes in her carefully built walls.
Sucking in a deep breath, she turned and walked back into the dining room. Travis and her mother were having a muted conversation, and both pairs of eyes fixed on her as she stepped in the arched door.
�I�m sorry,� she said in a low voice. �I...I don�t have much appetite, but I�ll sit here with you while you eat.�
Her mother�s wide eyes softened, but she merely nodded. Afraid to look at Travis, Samara kept her eyes carefully forward as she took her seat.
�I wasn�t trying to tell you what to do, Sam,� her mother said gently. �It was more of a question. Are you really thinking of going to Matagalpa?�
Samara shrugged and sipped her water. �Thinking about it. I don�t know for sure. We�ll see what I can figure out here, and then I�ll decide.�
Dayna nodded. �Travis says you�re meeting tomorrow with the rest of the management team to talk about how you�ll move forward.�
�Yes. That�s right.�
It appeared her mother wanted to say more, but she pressed her lips together and nodded as she used her knife and fork to cut a small piece of meat.
Samara wanted to say more too. She wanted to ask her mother if she would support her if it came to that, but...she couldn�t do it.
For some reason, guilt and conscience kept her silent. She couldn�t ask the question, and she knew there was more than one reason why. She did not want to pretend to her mother that everything was okay between them. And she was beginning to realize that, even though her mother had made a mistake all those years ago, she deserved to know why Samara had severed their relationship. Samara wasn�t sure she was ready to sit down and have that conversation with her mother, but for the first time since she�d arrived home, she knew they were going to have it. Some time.
Most of all, she didn�t ask the question because she was afraid of what her mother�s answer would be.
* * *
After dinner Travis grabbed his briefcase and retreated to his bedroom. He pulled the arm chair closer to the bed so he could prop his feet on the bed, opened his notebook computer, and pushed in the USB drive he�d brought home from the office.
But all the documents he�d brought home to review couldn�t hold his attention. His mind kept drifting off to Samara. When she�d walked back into the dining room, the apology obviously being pulled deeply and painfully from within her, he�d wanted to get up and hug her.
The evening had been unsettling, first seeing Dayna all crumpled up with sadness then putting on a smile for them, then Samara getting all emotional about it. She�d tried to hide it, but he could read her like the screen on his laptop. Maybe, just maybe, she was seeing her mother not as some terrible villainess�why, he still had no fucking clue�but as a woman who�d just lost her husband, the man she depended on. The man she loved.
Then to come back and apologize for losing her temper� Wow. Maybe she had grown up.
He blinked. He was staring into space, smiling at nothing. He tried again to focus on the spreadsheet he�d pulled up onto the screen.
Tomorrow, at the meeting, he had every intention of making sure the others agreed with him. There was always a chance that one of them thought they could take over. Hank Proshen, VP of Quality Control, could probably do it. But he didn�t have the...the...what was it? The special love of coffee that went so deep, was so intense... Passion. That�s what it was. That�s what he and Parker had shared�a passion for coffee, for the business, that couldn�t be taught.
Samara had it.
Shit.
The more he fought her, the more she dug her heels in. The more he tried to point out her lack of experience and her youth, the harder she argued. She�d always been like that.
With a sigh, he powered down the computer. He wasn�t getting anything done. Samara was giving him brainspin.
What he should be doing was going out with old friends, friends he hadn�t seen much over the last seven years since he�d been living in L.A. Maybe even look up an old girlfriend or two.
Bah. He knew that wasn�t going to happen. Even seven years ago, there hadn�t been a woman who could hold his interest like Samara. Thinking about seventeen-year-old Samara made his gut clench. That familiar guilt ate at his insides. But...she wasn�t seventeen anymore.
He picked up his cell phone and his car keys and headed out.
* * *
Samara was ready for a battle. After spending the evening studying everything she could, she�d hardly slept all night as her mind played over different scenarios. Maybe the others would be totally behind her. Or maybe they�d laugh in her face and tell her to go back to San Francisco.
It was up to her to show them she was mature, capable and knowledgeable. So she dressed in the black suit she�d brought as a potential funeral outfit and pulled her hair back into a neat, low ponytail.
When she arrived at Cedar Mill headquarters, she first called Jennifer in San Francisco to go over some things, then logged into her own email, took care of some business issues, delegated some others. Then she dove into more reading, trying to get up to speed on as many issues as she could so she�d be prepared for that meeting. When her neck started to ache and her attention wavered, she picked up the phone and made a couple more phone calls to Matagalpa, but again, she had no luck reaching Javier.
Reviewing her father�s email inbox again, she decided she could follow up with Duane Scanlon, the CEO of Alpha Air, about the meeting they�d had just before Parker had left for Matagalpa. Here at least she had a file to refer to, with a detailed proposal done up in writing for a partnership between Cedar Mill and Alpha Air for the airline to serve only Cedar Mill coffees on all its flights.
She picked up the phone and called Duane Scanlon. When she got through to him and introduced herself, she explained the reason for her call.
�Well, that�s very nice of you to follow up,� Duane said. �But I just got a voice mail from Travis Murray.�
�Oh.� Samara scowled. �I�m so sorry. He didn�t tell me he was going to call you.�
�Who�s running the show there now?� he asked, although his tone was mild. �You two need to get your act together.�
Shit. She�d made them look like idiots. She closed her eyes briefly.
�Yes, we�re meeting on that this afternoon,� she replied. She rubbed between her eyes.
�Do I need to return his call?�
�No. I�ll let Travis know we spoke. I...we just wanted follow up on the meeting you had with my father.�
They discussed the deal, but Scanlon�s tone of voice made a feeling of dread rise inside her, and sure enough, he said, �But with Parker out of the picture, the deal may not be as attractive to us.�
She froze, the telephone glued to her ear. �Oh. Why is that?�
�Parker and I have known each other a lot of years. When he came to us with this idea, I was somewhat reluctant. It�s no secret that Cedar Mill is overextended these days and looking for new business. So I wasn�t sure if I wanted to jump into an arrangement with a struggling company.�
�Struggling company!� Samara couldn�t hold back her startled exclamation. �Cedar Mill is not struggling!�
�That�s not what I hear. In any case, it was Parker who persuaded me to consider the deal, but with him gone, I�m even more skeptical of Cedar Mill�s ability to recover from this downturn. I�m not saying it�s out of the question forever. I�m willing to have another look at the offer down the road. But right now doesn�t seem like a good time.�
She hung up from the call in a daze, her ears buzzing, mind whirling. What the hell was that about? She sat at the desk and stared into space for a few moments while she tried to collect her scattered thoughts.
Struggling? Why would they think that? Recover? Recover from what?
She surged to her feet, filled with determination, and strode out of the office. �Paulette, where�s Travis?� she barked.
Paulette jerked her head around. �Oh. Samara. I didn�t even know you were in there.�
�I got here early. I need to talk to Travis. Right now.�
Paulette blinked. �He�s in his office. Next door.�
Samara spun on a stiletto heel and walked out, into the hall and into Travis�s office. The door sat open so she didn�t knock, but she let the door fly behind her with a resounding bang.
Travis�s head snapped up from his computer. �Samara. What the hell?�
She stalked across the room and flattened her palms on his desk, leaning forward. �I just talked to Duane Scanlon.�
�Oh.� He frowned. �Why?�
�I was following up on his meeting with my father a couple of weeks ago.�
�I just called him this morning.� He frowned. �I left him a voice mail, but I hadn�t heard back yet.�
�Well, I got through to him. And I�m pissed off at what I heard.�
His dark gold eyebrows jerked together. �What did he say?�
�Basically they�re backing away from the deal. Because Cedar Mill is struggling. And without Dad here, they�re not sure we can recover.� She pushed her face closer to his. �Recover from what, Travis?�
* * *
Her green-hazel eyes flashed, and her cheeks flushed pink. Bent over his desk like that, he could see down the opening of her blouse where her breasts curved sweetly together. Travis dragged his eyes away from her cleavage and back to her face, stormy and gorgeous.
�We�re not struggling,� he replied.
�Then what�s he talking about?�
Travis sighed. This was why he didn�t want Samara there snooping through things she didn�t need to know. �Have a seat.� He waved a hand at a chair.
Samara straightened, staring at him, then took a seat. She crossed her legs, and once again, he was distracted by her bare calves, elegant and sexy as they brushed together. She gripped the armrest of the chair with one hand.
What was he supposed to tell her? She was a regional manager from San Francisco, but she also owned forty percent of the company now, and she had a right to know.
Shit.
�What�s going on?� she demanded.
�Let me put together some financial information for you to review,� he said slowly.
�Okay, I can do that, but I want to know now.�
�In a nutshell, Cedar Mill has been expanding too quickly over the last number of years. Back about ten years ago, when I started here, Parker was very ambitious and wanted to grow the company quickly.�
�He did.�
�Yes. But he thought it could continue indefinitely. Recently, as I�m sure you�re aware, the economy has not been good.�
�Well, duh.� Her eyes fastened on him.
�Parker thought we were immune from downturns in the economy. But our fundamental business changed also, leaving us vulnerable. We�ve lost market share, and our sales have declined.�
Her eyes widened, and her lips parted. �How bad is it?�
�It�s not a disaster.� Travis picked up a pen and turned it over in his fingers. �I believe we can turn things around. We may have to make some tough decisions.�
�Like what?�
�Closing stores. Laying off staff. Cutting back on new products. Reducing our plans to open new stores.�
She rolled her lips inward and stared at him. �Shit.�
Travis nodded glumly.
�Why did I not know this?� Her eyes snapped again.
�You didn�t need to know it,� he replied evenly. �You�re a regional manager.�
�But this...this is my business.�
�It is now. That�s why I�m telling you. Now you have a right to know.�
�Damn right I do! Jesus, Travis. I can�t believe you didn�t tell me this.�
�I�m telling you.� He reached deep for patience.
�But you weren�t going to! You were going to let me go into that meeting this afternoon not even knowing the problems we�re facing. How the hell would I convince them I�m the one to lead us out of this mess when I didn�t even know about it?�
�Samara.� He sighed. �That�s been my point all along. How can you lead us out of it when you didn�t even know about it?�
�That is not fair!� She jumped to her feet. �I can get up to speed on what I need to know! Yes, I need some time, but it�s not fair to say I can�t do it without even giving me that chance.�
�These are not going to be easy decisions,� Travis said slowly. �And...since we�re being open here, there are other problems as well.�
She went still then sank back down onto the edge of her chair. �What other problems?�
He told her about the grading problems with some of the growers. �Oh, god.� She chewed on her bottom lip, looking away from him across the office. Then she straightened her shoulders and looked him in the eye. �I can help with this, Travis. I know I can.�
Admiration warmed him inside. She was strong. Not afraid of anything. The vulnerability he�d seen last night was in no way a sign of weakness. He couldn�t prevent the faint smile that curved his lips.
�That�s what we�ll talk about this afternoon.�
�I don�t want to have that meeting this afternoon.�
�What?� He stared at her. �You�re the one who wanted it, Samara.�
She shook her head, her mouth flat. �I don�t feel prepared enough. I want some time to look at the financials, get up to speed on the problems.�
Travis shook his head. Would he ever understand her? �No,� he said. �I want the meeting.�
She made a frustrated sound. �Of course you do. You�re just going to make me look like an idiot so you can take over. That was your plan all along, wasn�t it?�
His body slumped with disappointment as he sat back in his chair. She really didn�t think much of him. Certainly didn�t trust him. The depressing realization of that weighed on his shoulders, seeping down into his bones.
�That is not my plan,� he said heavily. God, he was tired. And it wasn�t even ten o�clock yet. �Okay, fine. We�ll put the meeting off for a week to give you time to get up to speed. I�ll start on getting some things together for you.� She did have a right to know, dammit. He�d let her draw her own conclusions from the documentation he gave her about how they�d gotten into this little mess.
�Fine.� She stood and tugged her skirt down. �I�ll be in my office.�
He watched her walk out of the office, spine straight, head high, her cute little butt twitching under the snug skirt.
He sighed again and leaned his head back against the chair. Damn you, Parker!
Now that Samara had some idea of what was going on, there�d be no stopping her. The struggle between her right to know, as Parker�s heir and a forty percent shareholder in the company, and Travis�s desire to protect her and shelter her, battled inside him, leaving his gut knotted and his energy drained. He couldn�t go on like this.
The truth was, as she�d pointed out so many times, she wasn�t a child. She was a grown woman, educated, with good knowledge of the coffee business, more than any other regional manager, certainly. As much as he wanted to see her as a young girl, as much as he wanted to protect her and look after her, he had to acknowledge her abilities. Yeah, he could tell himself Parker would want him to look after her, but Parker had wanted him to have nothing to do with Samara. And even though he was trying to preserve Samara�s high regard for her father, he couldn�t lie to her.
He needed to figure out a new strategy.

Chapter Eleven

�And remember the time in high school when Jason White dumped you for that slut Phoebe Garmon and you wrote all over the bathroom wall at Hannigan�s that he had a tiny little penis?�
Samara grinned at her friends Gia, Bailey and Liz, sitting with her around a small table in a trendy downtown eatery. They�d just finished dinner and a couple of bottles of wine amid a raft of reminiscence and a lot of laughter.
�He was so furious about that!�
�But it was hilarious! He deserved it.�
�So are you staying here permanently, then?� Gia posed the question to Samara, both hands clasped around the wineglass on the white tablecloth in front of her.
Samara didn�t know how to answer that question. The reality of her father being gone still hadn�t totally sunk in, and she�d been so busy fighting with Travis about who was going to run the company, it now hit her like a Pacific Ocean breaker that, if she was going to move back to Portland, her life had just completely changed.
�I guess I am.�
�That�s so great!� Liz lifted her glass of wine. �We�re so happy to have you back, Samara. Truly, this has been so much fun tonight.�
�You�re going to miss San Francisco,� Bailey said. �Portland�s nothing like that.�
�No,� Samara agreed slowly. �It�s different.�
�There must be so much to do there,� Liz said.
Samara smiled at her friends. There must be, she thought ruefully, but she�d never taken advantage of even a fraction of everything the city had to offer because she�d been so immersed in her school and then work. She hadn�t made any close friends, feeling emotionally numb and detached after she�d taken off from Portland, and had only dated sporadically, for the same reason. At least partly. The other part�Travis. There�d never been another man who�d attracted her or interested her in the same hot and hungry way Travis had.
�You�ll have to come to Pilates class with us,� Bailey said. �We go every Wednesday. It�s the most awesome workout.�
�Sure,� Samara said. �Sounds good.�
Bailey turned to Gia. �You know who you should introduce her to?�
Gia lifted a brow and shot an amused glance at Samara. �Who?�
�Brent�s brother.�
Samara opened her mouth to speak, but Liz beat her to it.
�Yes! He�d be perfect for her!�
�I don�t think so,� Samara began, turning her wine glass stem between her fingers.
�Why not? If you�re going to stay here��
�Is he a funeral director too?� Samara asked.
�What�s wrong with being a funeral director?� Gia frowned.
�Nothing! Nothing at all. Just asking.�
�Well, he�s not. He�s an accountant.�
�Oooh. Exciting.�
Gia frowned again. �He�s a nice guy.�
Samara sat back in her chair and looked at the three faces of her friends, trying to do what they thought was a good deed, and her heart swelled with affection for them. Something she hadn�t felt for a long, long time. She smiled. �Thanks, you guys, but seriously, I�m going to be too busy to date for the next while. I have a ton of stuff to learn about the business. Travis gave me a whole whack of reports and financial data to go over, and....well, there are some problems at the company I need to figure out and try to come up with solutions.�
�Travis.� Gia gave Samara a look from beneath her lashes. �Travis Murray.�
�Yes.�
�He�s the guy you had��
�Would you look at the time!� Samara tapped her watch and pushed her chair back. �I need to get home and start looking at some of that stuff. It�s been so nice to see you all again...�
�Sit.� Gia held up her hand.
Gia knew about the crush she�d had on Travis all those years ago, but even she didn�t know the truth about what had happened. Liz and Bailey knew nothing and were looking with wide-eyed glances from Gia to Samara and back again.
Samara subsided into her chair. �Gia...�
�Is he married?�
�No.�
�I thought he moved away too.�
�Yes. To Los Angeles. He�s back now too, to deal with things��
�So you two will be working together?�
�Yes.� Samara saw the wheels turning in Gia�s head. �That was a long time ago, Gia.�
�What was?� Bailey leaned forward. �Who is this guy?�
Samara waited for Gia to spill it all, her tummy tight. She swallowed. �He�s my dad�s business partner,� she managed to say. She held Gia�s gaze and willed her to keep that embarrassing secret to herself.
Gia�s eyes narrowed, and she tilted her head. Oh-oh. If she�d wanted Gia to get that idea out of her head, she�d handled this all wrong. Now Gia knew there was more to it than just a teenage crush.
To Samara�s intense relief, Gia dropped the subject, but Samara knew it wasn�t dead and gone and she�d hear more about it from her friend.
As they all hugged goodbye on the sidewalk in front of the restaurant, Samara�s chest grew warm and achy. As much as she hated to admit it, she�d missed having friends and missed the history she shared with these women, the laughter and tears and experiences that had bonded them together. She�d had nothing like that in San Francisco, just some casual work acquaintances, and only now did she realize how much she�d missed their friendship.
�Call me,� Gia whispered in her ear as they hugged. �If you want to talk, I�m here.�
Samara pulled back and gave her friend a hesitant smile. It had been so long since she�d shared personal things with a girlfriend. �I will,� she whispered back.
When she walked into the house a short while later, Travis was sitting on the couch in the den with his laptop on the coffee table in front of him. He wore a pair of cargo shorts and a snug short-sleeved T-shirt that hugged his well-muscled chest and arms, his blond hair sticking up in all directions as if he�d been running his hands through it.
He looked up at her. �Hi. Have fun with your friends?�
�Yes.� The warm relaxation she�d felt earlier disappeared, replaced with tingling tightness at seeing Travis. �It was great to catch up with them.�
�Good.� He smiled.
She paused. �I�m going upstairs now to do some work.�
He glanced at his watch. �It�s almost ten o�clock. You�re going to do work now?�
�Sure.� She didn�t want him to think she was slacking off the very first evening he�d shared the financials with her. �I have a lot to get caught up on.�
�It�s okay to take a night off and have fun,� he said, his voice gentle.
The softness of his tone annoyed her. He wasn�t her parent or guardian or anyone who could give her permission to take a night off. What she did with her time was up to her. In her head she knew her annoyance was unreasonable, especially since she�d just wanted to impress him with her work ethic.
Dinner with her girlfriends had helped take her mind off the anger she�d felt at how Travis for keeping information from her before having that meeting. And how he�d wanted to have the meeting anyway. Now it rushed back to her, and she frowned at him. �Sure,� she said. �It�s all right for me when you�re the one who knows all about the business and will use that to take over. You just don�t want me to succeed, do you?�
He rose to his feet, his height and width imposing even though he stood across the room from her. He shoved his hands into the front pockets of his shorts, shoulders raised, and regarded her with narrowed eyes. �That is not what I intended,� he snapped. �I gave you what you wanted. We postponed the meeting so you can get up to speed. And still, you�re acting like a spoiled child.�
Her eyes flew open wide, and her lips parted. He�d called her spoiled once before! What the hell? �What! Spoiled?�
He gave a jerky nod and moved toward her. His jaw tight, mouth firm, he stared at her. �You are the most stubborn, ungrateful little brat I�ve ever met.�
He stood close enough that she could see the dark golden stubble on his chin, the tiny mole on his left cheekbone, and each strand of hair in his thick, dark blond eyebrows. Her body quivered with anger and frustration and�dammit�arousal. Her hands tightened even more, short nails biting into her palms.
�Christ only knows why I�� His mouth snapped closed on his words, and he glared at her, blue eyes dark and flashing.
Why he what?
Sparks whipped around them, sparkling and stinging.
�Grow up, Samara,� he bit out.
That was so not fair, except, once again she�d come across differently than she�d intended. In trying to hide her fear and worry about how the company was really doing, she�d once again come across as petulant and sulky.
�I am grown up.� The feelings racing through her were far from childish, and she knew it was so, so bad, but her body ached to feel him, and without conscious thought, she stepped forward. At the same time, he too took a step, yanked his hands out of his pockets and reached for her.
His hand fisted in her long hair and pulled her head back. Sharp sensations cascaded from her scalp down over her entire body. Then they were kissing, mouths devouring each other, hot and wet and wicked. She pressed herself against him, her aching breasts flattened to his hard chest, her pelvis to his, where she felt the hard bulge beneath his shorts. Everything inside her dissolved into hot liquid, and she wrapped her arms around his neck.
Tongues met, sliding, licking, tasting. She whimpered. He groaned. His hand slid across her back, pulling her closer, then lowered to the curve of her butt. Pleasure vibrated through her, fiery and electric.
She wanted to cry with frustration and confusion, cursing her body for wanting him even when she was trying so hard to be mad at him. �I don�t want this,� she moaned.
�I know.� He kissed her once more and she opened for him, helpless, letting his tongue slide into her mouth.
�This isn�t going to help.� She nipped at his bottom lip. �It�ll just make things worse.�
�I know,� he said again. He dragged his mouth away from hers and pressed his rough cheek to her face. �You are the most irritating, frustrating female,� he muttered. �Once again, I can�t do anything right. I thought I�d be making you happy by postponing the meeting, but no, you just suspect me of having ulterior motives.�
Her chest ached at the confusion in his voice, and she had a sudden inexplicable, crazy urge to tell him she wasn�t mad at him, that she was grateful he�d given her extra time as she�d asked before they had that meeting. A crazy urge to make him feel better.
The words trembled on her lips, but her damn stubbornness prevented her from saying them, and she closed her eyes and held on to him, their chests rising and falling in unison.
He took her face in both hands, cupping it, holding her away from him to look at her. Meeting his gaze was excruciating. She felt naked, exposed, vulnerable. Her lips trembled, and she blinked rapidly.
�Samara. Jesus, you make me crazy.� Travis�s own eyes closed briefly. �Christ, Parker would have my ass for this.�
She blinked again. What did that mean? But then Travis was kissing her again, holding her face with gentle but firm hands, tipping her head for the best, deepest angle, turning her body liquid all over again.
She set her hands on his waist, loving the warm, solid feel of him beneath the soft cotton T-shirt, and kissed him back, the room fading out to black around them. She felt like she was spinning in a slow vortex of sensation.
She sucked in a long deep breath. That kiss had weakened her knees and weakened her resolve to keep things businesslike between them. So many years of wanting him. And he wanted her too. �Let�s go upstairs.�
He looked down at her, his eyes searching hers. �I have to ask,� he groaned. �Will you regret this tomorrow?�
* * *
�Oh, for god�s sake!� She grabbed a fistful of his shirt and yanked him against her. �Would you just do it!� She kissed him hard on the mouth, and Travis�s mind went utterly blank. �You can�t do this to me again!� She shoved at his chest then yanked him back. �You humiliated me once before by rejecting me like this.�
Fucking hell. Talk about being caught between a rock and a hard place. And he was definitely hard. Oh man. If he rejected her now, she was going to be hurt all over again. But if he didn�t reject her...Christ. What the hell was he supposed to do?
A feeling of déjà vu swept over him, a flash of Samara standing before him in the gazebo, mouth swollen from kissing him. This was exactly how he�d felt then�couldn�t breathe, couldn�t think, could barely see straight.
He tried to think it through, like a business decision, using logic and strategic thinking, but with his heart banging in his chest and his ears buzzing, it seemed impossible. Then she moved against him. And he gave up. Gave in. He wanted her too.
The relief of not having to fight with his conscience anymore made him lightheaded. �I want you,� Travis whispered against her lips. �God help me, but I want you.�
�Yes.�
Their eyes met and held, and this time, she kept her gaze steady and focused on him. Then she turned away from him, finding his hand with hers, clasping their fingers together, and she led the way up the stairs to her room.
Lord help him, he knew this wasn�t the way to look after Samara. His dick throbbed, his balls torturously tight. She got him so twisted up inside he didn�t know what the hell he was doing.
At the door of her room, he paused. �Be right back,� he said. After a hasty trip to his own room for a couple of condoms, he followed her into her room, in the back of his mind knowing he shouldn�t. He should be the one strong enough to resist, the mature one, the responsible one.
But fiery lust torched away those thoughts and left him a blazing inferno of desire.
�We have to be quiet,� he whispered, one last vestige of sanity hanging on. �Your mother�s in her room.�
She nodded, her fingers at the button of his shorts already, and he thought he was going to explode. His insides burned with the need to take her, possess her, dominate her, because, Jesus, she drove him fucking crazy.
He reached for her even as she began to sink to her knees in front of him, and he hauled her back up. She tried to swat his hands away. �No,� she whispered, pushing against his arms, trying to get back to his shorts.
They tussled there for a moment, her trying to get to his cock, him trying to get her on her back on the bed, and the frenzy of hunger and excitement built in him to a fever pitch. �Samara.� His voice was a hiss. �Stop.�
�I want to��
�Shhh.� Christ, no. It was not going to play out like that. She was seducing him and while it was a relief to not have to fight his urgent lust for her, and while he was glad he knew she wanted this with a desperation that matched his own, he wanted her to know that he wanted her that much too.
They both wanted it. Right now, right here, hard and fast and unbearably hot. But he wanted no doubt in Samara�s mind, wanted it absolutely, unequivocally clear to her that he was doing this of his own free will.
Their hands grabbed at each other, and finally, he just used his strength and held both her hands behind her back with one of his, took her knees out from under her with one leg and sent her to the mattress. He fell on top of her, his weight holding her in place, their hands still trapped behind her back. She made a noise, and he shushed her again, putting his other hand over her mouth.
She lay there, wide-eyed and panting, his hand covering her mouth, their hearts pounding against each other. �Be quiet.� The words squeezed out between his teeth. She gave a jerky nod, and he removed his hand and replaced it with his mouth, taking hers in a hot, hard, demanding kiss.
She kissed him back, and her body quivered beneath his. She was just as turned on as he was, and although he�d never even dreamt that he�d be so turned on by a little domination, the flames shooting up inside him told him he was. Unbearably, agonizingly aroused. It was her. She got him so wound up he couldn�t think, could only feel.
His body burned for her, and he let his weight sink into hers, pressing her into the soft mattress. With his free hand, he cupped her breast through her dress and squeezed. A small moan sounded in her throat. It was okay. Only he could hear that.
He kissed her until they were both gasping for breath. He released her hands and dragged his out from beneath her then pulled the straps of the cotton dress she wore down her shoulders to free her breasts. His dick surged at the sight of them, perfect round mounds of softness, tipped with sharp little nipples that begged to be sucked.
So he did.
Shifting his body, he lowered his head and took one nipple in his mouth. He ran his tongue over it, loving the velvety texture of her skin, the sweet warm taste of her. He sucked then sucked harder, bringing a gasp from her, and her fingers slid into his hair and tightened. He scraped his teeth across the puckered tip, and she writhed beneath him, yanking on his hair.
�Yes.� The word was a breath, feather light, barely audible. �Oh, yesssss.�
He moved to the other breast, using his fingers to tease the damp one he�d left, and played there until the need spearing his balls was almost unbearable.
He kissed his way down her tummy, pushing the dress as he went, hoping like hell it would go over her hips. It did, the stretchy top giving way and leaving her beneath him in only a pair of gold lace boy shorts, almost the same color as her pale golden skin.
�Are you wet, Samara?� He murmured the words against the sensitive flesh just above the lace.
�Oh, god. Yes.�
�Let me see.� He slipped his fingers beneath lace to satiny flesh. Her pussy radiated heat, and he longed to pause there, just holding her, so sweet and tiny and soft, pulsing against him, but he was desperate to be inside her. He slipped his fingers into the folds and found silky moisture, oh god, so much moisture. She was ready.
He stripped the panties off over smooth, slender thighs, tossing them who knew where, and fumbled at his shorts to get his cock out. Not even bothering to take his clothes off, he pulled a condom out of his pocket, rolled it on, moved over her, and thrust into her hard.
She made another choked noise, this one louder, and he hissed, �Sorry.�
She covered her own mouth this time, parting her thighs to let him in as he pushed into her, her other hand gripping his biceps.
�Ah, fuck, Samara.� He tried to whisper the words because he couldn�t hold them in. �You feel so good. So goddamn good, hot and tight and wet around me.�
She just blinked up at him, swallowed, and met his thrusts with her own hips lifting as he pounded into her hard, fast, desperate. Small whimpery noises escaped both of them as they tried to be quiet as they fought for release. Bodies straining together, their soft sounds of desperation mingled with the slap of flesh against flesh.
Travis swallowed the harsh groan that rose to his lips as sensation sizzled from the base of his spine outward to his toes and fingers and his brain. He labored for breath, gritting his teeth. Then he went still, holding her hips as heat exploded and rushed through his body, and he poured himself into her in long hard jets. His head went back, jaw aching, eyes closed as he emptied himself into her body.
His need had been so urgent, so overpowering, he only vaguely realized he hadn�t made sure she came too, but then she did, rippling and pulsing around him. Her tiny whimpers filled the silent room, her fingers digging into him, and he managed to tear his eyes open and watch her face as she came, hips lifting against his.
He held himself in place, his chest burning, body tight, giving her the pressure she needed to push against. When she stilled, he collapsed over her then shifted to the side and tugged her with him. His hand went to her head, cupped the back of it, and pulled her face against his chest.
�Jesus,� he gasped. �Jesus, Samara.�
Her head moved in what might have been a nod, their harsh breathing the only sound. Sweat dampened his face and his T-shirt. He was still dressed. Hell.
He got rid of the condom, climbed back into bed with her, and pulled her into his arms. There was no stopping the tsunami of emotions that raged between them. Whatever the hell those emotions were, there were so many. He wasn�t even sure if he could name them all�good ones, bad ones, confusing ones.
He stroked a hand down her bare back, loving the sweep of smooth skin and how it curved into her delectable ass. This wasn�t how it should be. He�d wanted to take his time with her. Explore her. Taste her. Inhale her.
He hadn�t even taken his clothes off, for fuck�s sake.
He�d been brutal, hard, fast and selfish. He might even have hurt her.
He should leave. Go to his own room. His heart thudded against his ribs, waiting for her to push herself away from him, to kick him out.
�That was insane,� she mumbled against him.
In more ways than one. His gut seized with guilt. Again. What the fuck was he doing here? Guilt slammed into him like an ocean wave on a bad surfing day, in spite of himself. What the fuck had they just done?

Chapter Twelve

Well, it was done. She�d finally gotten what she�d wanted seven years ago. And all she could think was...wow. She hid her face against him, hoping he wasn�t going to be all moral and apologetic.
The last time he�d rejected her, he�d broken her teenage heart. Now, seven years later, it was clear to Samara that the feelings she�d had for him had not just been a girlish crush. Seven years later, those feelings were stronger and more intense than ever. She�d thought she�d gotten over him, but now she knew�she really hadn�t.
She�d gotten what she wanted. But maybe she wasn�t quite prepared for that. What happened next?
Although she�d mostly been reacting and hadn�t really thought about what they were doing, she had thought she could do it�have this one time with the man she�d always wanted, one night of no-strings-attached, scratch-an-itch sex. But she may have misjudged her own ability to do that without involving her emotions.
Her heart sank, heavy and full. Because if she hadn�t gotten over Travis in the last seven years, how on earth did she think she was going to get over him now? Now they�d actually had sex�
�Samara.� He lifted her chin to look at her, concern in his blue eyes. Then she shoved at his chest and pushed herself away from him. She scrambled to sit, glaring at him.
�Why didn�t you stop me?� she demanded.
His eyes widened, and his head lifted off the pillow. �What!� He gave his head a shake. �Jesus. Here I was worried that you�d think you seduced me against my will. And you ask why I didn�t stop you?� He closed his eyes and dropped his head back down.
Something inside her quivered, and she felt her heart tumble lower. She was taking out her worries and fears on him, and he didn�t deserve it. He�d been worried about her. He hadn�t wanted to hurt her again. But...had she seduced him against his will? Oh dear lord...�Did you really want me?�
He opened his eyes. They blazed with a blue flame. �You are the most irritating, frustrating female I have ever encountered!� He shoved himself up to sitting and they faced each other. �I can�t do anything right! When I try to do the right thing and resist you, I hurt your feelings. When I give into temptation, I piss you off. Then you ask that! How can you even ask? Did you not feel me inside you?�
Uh, right. Okay, that had been a stupid question. There was no doubt in her mind that Travis had wanted her with the same desperate hunger she�d wanted him. An aching joy, a wistful satisfaction filled her, along with budding hope. �I just wanted to make sure,� she whispered. And then she crumpled, remembering...remembering why she�d been so hurt, why they couldn�t ever be together. Why she should be hating him. She covered her face with her hands and bent her head, her hair falling around her.
�What? What�s wrong, Samara?� He reached over to try to push her hair back.
�I can�t get past it,� she whispered. �I�m sorry, I just can�t.�
�Get past what?�
She drew a long shaky breath into her lungs. �You and my mother.�
She felt him go utterly still. After a tight pause, he said, �What about me and your mother?�
�The affair you had with her.�
He made a choking noise. �What!�
She chewed on her bottom lip. �I know about your affair.�
�What the fuck are you talking about?�
�Seven years ago. I heard you and my mom talking. It was just after...after that night when I kissed you. I heard you two talking about Dad.�
His eyes narrowed, Travis shook his head. �Yeah. So? I have no idea what you�re talking about, Samara.�
She blew out a breath. �I don�t remember every word, but she said dad knew, and you said you were sorry, that you never meant to jeopardize their marriage, and she said it wasn�t all your fault and that she hadn�t handled things very well either, and then she said maybe it was best for all of you if you moved to L.A. even though she didn�t want you to go. And you sounded very...close.�
�Oh, no. Oh, no, no, no.� Travis closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. �And you thought we were having an affair? Me and your mother? Oh Jesus. Jesus Christ.�
�Was...were you...Travis...?� He looked like he was in pain but wanted to laugh. Doubts swirled inside her as she stared at his expression.
�It�s almost funny, except it�s so goddamn stupid and tragic,� he said roughly. �Please, Samara, please tell me that�s not why you ran away and barely spoke to your mother for seven fucking years.�
Her heart picked up a heavy sluggish beat, her body pulsing in time to it. She swallowed tightly. �Yes. That�s why. I was so...hurt. By both of you. You�d rejected me, and then I found out that was why, and I was furious with my mother. I felt like she�d...stolen you away from me.�
He made another sound like a low growl.
�And I was angry at her for cheating on my dad like that. Angry at both of you, for betraying him like that. He was your partner. I didn�t understand how you could do that to him.�
�I didn�t do that to him.� He grabbed hold of her upper arms and gave her a little shake. �Are you insane? I never had an affair with your mother!�
�Shh. She�s just down the hall.�
�I don�t give a shit!� But he lowered his voice. �Samara, I swear to you, there has never been anything between me and your mother.� He gave her a hard stare. �Jesus, Samara. That is so fucked up.�
�Then...what...� She couldn�t even ask the questions because his words took her world and shook it up like she�d been pulled into a rip tide. Everything she�d known and believed for the last seven years shattered and rained down around her in tiny pieces.z
�Oh god.� She thought for a moment, remembering the tension between her parents, and how she�d attributed that to the affair. Her mind raced from one thought fragment to another. There�d been no affair. There�d been no affair. All those years when she�d been hurt and pissed off at her mother had been for nothing. A wrenching agony ripped through her at how stupid she�d been. Heavy regret washed over her, and her eyes stung. She lowered her head and stared at the pink, chocolate and taupe duvet, forcing back the tears.
She was an idiot. The biggest, stupidest idiot in the world. She�d not only trashed her own life, but her mother�s, and she knew her father�d been deeply hurt by the rift between them too. She wanted to die. She wanted to just curl up and hide her face in shame and never emerge.
�I should be so pissed off at you,� he murmured. �That you�d think I would do something like that.�
�Yes,� she sobbed. �You should. You should hate me.�
�I don�t hate you, Samara,� he said wearily. �I know how pissed off at yourself you must be right now.�
She made a little noise of pain. �My mother...oh, god.�
�I know. I know. But you�ll talk. She�ll forgive you, Samara. She loves you.� He pulled her onto his lap and wrapped his arms around her.
She didn�t deserve it. She didn�t deserve Travis�s comfort either. But he was giving it to her, and she wanted it, and she wanted him. So much. Gratitude for his forgiveness and understanding swelled inside her, hot and soft in her chest, feeling a lot like...love.
She couldn�t be in love with him. Not after all these years. After only her own stupidity and stubbornness had kept them from being together.
Well. That wasn�t entirely true. She didn�t know what would have happened if she hadn�t run away all those years ago. She�d have gone away to college anyway, and even if she hadn�t believed Travis had betrayed her father and rejected her for her mother, they probably never would have ended up together anyway. Because�he�d rejected her. That still stung, but now, with the distance of time, she could finally admit Travis had been right. There was no way a twenty-five-year-old man would have had anything to do with a seventeen-year-old girl.
She�d been so young and stupid and blind.
She lifted her head from his now-wet chest and gazed up at him. �I�m sorry, Travis. I am so, so sorry. I�ve made such a mess of everything.�
The corners of his mouth tipped up, and he smoothed his fingertips across her wet cheek. �Yes, you have.�
�I�ve been trying so hard to show you I�m mature and responsible and capable, and the truth is I�m just an idiot who has no idea what she�s doing.�
�You�re not an idiot, Sam.�
�Thank you. For being so nice about this.�
�Yeah. Well. I might�ve jumped to a wrong conclusion once or twice in my life.�
�Really?� She stared at him. He swallowed tightly, watching her. She tipped her head to one side and watched the expressions move across his face as he looked back at her. Watched his pupils dilate and his mouth soften. There was no denying the chemistry between them, the heat, the sparkle, the zing of challenge and the fun of sparring. Maybe, just maybe, there was hope for them. Maybe they could be together.
* * *
Travis could have drowned in those amazing eyes, the green, gold and brown a sparkly kaleidoscope in her irises. Long lashes, wet and spiky, framed them, and her pretty mouth, swollen from his fierce kisses, parted softly. He rolled her onto her back and rose up on one elbow. He looked down at her, holding her gaze steadily.
�Samara, we still shouldn�t be doing this.�
�Why not?� She blinked.
Only a million fucking reasons. His heart thudded. Telling her she was too young for him seemed inane now. Telling her that her father would freak out was probably not a good idea at this moment, seeing as he�d just died. Reminding her that her mother was just down the hall? Jesus. �We have to work together,� he managed to choke out.
She blinked again but said nothing. So unlike her.
�Aw, fuck it.� He kissed her hard. Her small hands reached for him, digging into his shoulders as she pulled him closer, a little frantically. �No.� He muttered the words against her lips. �Not this time, baby. This time we go slow. This time we enjoy.�
�I enjoyed it.� Her breathless words made him laugh.
�Yeah.� He brushed her mouth with his. �Me too. But this time...I want to actually know I�m enjoying it. You get me so hot I don�t know what I�m even doing.� The fucking weirdest thing was, when they�d been talking about coffee and coffee growers and co-ops and pricing structures, he�d been so hot for her he could have picked her up and done her right there on the restaurant table.
�Oh, god, me too.� Her tongue licked across his bottom lip as he kissed her again, and his blood surged. He slid a hand into her hair, cool and silky, and held her head against the pillow.
�Did I hurt you?� He nuzzled the side of her neck, tasting the tender flesh there with the tip of his tongue.
�Yes.�
He lifted his head and saw the smile lifting the corners of her mouth. �But I liked it. Oh Jesus.� Her eyes closed then opened. �I can�t believe I just said that.�
�Mmm. I can�t believe it either.� Maybe he�d just found the secret to controlling her. A little sexual domination apparently worked wonders. He�d have to keep that in mind.
More images of him taking her on the boardroom table at the office sizzled through his brain. Unusual working relationship, but hey, if it worked...
Yeah right.
He inhaled the exotic vanilla spice scent of her skin and hair as he sucked her flesh into his mouth in a love bite, releasing it before he left too much of a mark on her. Though he wanted to mark her.
He used teeth on her shoulder, making her shudder. This was crazy. She was so strong, so determined, so independent, who knew she would melt at a little rough play? Who knew he�d be so engorged he was going to burst?
Bah. He�d be that way no matter what if he was in bed with Samara. He knew it without a doubt. He�d always known it and had kicked his own ass over and over about it. He�d even thought he was a sicko pervert about it.
Maybe he still was.
He pushed those thoughts aside as he nibbled his way down to her breasts again, this time slowly, lusciously tasting her, sucking her, making her whimper and shift beneath him. This time he wanted to take his time with her and taste her everywhere.
But first he had to take his damn clothes off.
He sat up and stripped his shirt off over his head then shucked out of shorts and underwear. His cock was hard and throbbing and ready to go again. Already.
Kneeling between her legs, he gently pushed her thighs apart and studied her.
�Travis.� She inhaled his name on a long breath.
�Yeah.�
So pretty. So fucking hot. Bare and smooth, her pink folds glistened and pouted, her clit peeking out from between. His mouth watered, and he bent his head to press a kiss against one firm thigh, then the other.
Her fingers slid into his hair again. His scalp was sensitive, but the sensation of her tugging on his hair only added to the pleasure that sizzled over his body. He inhaled deeply, the warm feminine scent of her filling his head, making him almost dizzy. He kissed her mound, and she jerked against his mouth. Then he slowly licked and kissed his way down between her thighs, sucking the smooth flesh into his mouth gently, running his tongue up and down, up and down, around her quivering clit but not over it. Not yet.
Her hips lifted. Her fingers tugged. Her lips parted, and eyes closed, she made small mewling noises deep in her throat.
Then he kissed her clit, a firm kiss right over it, and she cried out.
Damn. They still had to be quiet. That was taking a lot of the fun out of the whole thing. He wanted her to let loose so he could hear her enjoyment.
He was going to have to get a place of his own, away from Dayna. Yeah.
In the meantime, Samara dragged a pillow over her face to muffle the cries and moans she couldn�t help but make as he dragged his tongue over her straining clit then sucked it into his mouth.
Her muffled scream almost made him come, and he sucked her climax into his mouth, pushing a finger inside her so he could feel her tighten and pulse. The snug ring at her entrance grabbed onto his finger so tightly that, again, he almost came.
When her small convulsions had stopped, he drew back and rolled her onto her tummy. She made murmur of protest, but her body was limp and boneless.
He just wanted to explore more. Sweeping his hands over the curve of her bottom, he leaned down to press damp kisses there. He spread her thighs again so he could still see all her girl parts, swollen and flushed dark pink, and the trickle of pale fluid easing from her center.
Christ. His balls tightened up to his body, and his skin crawled with an intense need for her. So much for his plan to take things slowly. At least he�d given her one orgasm first.
He took in a deep, slow breath, willed his body to slow down, and stroked his hands up and down the backs of her thighs to her knees, making her shiver, then back up over that sweet little ass.
He pressed a kiss to the small dimples at the base of her spine then licked his way up the furrow of her back, pushed her long hair aside to kiss the nape of her neck, soft and warm and fragrant.
�You�re killing me,� she moaned.
�Mmm.� He drew in her scent again and moved over her, ready to take her from behind.
�No.� Her whisper and her hand on his cock stopped him.
He swallowed.
She moved beneath him, wriggling, slipping out from under him.
He rose up on his knees to stare down at her, skin prickling all over, his cock so rigid it hurt.
She twisted around, all gleaming pale gold skin, tight little nipples and long curtain of flaming hair. She reached for him. For his cock. He watched open-mouthed as she took him between her palms, and when she stroked down, the top of his head almost burst off.
Samara crouched on her knees, leaned down, and took him in her mouth. Sensation exploded through his nerves. Her tongue swirled around him, hot and silky, and then her lips closed over him and she sucked, hot and wet and clinging. His mind went blank, his head fell back, and his consciousness narrowed to the feel of her mouth on him, sublime ecstasy.
He reached for her head, twisted his hand into her long hair and held on as she slid up and down the length of him. Heat enveloped him, pulsing warmth, as she greedily licked and sucked him, voracious, enthusiastic and so goddamn good. When she drew back and gazed down at him, her fingers curled around him, the head of his cock pulsing and dripping, flushed and swollen, he had to fight hard to control the orgasm that built inside. He buzzed and ached, his thighs tense and belly tight, vibrating with the need to come.
He watched her�mouth parted and shiny wet, eyes avid, hand sliding up and down on him. Then she leaned forward again, opened her mouth, and let saliva trail down over his shaft, a silvery thread that she slicked up and down with her hand. The slippery lubrication intensified the pleasure slamming through him, and he let out a string of curses that he tried hard to keep quiet.
�You feel so good,� he moaned, fingers tightening in her hair.
�You taste so good.� She bent and took him in her mouth again. Pressure built, and sensation sizzled, and he plunged over the edge.
�No,� he said hoarsely. He wanted to come inside her again, not in her mouth. Too late. There was no stopping it. It consumed him like a huge wave breaking on the shore, unstoppable, crashing over him, swamping him with pleasure. A long groan tore from him as she sucked him, swallowed him, licked him, held him.
�Shh,� she reminded him long moments later when she lifted her head, a mischievous smile curving her wet lips.
�Sorry.� Had he made noise? He didn�t even know.
They collapsed onto the bed in a heap of tangled sweaty limbs, her long hair twirled and snared around him.
�Christ, woman, your mouth is incredible.�
For someone he still thought of as young, too young, he did not want to know how she�d become such an expert at giving head. Jesus. He was destroyed.
But it wasn�t just by the blow job. It was the whole mind-blowing, speech-defying, heart-stopping experience of having sex with her. And wanting to do it again.

Chapter Thirteen

Travis had left her bed around four o�clock, and despite feeling cold and alone, she�d drifted back to sleep until her alarm went off at seven. She didn�t see him as she grabbed a quick cup of coffee and a bagel, although every sense was on alert waiting for him to appear.
On the way to the office, her tummy quivered and fluttered whenever she thought of seeing him there. This wasn�t how she�d planned things to go. She�d been convinced she could keep her feelings for him separate, that they could work together at Cedar Mill Coffee and it would all be fine. She hadn�t planned on jumping into bed with him, but whoa... Now that she had, it was hard to regret it. Well, she would show him how mature and professional she could be, by maintaining separate relationships. At work, they were colleagues. Away from work they were...what? Lovers?
�Hooo.� She blew out a breath, the flutter down low inside turning into a warm ache as she thought about being Travis�s lover. Wow.
But that didn�t change anything at the office.
She straightened her shoulders. She was still determined to show them all she could lead the company and pick up where her father had left off. Her bottom lip quivered a little as she thought about making him proud of her. She and Travis might be sleeping together, but that meant nothing when it came to business.
She nibbled her bottom lip as she walked into the office. Paulette was already there as usual, dubiously studying a large cardboard carton on her desk.
�Morning, Paulette. What�s that?�
Paulette looked up at her and didn�t answer. Her mouth flattened then she said, �It�s your father�s things. From the hotel in Matagalpa.�
Samara�s heart flipped over in her chest. �Oh.� She stopped short. �Well. I�ll take it and go through it.�
�Are you sure?� Paulette�s brows slanted down. �I could ask Travis...�
�No. That�s fine. I�ll do it.�
She hefted the box off Paulette�s desk and carried it into her father�s office. Her office. They still had to fight...er...discuss...that small issue.
She closed the door and then turned to the box. Taking a pair of scissors from the drawer, she slit the tape and lifted the flaps of the box open.
She pulled out a small carry-on size bag, which must have been all he traveled with. Not a lot, but then it was supposed to be a short trip, only a few days. Beneath it sat a briefcase. She gazed down at it. That was likely what she was most interested in, but just to make sure, she set the carry-on on the floor and unzipped it around three sides. She flipped it open, lifted out some of his clothes, feeling strangely like she was snooping through someone else�s things. But he was gone.
A few shirts, a couple of pairs of pants, underwear, a small black leather toiletry bag that held his shaver, a small bottle of shampoo, toothpaste, and toothbrush. Just the usual things you�d expect to see. Tears prickled the corners of her eyes at the thought that he�d never use these things again.
She sniffled and bent her head for a moment, hugging one of his shirts, then rose and returned to the briefcase. She lifted it out. It was heavy, and she realized it held his laptop. It was amazing that it had been returned. Something like that would have been so easy to steal. She had to admire the hotel staff who�d packed his things and sent them home.
Was there more information on the laptop than had been on his desk computer? Although she�d found some details, she didn�t have enough to finish whatever he�d started there. Nor had she seen any mention of the amazing coffee bean her mother had mentioned.
There was also a day planner, and she flipped through it, looking at the notes in his illegible scribble, half printed, half cursive. She smiled. A note to meet Javier. The fiesta. Nothing odd there.
She opened the laptop, but of course the battery was dead, so she dug into the bottom of the bag for the cord and plugged it in. When she�d powered it up, she awaited a prompt for a password, but there was none. �Dad,� she muttered. �That�s not smart.� But it worked out well for her, and she began searching through directories, folders and files, and immediately zeroed in on the folder labeled �Matagalpa�.
She heard voices in the office outside her closed door and froze.
Travis?
She didn�t know exactly why, but she didn�t want him to know she had her father�s things. She wanted to do this on her own. She was determined that if there was something her father had being doing there that was worth finishing, she was going to find out, and she was going to finish it.
She quickly lowered the lid of the computer and set it on the floor behind her desk, packed up the box and shoved it into a cupboard in case Travis� or anyone�walked in. She would wait and take it home, study it at leisure there in the privacy of her bedroom.
Curiosity burned inside her and she bit her lip. Better safe. It was the weekend, and she could take her time exploring the contents of the laptop without jumping every time she heard a noise.
When Travis did appear at her door, it was with a soft knock. She looked up from the spreadsheet she was studying on the computer screen to see him leaning against the door frame, all big and gorgeous, arms crossed over his chest.
�Busy?� he asked.
She couldn�t read his face.
�Yes,� she said. �But...� She bit her lip.
One corner of his mouth kicked up, and he moved into the office, closing the door behind him. �You okay this morning?�
�Yes. Of course.� She held his gaze, but heat swept from her hairline to her toes. �You?�
�Great.� He kept coming toward the desk, and she blinked when he moved around behind it, bent and kissed her mouth.
She leaned into the kiss, loving the warmth of his mouth, the brush of his tongue on her bottom lip as he drew back. She stared up at him. �You shouldn�t do that here,� she said, her voice a little breathless.
�The door is closed.�
She nodded. �But seriously, Travis. I don�t know...� She got lost. Godfrey, she was usually so confident, so assertive, and she wasn�t sure what to say or how to deal with this mind-blowing situation. She licked her lips. �I want you to know that this...� She waved a hand between them. �What happened between us doesn�t change anything here at work.�
He arched an eyebrow, the warmth in his eyes cooling. �Really.�
She gave a sharp nod. �Yes. I still think I�m the best one to take over the company. I�m still going to get caught up and prepared for that meeting next week. This won�t change anything.�
He straightened and folded his arms across his chest, his face once again impassive. �Of course.�
She squinted at him. �You don�t think I...that I slept with you to...� Her words trailed off. �Oh my damn, Travis.�
His mouth tightened, and his eyes grew flinty. �You didn�t?�
He thought she�d slept with him to try to soften him up or something when it came to deciding the new leader of the company! �Of course not!� She jumped to her feet and reached for him. She slid her hands around the back of his neck. �That�s not what last night was about! Not at all.�
He gave a short nod, his mouth softening a little. �Then what was it about?�
She dropped her gaze, a flustered feeling overtaking her. She wasn�t about to tell him she was falling in love with him all over again. Or that maybe she�d been in love with him all along. Not yet anyway. She wasn�t going to make that mistake again. She swallowed, her throat tight and dry. �You know there�s always been something between us.�
�Yeah.� His hands settled on her hips, and she screwed up her courage and looked up to meet his eyes.
�I...I...want to explore that.� There, that sounded good.
His eyes darkened. �Oh, Sam. It�s such a bad idea.�
�Yeah. I know it is.� In all honesty she had to agree with him. �But I really think we can keep things separate. Here, it�s just business.�
�And at home it�s just...�
�Hot sex?� she said hopefully.
His lips twitched. �No doubt about that.� Then he looked up at the ceiling. �I�d like to be the responsible, mature one here and say that should never happen again. The truth is I seriously don�t think I can keep my hands off you. God knows I�ve tried.�
She kissed his chin. �It�s okay, Travis. I�m all grown up now. Remember?�
He groaned. �Oh man, are you ever.�
She grinned, feminine satisfaction swelling inside her. She gave him a fast, hard hug then stepped away. �Did you come here on business? Or just to talk?�
He sighed and rubbed his face. �Mostly just to talk. To see how you�re doing. To see if you have any questions.�
�Not so far,� she said cheerfully, returning to her chair. �Don�t worry, I�ll be fine.�
�Uh-huh. Okay, let me know if you need anything.�
She couldn�t resist, a new flirtatiousness unfurling inside her. �Oh, I will,� she said, catching his gaze and winking. �But it won�t be until later when we�re at home.�
She saw him trying to repress his smile. �I�ll be late getting home,� he said. �I have an appointment with Wade Burnell this afternoon.�
�Oh.� She frowned. �What about?�
�I�m the executor of your father�s will,� he reminded her. �Apparently I have to sign some documents to get started on probating the will.�
�Oh. Of course.� Her mood dipped a little at that.
�I�ll see you when I get home.�
�Okay.�
He left with a smile, and it took a few minutes of floaty distraction before she could refocus on work. But she had to. Business. Focus.
It was less than an hour later that she was puzzling over the company�s traceability system. She knew how important it was for a company who offered fair trade products to be able to verify their fair trade status, but the system they were using was sadly lacking. She had to be missing something.
It was Daniel she needed to talk to but when she went to his office, he was out. She had no idea who else to ask about that, so she traced her way back to Travis�s office. Damn, she hated to have to ask him questions, but he was the one who knew the most about the company.
More than her? Maybe.
She knocked on his open door and poked her head in. �Hi. Do you have a minute?�
�Sure.� He leaned back in his chair, his hair tousled, his shirt sleeves rolled up on his strong forearms. She gulped. Business. She took a few more steps into the room, and he waved at a chair.
Perched on the chair, she said, �I was just looking at our traceability system.� She grimaced. �Such as it is.�
�Traceability?� He lifted one eyebrow. �Why?�
�Why what? Why am I looking at it? I�m looking for ways to cut costs.�
His eyebrows drew together. �Traceability?�
�Yes.� Impatience edged her tone.
�I thought you were looking at the financials I gave you.�
�I already did.� She shrugged. �I get it. Now I�m looking for ways to cut costs.�
He leaned back in his chair. �I think we have bigger things to worry about than our traceability system, Sam.�
Her jaw tightened. �I�m well aware there are problems,� she said tersely. �Our system seems sadly inadequate. Is that really all we use?�
�Yes.� He shrugged.
�It�s so important these days,� she said. �And not just for process credence attributes. Yes, many buyers now require their suppliers to prove credence, including restaurants and some grocery stores. But there are other reasons for having a solid traceability system.� She asked him a few other technical questions, which he answered but only confirmed to her that what they were using was outdated and inadequate. She took it in then rose from her chair and said, �Okay, thanks.�
Back in her office, she leaned her head back against her chair and stared at the white paneled ceiling. She wished she hadn�t asked him about that because now he thought she was focusing on the wrong things. Was she?
He was the one who knew most about the business. She had to admit it. But she could show him she knew things too. The best way to do that was with a well thought-out business case. Numbers talked, for most people.
She glanced at her watch. She�d get right on that, but first she was going to call Duane Scanlon back and invite him for lunch.

Chapter Fourteen

All through dinner with her mother, Samara kept trying to find the words to broach the subject of her epic screw-up, but the moment never seemed quite right. Her mother chatted on about all kinds of things and asked questions about work, and there never was quite the right lead in. Samara could barely swallow food, her stomach was so tight.
After they�d eaten, Mom said, �I guess I should start going through Parker�s clothes.� Her gaze lowered to the plate she carried to the kitchen. �I don�t know what to do with it all.�
�Um. I guess you could donate it.�
�Yes. That�s better than throwing it all out.�
Oh Godfrey, that wasn�t going to be a fun task. Samara�s stomach tightened even more. �I�ll help you,� she said, then almost covered her mouth with her hand. Where the hell had that come from? The last thing she wanted to do was haul all her father�s belongings out of the house. Because never mind the funeral, when they got rid of all his things, that really meant he was never coming back. Her throat constricted.
�Oh, thank you.� The relief in her mother�s voice made her sigh inwardly. Too late now to back out of her impulsive offer. �I�m not even sure where to start.�
Upstairs, in the big walk-in closet, Samara wasn�t sure where to start either. She stood there taking inventory, nibbling on her bottom lip. Mom reached for some shirts and pulled them down, and then, to Samara�s horror, with a small choked noise she sank to the floor, holding an arm full of shirts. Tears streamed down her face.
Good Godfrey, Samara wasn�t sure she�d ever seen her mother cry. She might not be the most independent woman in the world, but she�d always had a certain inner strength, and Samara stared at her open-mouthed, her own stomach doing flip flops. �Mom,� she whispered, dropping to her knees beside her mother. �It�s okay.�
�No it�s not,� her mother sobbed. �Oh my god, I�m sorry, but it�s not okay.�
Her heart squeezing so hard she could barely breathe, Samara wrapped her arms around her mom and hugged her. Past hurts and stupid mistakes fell away and all she knew at that moment was that this was her mother, and she loved her, and she couldn�t frickin� stand to see her like this.
�I�m here, Mom,� she whispered, rocking her mom a little, both of them sitting there on the closet floor. �I�m here.� Her own tears dampened her mother�s hair where she pressed her face and they sat there for long moments, just holding each other. �It�ll be okay.�
After a while, Mom drew back. �I am so sorry,� she whispered, wiping her face with her hands. �I didn�t mean to lose it like that.�
�It�s okay, Mom. It�s understandable. You�ve been holding it together for days.�
�Yes.�
�Why don�t we do this some other time?� Samara suggested, rising and holding out a hand to her mom. Mom took it and stood too. �There�s no rush to do this.�
�I guess there isn�t.� Mom let out a soft exhalation. �I�m so tired.�
�Go lie down. Come on.� Samara led her mom to the bed and pulled back the duvet. While her mom slid into bed, she hurried to the en suite bathroom and filled a glass full of cold water. �Here.�
Her mom drank some of the water, set the glass on the bedside table and leaned back into the pillows, eyes closed. Her skin was so pale and thin, Samara could see the blue veins at her temples. She reached out and stroked her mom�s hair back. �Just rest, Mom.�
�Thank you, Sam. I�m glad you�re here.�
Samara sucked briefly on her quivering bottom lip before letting herself out of her mom�s bedroom and returning to her own with a heavy, aching heart.
* * *
Travis got home late, starving and hoping he could find something to eat. He went up to his room to change first, passing by Samara�s closed bedroom door. His gut tightened.
Yeah, he�d slept with her.
Christ. He rubbed his eyes and entered his room. He�d had a helluva time concentrating on work all day, thinking about being with her last night. Also thinking about what a fuckup it was that she�d thought all these years that he and Dayna had had an affair. Good god, that was preposterous.
He knew what she�d overheard that day. He remembered that conversation with painful clarity and how confused and conflicted he�d been about what he�d discovered. And the mess he�d made of it. But there was no way he could tell Samara the truth. Luckily, she seemed to believe him that he and Dayna had never been involved that way. He groaned out loud as he stripped off his dress shirt and dropped it onto the chair in the corner of the room.
She had to talk to her mother. That wasn�t going to be easy for her. Stubborn, proud Samara who never liked to be wrong. Holy crap, had she been wrong. He went from being so pissed off at her for being that stupid he wanted to turn her over his lap and spank her pretty little ass, to aching for the hurt she and her mother had both experienced.
He found a pair of baggy shorts and a T-shirt. His wardrobe was severely limited. He hadn�t actually anticipated staying this long in Portland. He was going to have get back to Los Angeles and take care of things there if he was going to make this move permanent. Dammit, he had a lot on his plate just then.
Including a hot and sexy woman who�d reappeared in his life. Or maybe she�d always been there.
He paused at her door and knocked.
�Come in.�
He opened the door and slid in, closing the door behind him. She sat on her bed with a laptop open on her legs. Her eyes widened and she snapped the computer closed, then smiled. �Hey. You�re home.�
�I am. Did you eat already?�
�Yeah.�
�I�m going to find something too. Want to come down and sit with me?�
Her face lit up with a subtle glow, and a small smile that pleased him. �Sure.� She set the laptop on the bed then slid her legs over the side and stood. She too wore shorts, short ones that showed her gorgeous legs, and a tiny T-shirt. She�d pulled her hair back loosely and had it fastened in some kind of knot on the back of her head, but auburn pieces fell out all around her face and the soft nape of her neck in a sexy mess.
In the kitchen, when he opened the fridge, he found a plate covered with plastic wrap and a sticky note on it that said, Travis � microwave for three minutes. He grinned. �Ava is a goddess.�
Samara sat on a stool at the counter while he heated his meal, then he joined her there to eat, and they talked, about work and his appointment with Wade. �Even though your dad had a will,� he said, �it�s going to be a long complicated process. Mostly because of the size of the estate.�
�Great.� She sighed. �That�s just depressing.�
�You want those shares, don�t you?� He was sort of teasing but regretted it when he saw the shadow that passed over her face.
�I�d rather have my dad back,� she said quietly, looking down at her fingers linked together on the granite counter.
He reached out and rubbed her back. He had to remember what she�d just been through, was still going through. Both of them actually, grieving for the man who�d been so important to both of them.
�Where�s your mom?� he asked.
�She�s upstairs. We started going through Dad�s clothes.� Sam�s voice thickened. �She had a little meltdown. I told her not to worry about it right now. That can be done later. I got her to lie down for a while. I think it�s starting to really hit her.�
She�d been helping her mother. Something hot and soft expanded in his chest. There�d been a lot of years of hurt and anger, but the fact that Samara had been there for her mother made his heart trip a little. He continued his slow strokes up and down her back, then he leaned over and kissed her cheek. �I�ll do whatever I can to help. You know that.�
�Yes.�
She turned her face toward him and found his mouth with hers, and they kissed, a long, soft, clinging kiss.
�When are you going to talk to her?� he asked.
She pulled back and gave him a look, her head tilted to one side, lips pursed.
�What?� he asked.
�You didn�t order me to talk to her,� she said slowly.
�Uh...�
�Usually you�re all bossing me around. Telling me what to do. But this time, you assumed I would talk to her and you just asked when that would be.�
He pressed his lips together briefly and nodded. �Yep.�
She threw herself into his arms and covered his face with kisses. �God that makes me hot for you,� she breathed. �Take me upstairs. Now.�
Whoa! He had definitely been using the wrong strategy. He caught her body in his hands and then wrapped his arms around her, crushing her up against him, their mouths fused in a long hot kiss. �Okay,� he gasped a long moment later. �I guess I�m done eating.�
In her room, they once again reached for each other with frantic hands, finding zippers and buttons, yanking T-shirts off. When she was down to her bra and panties, he shoved her up against the wall beside her door and kissed her again. He thrust a hand into her hair, into that messy knot, and cupped one breast with his other hand, his body pressing against hers. She moaned, and the sound inflamed his senses.
He wanted her, wanted to be deep inside her, making her his. He wanted to come inside her, to make her come. His mouth slid across her jaw, found the soft skin of her neck and opened on her there, using his teeth, licking her. Her head tipped sideways, and she made another hot breathy sound that shot straight to his dick.
He breathed in the scent of her, that vanilla scent that filled his senses, and took her mouth again with his, sliding his tongue inside and tasting her essence, so sweet. She sucked on his tongue, so gently, and his dick twitched again, hard, between their bodies. On and on the kiss went until he pulled back, breathing hard. He looked down at her, at the tiny low-cut cups of her white bra revealing the softest curves and a small brown mole on the upper curve of one breast. He sucked in air as he leaned back, his gaze tracking down over her narrow torso down to the edge of little white bikini panties.
�Christ, Samara,� he groaned. �I want you so damn bad.�
�You have me,� she whispered, linking her arms around his neck.
He left her briefly to retrieve a condom from the table beside her bed where he�d left a stash and rolled it onto his throbbing cock as he strode back across the room. She reached behind her and unfastened her bra then dropped it to the floor and leaned against the wall, eyes heavy-lidded, her bottom lip swollen and shiny, her hair falling all down around her shoulders. Fucking beautiful.
He went to his knees in front of her, and she gasped. He hooked his fingers into her panties and started dragging them off, down one hip, then the other. She bent her knees and lifted her feet, one at a time, and he tossed the scrap of cotton and lace aside. He gazed at her for a moment, at her slender thighs and the tiny patch of dark auburn curls right where they joined, and then he pressed his face there and breathed in the feminine scent of her. Sweet Jesus, it was good, so good. It filled his head and made him insane with lust.
�Travis,� she whispered, her fingers sifting through his hair, making his entire body tingle.
He parted her thighs and pressed his tongue into her sweet center, licking her, tasting her. Her fingers tightened in his hair, and she whimpered and tipped her pelvis just a little, giving him access. He stroked his tongue over her soft folds, probed inside her, and made her gasp. She spread her legs a little more, and he slipped his hand between her thighs and pushed his fingers up into her, so wet, so hot, his tongue still working.
�Oh god,� she whispered. �Oh, Travis.�
Oh yeah. He wanted to make her come like this, in his mouth, filling him with her sweet cream. He loved her little panting noises, the way her thighs tightened and her fingers tugged at his hair. His cock swelled even more, his balls tightening.
�Come for me, Sam,� he murmured. He flicked his tongue over her clit, pressed his fingers deeper inside her, and felt her clamp around him. On and on, he licked and fucked her with his fingers, pleasuring her, her body tightening and quivering, her sighs getting louder and quicker.
�So good,� she whispered.
Yeah. So good. He wanted to make her feel good, and he closed his lips around her swollen little clit and sucked.
She cried out then and covered her own mouth with her hand, muffling the sounds of her release as her body tightened on his fingers, her clit stiffening beneath his tongue, coming and coming.
�Oh man,� he groaned, lifting his mouth from her. He kissed her belly and rested his forehead there for a moment, his own breathing heavy. Then he straightened, took hold of his cock and found her entrance, thrusting up into her in one smooth fast move. She was wet, and soft, and pulsed around him.
�God,� she gasped, reaching for his shoulders.
He filled her with his cock and took her mouth with his, kissing her long and deep. She nipped at his lips, and he dragged his tongue over hers. Her pussy rippled around him with the last of her orgasm, and he surged up into her, pushing her up against the wall. He filled his hands with her breasts, so soft and warm, hard little nipples against his palms, then slid a hand down to her hip, her thigh, and lifted her leg up against his hip. She groaned into his mouth.
�Fuck me,� she whispered. �Harder. Deeper. I love it.�
�Like this?� He gave a hard thrust up into her.
She let out a soft cry. �Yes.�
In and out he slid, up and down into her wet heat, losing himself in the pleasure of it, his tongue in her mouth, his cock in her pussy. Her soft skin rubbed against his, and heat spiraled through him, a hot coil of sensation. She grew even wetter around him, slick and tight, and tension built at the base of his spine.
He could tell himself a million times over they shouldn�t be doing this, but it couldn�t change how much he wanted it, how much he wanted her. It was crazy and foolish and absolutely amazing. She was amazing and drove him absolutely crazy. No woman had ever irritated, angered, and amused him as much as she did. No woman had ever turned him on like she did.
He fucked up into her with wild intensity, thumbing her nipple, cupping her breast, kissing her mouth. His balls tight with need, pressure built inside him so fast and hot he couldn�t stop it, and with one last hard thrust, he came inside her in long, almost painful, bursts. He swallowed her cry as she contracted hard around him, coming again, pinned up against the wall.
�God,� she gasped. �Oh my god, Travis.�
He became dimly aware of her fingernails biting into his shoulders and slowly releasing. His heart thudded, his head spun a little, and he leaned his forehead against the cool wall. Her mouth opened on his shoulder, and she gave him slow, sucking kisses there.
�Holy hell,� he muttered. He let her leg lower to the floor. They both trembled. �The bed.�
�I can�t move,� she said.
�I know. I know.� He slowly pulled out of her, holding the condom in place and brushed a kiss over her mouth. �Hold on.� He got rid of the condom then swung her up in his arms and carried her to bed.
�I think I was too noisy,� she whispered as he carefully laid her down then stretched out beside her. �What if my mom heard?�
�I�m getting my own place.� He pulled her up against him. Their legs twined around each other automatically, body fitting against body, soft against hard. So damn good. He sighed. �If I�m staying in town, I need to find a place.�
She sighed too as she snuggled into him. �I guess that would be good.�
�You planning to stay here with your mom?�
She didn�t answer immediately. �I guess that depends on whether she kicks me out when I tell her how I screwed up.�
�I doubt if she�ll kick you out.�
She hitched one narrow shoulder. �You never know. I feel like throwing up just thinking about telling her. But I will. If she doesn�t want me to leave, then I guess...I kind of feel like I should stay. You know. Help her out a little.�
He smiled against her hair. �Yeah. I know.�
Something expanded in his chest, and he let out a long slow breath.
�Do you have a house in Los Angeles?� she asked, her fingers rubbing over his shoulder.
�Yeah. It�ll be easy to sell, though. I�ll find an apartment or something here, something I can get quick access to. What about you?�
�I have an apartment in San Francisco. It�s really small but kind of cute, and it�s in a nice area. I�ll miss it, a little.�
�You can get a place here one day.�
She leaned back to look at him. In the near-darkness, her eyes shimmered. �You seem to have accepted that I�m staying.�
He smiled. �I don�t really have any control over where you live, Samara.�
�True.�
�But I haven�t accepted that you�re taking over for Parker.�
Her eyes narrowed.
�But let�s leave business at the office,� he said. �You�re the one who said we could keep them separate.�
Her lips pouted for a moment then relaxed. �What is it we�re keeping separate?�
�Business and...hot sex, according to you.�
She trailed a finger down his chest. �You didn�t think that was hot?�
�No.�
�What!�
�It wasn�t hot, honey.� He rolled her to her back and moved over her. �It was incendiary.�
�Oh. Mmmm.�

Chapter Fifteen

Samara braced herself for the conversation with her mother. She�d known this conversation was going to happen and had known how difficult it was going to be, but now that she knew there�d been no affair, it was going to be even harder to admit how stupid she�d been. She was looking forward to it about as much as she would to having her every hair on her body plucked out one by one.
Saturday seemed a good time, when neither of them were in a rush to go somewhere. They had all day to hide from each other if things got really ugly. She�d been about to tackle it last night and had sought out her mother in her bedroom, only to find her sobbing over Dad�s clothes. Yeah, not such a good time.
Even now, her stomach churned with the coffee she�d just had for breakfast, unable to face food.
When her mother came downstairs, Samara waited until she was seated in the breakfast room with her omelet, coffee and newspaper and wandered in.
�Oh, good morning, Samara.� Her mom�s smile actually hurt her. �What are you up to today?�
�I... um...need to do some shopping.�
Which wasn�t totally procrastinating on broaching the subject. It was true. She either needed to go home to San Francisco and pack some clothes or go on a major shopping trip if she was going to be staying in Portland for a while. There was no way she wanted to go all the way to San Francisco and back when she had so much work to do.
�Oh, let me take you shopping, Samara!� Her mother�s face brightened. �I�ll take you to that little shop I mentioned, and there are some sweet places right near there you�d like.�
�That�s okay,� Samara muttered. �I don�t want to spend all afternoon looking at clothes. I just want somewhere I can get in, buy a couple of suits, and get out.�
�Oh, please. It�ll be fun. I haven�t had my daughter around for so long to do that with. We used to have so much fun shopping together. Remember? I�ve missed that. And we could go out for lunch.�
The soft look in her mother�s eyes dented Samara�s resistance, and she let out a sigh. Yeah, she did remember the fun they�d used to have. �Fine. We�ll go shopping.� Over lunch would be a good time to talk.
In the first shop her mother dragged her into, she found enough items she liked�pretty little suits and blouses�that she could have been finished. Mom had been right about the shoes; they had gorgeous pumps and sandals. Seduced by silky fabrics and stiletto heels, Samara gave in to the experience and let her mother bring her outfit after outfit to try on.
�Oh, you look so beautiful in that,� she breathed, studying Samara in a silk dress. �You have to have that one.�
�I can�t afford all these, Mom.�
�I�ll buy it for you. I�ll buy everything for you.�
Samara�s insides tightened. It had been so long it was hard to get over the idea that she didn�t want anything from her mother, but guilt and remorse ate away at her resistance, and she found herself sighing yet again and agreeing. Strangely, the pleasure her mother seemed to get from it actually made her feel...good.
She left the store loaded down with garment bags and shoe boxes that they loaded into the trunk of her mother�s Lexus.
�We can drive to the next store,� Mom said, hopping into the driver�s seat. �It�s not far but too far to walk.�
�I don�t need to go anywhere else, Mom, I got enough stuff there.�
�But this other place has gorgeous designer jeans.�
�I have a pair of jeans.�
Mom slanted her a sideways glance as she accelerated up Market Street. �You can always use another nice pair of jeans.�
Samara couldn�t help the smile. �Fine. Are you going to buy anything for yourself?�
Her mother lifted a shoulder. �Probably not. There�s not really anything I need. This is your shopping trip.�
�You�re enjoying this, aren�t you?�
Mom smiled. �Yes. I am. Is there something wrong with that? I have a beautiful daughter, and I�ve missed spoiling you the last few years.� Her voice caught on her last words, and she swallowed and stared straight ahead out the window.
Spoiling you. Samara recalled Travis�s assertion that she was spoiled rotten. Maybe she had been. But that was a long time ago, and she�d been independent and on her own for a long time.
�You should buy yourself something nice too,� Samara choked out, that guilt chewing away at her insides. �A new pair of shoes or something.�
�Maybe.�
Two pairs of jeans, three trendy little tops and two pairs of shoes later, they walked into a lingerie store.
�Mom, I don�t need this kind of stuff!� Samara glanced around at the abundance of satin and lace displayed on hangers and counters.
�It�s underwear, Samara. If you only planned to stay for a few days, you must need underwear.�
�Well...� Samara blew out a breath. Okay, yeah, some panties and a couple of bras would be good. But lord, she didn�t need a freakin� black velvet corset or silky nightgown.
But a silky nightgown was what she ended up with, thanks to her mother, along with a cute pair of plaid shorts and matching tank top that served as pajamas and a pile of silky thongs, lace boy shorts and matching bras in yellow, peach, and turquoise. As she held up each little garment, she couldn�t help but wonder what Travis would think. Her stomach swooped, imagining him removing the little turquoise thong panties and matching lace bra from her body...
�Samara?�
She blinked at her mother.
�What�s wrong?� Mom asked, her forehead creasing. �I just asked you twice if you�re ready to have lunch.�
Heat flooded her cheeks. �Oh. Um. Sorry. I was thinking about...work.�
Mom gave her an odd look. �Let�s have lunch now,� she said. �I know just the place.�
They walked to the restaurant, only two blocks away. The small place was nearly full, and a delicious aroma of dark roasted coffee and toasted bread greeting them as they walked in. Trust her mother to pick a place that served great coffee. Samara could tell just from the smell.
They were shown to one of the last tables, a small one for two in the middle of the restaurant.
Samara waited until they�d almost finished eating before bringing up the subject she needed to. She�d procrastinated long enough. It wasn�t going to get any easier.
�Mom.�
�Mmm?�
�There�s something I need to talk to you about.�
�What is it, sweetie?�
Samara looked down at her half-eaten salad. �I� I screwed up really bad. And I have to apologize.�
Her mother�s forehead wrinkled. �What is it?�
Samara drew in a long slow breath. �When I left home seven years ago, I left because I was mad at you.�
Mom went very still. �We�re going to do this now?� She looked down at the table and gave a short nod. �Okay. Obviously you were mad. You didn�t even want to talk to me.� Her voice cracked. �I never knew what I did that made you so angry.�
Mom had tried calling, emailing, had even come with Dad once to visit her. Guilt struck another heavy blow at Samara. She couldn�t think of any soft way to say it, so she just blurted it out. �I thought you were having an affair with Travis.�
Her mom stared wide-eyed across the table at her. The noises of the restaurant�chattering voices, clinking cutlery, light music�filled the silence between them. Mom�s brows drew down. �Travis? An affair with Travis? Why on earth would you think that?�
�I overheard you two talking one day. It was just after...oh, god, this is so embarrassing.�
Mom said nothing, her mouth pressed into a firm line, but her expression told Samara to keep going.
�I had a big crush on Travis back then,� she confessed, nearly choking on the words. She studied her mom�s expression. Had she known that? �One night, I told him that. I kissed him. He...� He�d kissed her back. She�d never forget that. But... �He rejected me. Of course. Said I was too young for him.�
Still Mom said nothing, but her mouth softened.
�I was pretty devastated about that. I thought I was in love with him.�
�Oh, Samara.�
�Then a few days later, I overheard you and Travis talking about hurting Dad, and Travis was saying he was sorry...� She related the rest of what she�d heard.
Mom�s eyes closed, and she looked as if Samara had just picked up her fork and stabbed her with it. Her throat worked, and then she opened her eyes. �How could you think such a thing?�
�I was hurt. I was young. I was stupid. I don�t know.� She paused. �I guess I was just so hurt by his rejection that was the first thing I thought when I heard you talking, and I grabbed onto it and I...I felt like you�d stolen him away from me.�
Her mother�s eyes closed on a flash of pain that echoed in Samara�s chest.
�How could you think that?� Mom whispered. �That�s awful.�
�I know.� The words barely made it past her dry lips and painful throat. �But that was how I felt.�
�Why are you telling me this? Why now?�
�Travis told me it wasn�t true. And I knew I had to apologize for acting like such an idiot all these years. Oh, Mom.� Her voice fractured. �I�m so sorry.�
Her heart hurt so badly she could barely think straight. Her hands trembled as she waited for her mother to say something.
Her mother was silent for several agonizing moments before she spoke. �Seven years, Samara. You thought your heart was broken? Well, you broke mine. We were so close. I love you so much. Do you know how much it hurt me for you to turn away from me like that? And for me to have no idea why?�
�I�I think I know. It hurt me too, Mom. I missed you. But I just couldn�t forgive you for doing that to me. And to Dad.�
�Did you ever think I deserved to at least know what I�d done? If only you�d come to me� We could have cleared that all up seven years ago. Why didn�t you come to me?�
Samara fiddled with her cutlery. �Because it hurt.� Tears thickened her voice. �Yeah, I was angry that you cheated on Dad. But it hurt so much that Travis had just rejected me, and yet he was with you. I was...jealous.� It was so hard to admit that, even to herself, that the word came out barely audible. Jealous of her own mother.
�But he wasn�t with me, Samara.� Her mother�s voice softened. �That never happened.�
�I know that now.� Samara wiped a tear with her fingertips and reached for her water goblet, hoping to wash down the painful lump in her throat. She drank the cold water, her throat raw and aching. �But then I just hurt so bad. But you�re totally right. I only realized that lately, even before I found out the truth, that I didn�t handle it very well. It just seemed the longer it all went on, the more entrenched I got into the whole �poor me, poor Dad, how could they do that to us?� thing.�
More sticky silence stretched between them.
�I was going to talk to you,� Samara continued. �Even before I found out the truth. I know I should have talked to you back then. I was stubborn and stupid.� She paused. �Do you think you can forgive me?�
Her mother blinked slowly. Thought about it. �I don�t know,� she finally said, and Samara�s heart sank. �I�m just so...hurt and angry that you would think that.� She looked off to the side and closed her eyes briefly. �And that you held that inside you all that time. For no reason.�
�I�m sorry.� Samara looked down at the table.
Mom sighed. �I love you, Samara. I also know you and how stubborn and independent you are. How you tend to jump to conclusions sometimes.�
�I�m working on that,� Samara mumbled.
�I think...I might need a while. I can�t believe that you would think I would do such a thing. I can�t believe you put me through that...� Mom lifted a hand to her face and rubbed her forehead. She swallowed hard. �Well. Just telling me about this whole mess is a huge step. I�m proud of you for that at least, Samara.�
She didn�t feel like she deserved her mother�s pride at that moment; she felt like a crumb on the floor the restaurant.
Mom swiped at a tear. �I just wish we hadn�t lost all those years.�
�I�m so sorry.� Samara reached across the table and took her mom�s hand. �I really, really am.� She held her mother�s gaze, and her mom nodded. �But Mom� What was that conversation about? I asked Travis, and he wouldn�t tell me. He says he doesn�t remember.�
Her mother avoided Samara�s eyes. �Oh, Sam. It was something else entirely.�
�Then what was it?�
Mom bit her lip. �It was a business thing. Travis thought Parker was�oh, this is such old water under the bridge. Travis, for some reason, thought Parker was doing something illegal. But he wasn�t.�
�Illegal? That�s crazy. Why didn�t Dad just tell him that?�
�He tried. But�uh�� Mom paused and struggled for a moment. �Parker was very hurt that Travis would think that about him. You know, this might be something�I�m not sure how much to say about this. Now that your father�s gone.�
�It all sounds very mysterious.�
�It�s not. It�s just�a big misunderstanding.�
Their lives seemed to be full of big misunderstandings. Samara sighed inwardly. �Big enough that Travis had to move to L.A.?�
�Well, I always wondered if there was more to that decision than even I knew about.� Mom�s eyebrows drew down. �I suppose that might be something to talk to Travis about.�
�Yeah, right. I tried that. He�s pretty tight-lipped about it. Which I guess is understandable, if it was all his fault.�
�I�m not saying it was all his fault,� Mom said carefully. �Parker can�could be very stubborn.� Her lips lifted slightly. �That might be where you get it from.�
Samara shook her head. �Whatever it was, that�s what I overheard, and I know I jumped to conclusions��
Mom looked conflicted, as if she wanted to say more, but she reached for the bill their server had brought. She waved away Samara�s offer to pay, and they left the restaurant and went home.
After carrying all their purchases into the house, Samara surveyed the goods and said, �Mom, you�ve spent way too much money.�
�I can afford it,� Mom said. �You heard your father�s will.�
�I know, but...� Samara hesitated. �Mom...did you know Cedar Mill is in financial trouble?�
Her mom lifted her chin and her lips compressed briefly. �I did know there were problems, yes,� she said. �Your father was confident he could turn things around. And I had faith in him.�
�But he�s gone.� Samara opened a shoe box and stared at the sandals inside.
Mom drew in a long breath. �Yes. He�s gone. But I have faith in Travis too. That company is his life, and he won�t let anything happen to it.�
A knot of anxiety tightened in Samara�s stomach. She looked up. �What about me? Do you have faith in me? Because I want to help turn things around.�
She�d confessed her stupidity to her mother, apologized, let her mother buy her a truckload of shoes and clothes, and let her enjoy doing that. But her mom was pretty pissed about that whole mess. Would she support her on this?
�Of course, I do, Sam. Some day you�ll be a great leader for Cedar Mill Coffee.�
Samara swallowed, and her fingers curled tightly around the shoe box she held. �Not someday, Mom. Now. I want to do it now.�
Her mom sank down onto a chair. �Oh, Sam. I know you do.�
�I know I can do it. I want to pick up where Dad left off. I want to make sure the company is run the way he would have wanted.�
�Your father would be so proud of you.�
Samara smiled. �So if it came to a vote� you�d vote for me to run the company, wouldn�t you?�
After a short pause, Mom said, �No.�
Samara froze then blinked, the cardboard box digging into her fingers. �No?�
�No. I�m sorry.� Dayna�s voice was as soft and silky as the lingerie they�d just bought. �You�re smart, and you�re educated, and I know you love the business. If Travis weren�t here, that might be the logical move. But compared to him, you�re so young, and you still have so much to learn. He�s been involved in the business for years.�
Samara stared at her. Her eyes burned, and she wanted to scream. �He talked to you, didn�t he?� she demanded, voice shaky. �He convinced you of that.�
Dayna�s forehead creased. �No. he didn�t have to convince me of that. It�s��
Samara slapped the lid on the box and shoved it back into the shopping bag. Insides churning, she stood. �Fine. That�s fine. I know you�re still mad at me.�
�Samara. Wait. Don�t do this again. Talk to me.�
�There�s nothing to talk about.�
She gathered up as many bags and boxes as she could carry and climbed the stairs to her bedroom. There she sank onto the side of the bed.
That old familiar burn of jealousy and sting of rejection heated her. Even though she believed both of them when they said nothing had happened, the fact that they were siding against her hurt like a bitch. Her heart tightened, and she pressed a hand between her breasts. She closed her eyes. For so long she�d kept her emotions closed off, focused on school and work and career. Now holes were being ripped in that tight restraint, and she was losing control. She was letting people in when she knew all that would happen was more hurt.
How could it be anything else?
She shouldn�t have had sex with him. She shouldn�t have let her emotions get involved again with him, dammit. She�d opened herself up to him and told him her deepest, most humiliating secret, and now he and her mother were still plotting against her.
When she finally got her emotions under control, she ignored the bags of clothes and shoes cluttering the floor and pulled out her father�s laptop. When Travis had found her with it yesterday, her heart had missed a beat, but he hadn�t recognized it as her father�s; in fact, he�d barely seemed to notice it.
Because all his attention had been focused on her.
She was so damn confused! One minute she was pissed off at him, the next she was all melty inside over him. How could she really know what was going on in his head? They�d both agreed that, even though they were sleeping together, nothing had changed in their little competition to see who would run the company. Her mother said he hadn�t convinced her to vote against Samara. So why did she feel like they were ganging up on her?
She blinked and refocused on her father�s computer. Her father was the only person who had never let her down. Except for now. Now, he was gone too.
Her eyes stung with tears of missing him, wishing things had been different. There had to be information in there that would help get them out of the financial mess they were in. She had to have faith that her father had a way to save the company. That had to be why he�d been in Matagalpa.
As she went deeper into files, she found documents�more than she�d seen on the other computer. As she read, her eyes grew wide, and her body tightened with rising excitement.
Parker had been meeting with Javier Alvarez because of a coffee bean he was growing in a small valley at the high end of his farm. A very special bean that produced an extraordinary cup of coffee�Paquita. The description of it made Samara�s mouth water�a sweet-toned aroma with a distinct honey character; a syrupy mouth feel, lush with cherry fruit; Cognac-chocolate notes; and a long, honeyed finish. It was apparently comparable to a coffee that had sold at auction earlier in the year for a wicked high price, coveted by the best coffee connoisseurs. That particular coffee had a very low yield, which also accounted for the high price.
Wow. If Dad had found something equivalent to that...or even better...wow. She read on.
Parker�s plan was to assist the farmer in expanding growth of this extraordinary coffee, in exchange for the exclusive right to purchase all the beans. They were also going to have to make changes to the co-op arrangement to be able to pay the price that kind of bean was worth. Based on the numbers projected in a spreadsheet she located, this special bean could potentially bring in millions of dollars to Cedar Mill coffee, although the numbers seemed a bit off. She nibbled her bottom lip as she studied them. Surely it would cost more than that for the equipment Alvarez would need to produce that kind of yield? That kind of profit? Even so...she recalculated in her mind, adjusting the figures. Yeah.
She�d studied the financials Travis had given her. That amount of money would make a big difference in the bottom line.
She sat there, hands in her lap, and stared at the computer screen. Holy Godfrey. That�s what her father had been doing. No wonder he�d been interested in the quality of the beans in that area. No wonder he was willing to pay more. No wonder he�d been so secretive. She could imagine that if other importers were to find out about the deal, there�d be savage, cut-throat competition for those beans. So, it was no wonder he�d kept quiet about it. Even to Travis.
Her mind raced with the new knowledge as she tried to sort everything out in her head and figure out what to do about this.
If her father had thought this could be the answer to their financial problems, then it had to be worthwhile for her to pursue it also.
She�d been considering a trip to Matagalpa before, but now it was certain. She was going to Matagalpa. No one else thought she could run the business�not Travis, not the other executives, not even her own mother. But she could do this. She could go there and pick up where Dad had left off and complete this deal.
A knock on her door jerked her head up. Her hands froze on the laptop. �Who is it?�
She clicked the computer shut and shoved it under her pillows just as the door opened and Travis walked in.
Oh. Her breath left her all at once. He was so big and gorgeous and sexy. Her heart tripped, and her tummy fluttered down low at the sight of him, at the memory of him doing her up against the wall right over there.
�Hey. How�d it go?�
She sighed and looked down at her bare feet. �Not so good.�
He walked over and sat beside her, the bed shifting beneath his weight. �She kicked you out?�
She looked up and saw the hint of a smile on his mouth. Her own lips curved in response. �No.�
�Ah.�
�She was pretty upset though. She...needs time.�
�I guess that�s fair enough.�
�Yes.� She wasn�t going to tell him about the conversation she�d had with her mother about the vote. Damn him. Let him stew about that, although he and her mother had probably already talked about that, even though Mom said they hadn�t.
�Looks like you did some shopping.� He lifted a brow as he took in all the shopping bags.
�Oh. Yeah. My mom insisted on taking me shopping. I only needed a few things, I have lots of clothes back in San Francisco. But she wanted to do it. Then we had lunch. And we talked.�
�That must have been hard.�
It was, dammit, and she hated even talking about it. Surprisingly he wasn�t all condescending and judgmental. Just...understanding. And...his hand was on her ankle, rubbing the sensitive skin on the inside of it. Tingles were traveling up her leg and coalescing right at the apex of her thighs.
She sank her teeth into her bottom lip. Too much. Dealing with Travis and her feelings for him and all the emotion and uncertainty had her mind reeling. The uncertainty of wanting him, having sex with him, then wondering what she really had with him...and then on top of that, the disappointment of her mother taking his side, and the shocking news she�d just discovered...too much. Disoriented, dizzy, she couldn�t think and didn�t know how to react to him.
But her body knew how to react to him.
And the truth was her heart was pretty helpless to resist him too.
* * *
After spending another night of muffled passion in Samara�s room, Sunday morning Travis murmured against her hair, �Come with me. To look at apartments.�
She rolled over in her bed to face him. �Seriously?�
�Sure. I have to find a place and quick. I�ve got a few lined up to look at this afternoon.�
�I have work to do.�
He leaned over and kissed her. �You don�t have to work all day.�
She gave him a look that held a hint of suspicion, and he sighed.
�Fine. Work all day.�
It was her turn to sigh. �I can take a few hours off. I just want to be ready for the meeting next week.�
�I know.� He didn�t think she could ever be ready, even though she was busting her cute little ass trying. She was just too inexperienced, not to mention young. She had a passion for coffee and the coffee business, and he had no doubt she had some leadership abilities that had helped her move up in the company, but that in no way prepared her to lead the entire organization. She thought she was going to tell the other executives, some old enough to be her father, what to do?
But he wasn�t going to say that again. They�d tried to keep their agreement that work stayed at the office. That conversation never went well with her. She was so damn stubborn.
And hot.
He moved over her and pressed her down into the mattress. Her arms came up around his shoulders as she kissed him back, and her thighs parted to cradle his body. He buried his hands in her hair and slid his tongue into her mouth. So many times they came together frantically, hot and desperate, but not now. Now, he kissed her with long, lush kisses, his hips moving against her body in slow pulses, sliding into a warm half-awake dream.
Her hands roamed over his body, fingers digging into his biceps then gliding up into his hair. He touched her, too, exploring her soft skin everywhere, her shoulders, her breasts. He captured her arms and pushed them up over her head, holding them there against the pillow as their bodies rocked gently together. Blood surged through his veins, and pleasure poured over his body. He dragged his tongue over her bottom lip, nipped at it, and made her gasp. He rubbed his whiskered face against her jaw, eyes closed, drawing her scent deep into his lungs as if he could inhale all of her and take her inside him.
He reached over and snagged a condom, then rolled to the side to put it on. When he moved back over her, he looked down at her face, at the sexy little smile on her lips and the slumberous droop of her eyelids, her arms still lifted above her head. He smiled slowly back at her.
So gorgeous. His gaze lowered to her breasts, and he shifted his body to rub his face there too then closed his lips over one puckered nipple. She arched up into his mouth, and he sucked then used his teeth on the very tip.
�Oh god.� She started to reach for him, but once again, he clasped her wrists and held her arms up as he suckled and played with her beautiful breasts until she was trembling and flushed.
He released her hands again and reached for her thighs, pushing them apart as he spread his own knees wide. He found his throbbing cock and pushed inside her in a long glide of ecstasy.
�Oh yeah,� she breathed. �Travis...�
�Mmm.� As he pushed in deeper, he got even harder, her silky warmth clasping him so tightly. He fell over her, his hands finding hers, fingers twining with hers, pinning them to the pillow on either side of her head as he moved slowly in and out. �So good.�
Her breath caught, her head moved in a tiny nod, and he pulled out then thrust back in, watching her. She licked already wet lips, and he lowered his head to nuzzle her hair, her ear, opening his mouth on the side of her neck to taste her.
Her legs came up around his waist, so erotic, so fucking hot he almost lost his mind, sliding deeper into that hot haze. With her taste on his tongue and her scent filling his head, her tight, hot pussy pulled him in as he rocked into her over and over, the sensation building, and the heat sliding down his spine right to his balls. She lifted her hips into him, meeting his strokes, deeper, harder, still not rushed even though his blood raced. She gripped his fingers and gave a soft cry, her body tightening beneath him and around him, gripping his cock in tiny pulses, and the heat in his balls suddenly spread everywhere as he came, too, pouring himself into her as waves of hot pleasure swept over him.
They lay curled up together for a long time, half asleep again, drifting on a cloud of post-coital languor and bone-deep sexual satisfaction.
When much later he opened the bedroom door and peeked out into the hall to make sure Dayna wasn�t around, he grimaced. This sneaking around had to stop.
Getting his own place was the answer, but then he couldn�t help but wonder how that would change things. Living in the same house as Samara brought them into close proximity every night, and even though he didn�t much like the �sneaking� part, it was convenient that her room was just down the hall from his. How would they explain to Dayna when Samara slept over at his place?
Or would she sleep over?
He slipped quietly into his own room and stripped off the clothes he�d just dressed in to step into the shower.
What if he moved out and suddenly the �hot sex� stopped?
His gut clenched. Christ, he wished they could just tell Dayna what was going on. Why couldn�t they? Dammit, he was going to broach that subject with Samara that afternoon.
But that didn�t go quite the way he planned.
�Are you kidding me?� she said later, in his car. They�d just left the first apartment building. �Tell my mother?�
He gripped the steering wheel of the rental car. Another thing he needed to take care of. He couldn�t drive this rental car forever, but how the hell would he get his own car from Los Angeles to Portland? He rubbed his forehead. �I don�t like keeping this from her,� he said.
�It�s my business,� Samara said, her little chin lifting. �I don�t tell my mother about every guy I have sex with.�
His insides leaped. �There�s a nice thought,� he muttered, his mind going to all the other guys she�d had sex with. Whoever they were. Shit.
�What?�
He looked at her and caught a glimpse of softness in her eyes before she turned her look into cool detachment.
�Nothing. Never mind. What�s the address of the next place?�
Of course all the landlords thought they were a couple looking at the apartments. They didn�t bother to say anything to correct that. After all, that didn�t really matter.
�Which one do you like best?� Samara asked as they headed home later.
�All of them.� He shrugged, unenthusiastic about any of the places. They were all fine. But he was going to have to fly back to L.A. and make arrangements to move his belongings, and this was not a good time for that. �I guess the one downtown is most practical. It�s closest to the office.�
�True.� She nodded. �And it had nice views.�
�Yeah.�
After a few moments of silence while he drove, she said, �What�s wrong, Travis?�
He slanted a look her way then back at the road. �Nothing. Why?�
�You�re acting weird. Like you don�t really want to move.�
One corner of his mouth kicked up. �It�s just a lot right now. But I know I need to do it.�
She nodded and bent her head, her hair falling over her face.
He sensed her unspoken questions. Hell, they were probably both thinking the same thing. They�d gotten into this...affair, and neither of them really knew what it was or where it was going. They were on opposite sides of the battle for job of leading Cedar Mill Coffee, but in bed, they were totally on the same side. This wasn�t supposed to happen.
Once again, guilt at letting down Parker rolled through him, along with guilt in general about being with Samara. After so many years of telling himself she was too young for him, it was still hard to accept that she was a grown woman. Once again, he asked himself if he should be the responsible one who put an end to this before things went too far.
He had a feeling things had already gone too far.
* * *
The following week, Samara took her seat at the long oak table in the boardroom. Parker�s seat at the head of the table sat empty, and even she didn�t have the guts to go and sit there. Yet.
She focused on breathing. Nerves fluttered in her stomach. This had become so important to her. She�d always known that one day she would sit in this boardroom as a member of the leadership team of Cedar Mill Coffee Company but hadn�t anticipated it would come this soon. She could do it.
Travis walked in and took a seat across the table from her. She met his eyes but didn�t smile. The fluttering inside her turned into a cyclone. Why did she have to go all warm and soft every time she looked at him? It totally distracted her from her purpose and made her self-conscious and edgy. She brushed her bangs out of her eyes.
Hank came in and took a seat, followed by Simon Fast, Vice President of Merchandising and Production, and Daniel McInnis, Vice President of Wholesale Logistics and Operations. Samara greeted them all with a smile. Then Paulette took a seat at the end of the table where a laptop had been set up to take minutes.
Travis took the lead. Damn him.
�We�re meeting today to discuss our management structure going forward,� he began. �With Parker gone we need to have at least a temporary plan in place se we can reassure our partners and stakeholders that the company is still being effectively managed.�
Everyone nodded and murmured their agreement.
�Samara is here because Parker left her his shares in the company,� Travis explained, looking from person to person as he spoke, including everyone. �She believes she can contribute to running the company.�
Travis put his fingertips together, hands resting on the table. �We didn�t have a formal succession plan in place,� he noted. �Unfortunately. Certainly we never expected anything to happen to Parker, but in hindsight, it should have been done in any case.� He paused. �We don�t have to make any long term decisions today, but I do think we need to have an interim plan in place. Already we�ve heard from one stakeholder who expressed concern about moving forward with Parker gone.�
�Who was that?� Hank asked with a frown.
�Duane Scanlon.� Travis paused. �Samara spoke to him last week.�
They all looked at her, and she tightened her quivering stomach and again related the conversation she�d had with Scanlon. �I�d like to say that, in my father�s absence, I think I could step in and smooth things over with some of the stakeholders who are concerned about where the business is going.�
She glanced at Travis, expecting to see his scowl, but his face was clear and neutral. The others, however, did look concerned.
�The only problem with that,� Travis said, �is that they�re concerned about more than just Parker being gone. Word is out that Cedar Mill is struggling financially.�
Now the faces around the table creased deeper with concern.
�I�ve heard rumblings about that,� Hank admitted. �I�m not sure how that word got out, but I guess it�s not surprising given the challenges we�ve been facing lately.�
�It doesn�t take long for talk to spread in the business community,� Simon said. �We definitely need to put a plan in place to deal with that. Once people get the idea that we�re in trouble, no one will want to do business with us.� He glanced around the table. �This is very bad news.�
Travis nodded, and Samara�s stomach knotted up even more. �I agree, which makes it even more imperative that we have solid leadership at a time like this. We also want to reassure our employees that their jobs are safe, that the company is strong.�
He�d been talking about layoffs last week. How could they reassure staff their jobs were safe when they clearly weren�t? She nibbled her bottom lip.
�There are a number of ways we can do this,� Travis continued, and Samara observed with reluctant admiration how everyone else listened to him and seemed to respect what he said. �One of us could step into Parker�s position and take over his duties. That leaves a hole and other duties to be assumed.�
�Travis, the rest of us can cover your work until we find someone to replace you.�
Samara turned to Hank in amazement. He was just giving him the job? Just like that? Without even discussing options?
�Just a moment,� she interjected, trying to keep her voice steady. �You seem to be assuming that Travis will step in as CEO.�
All eyes turned to her, including Travis�s, which were not shining with triumph as she would have expected, but rather were shadowed and solemn.
�Who else would it be?� Hank asked.
Samara licked her lips. �Me.�
Eyes widened. Jaws dropped. She swallowed.
Silence thickened in the room for a stretched-out moment. Then everyone looked at Travis.
Heat flooded into her cheeks at their reaction to her proposal. Nobody was jumping up and saying, �Hell yeah, Samara, you should take over.� Nobody. She pressed her lips together but kept her chin lifted.
�Actually, I do believe Samara can have a place here,� Travis said.
Now her jaw slackened. She stared at him.
�Perhaps not as CEO. But I think we could restructure some of the duties we all have, to take advantage of her presence.�
Silence still hung heavy in the room, the only noise the tap of Paulette�s fingers on the computer keys.
�Here�s an idea I had, but I�m open to hearing other suggestions,� Travis continued. As if it was up to him. Samara was irritated by the way he led the group but also reluctantly admiring. �Daniel, you�d be capable of taking over the bulk of my duties in L.A.� He turned to look at the man next to him. �I assume you�re willing to relocate to L.A., at least temporarily.�
Daniel nodded, a smile tipping his mouth up. A promotion for him, so, yeah, sure he�d be happy to move.
�There are a few things I�d like to continue to oversee,� Travis said. �You and I can discuss that in more detail if this is what we end up doing. I also propose that Samara could assist with some of the oversight of the retail division. She�s been working in that division for a number of years and has a good background there.�
Was he saying she had to move to L.A.?
�I agree that I should take over most of Parker�s duties,� Travis said. �But I think there are some things there Samara could also help with. A big part of Parker�s role was overseeing new business development from both the roaster and grower sides. I think some of the business development with our partners is something she could handle. We could take advantage of the family relationship to market the company since Parker was such a popular businessman. Also, she has the same passion for the coffee business as Parker did, and I think she�d do an excellent job of representing Cedar Mill when it comes to developing new partnerships. Simon, I�d ask you to work with her on some of those things.�
She stared at him. He wasn�t going to let her step in to the CEO role. He was taking that for himself. And yet, he wasn�t shutting her out. His praise and confidence in her abilities astounded her. She could only blink at him, hoping her expression was suitably professional.
�Who�s going to do the traveling?� Hank asked. �As you noted, Parker develops...er...developed...� He swallowed. �Developed new business on the roaster side as well as grower. We can work on business partnerships here at home, but he developed the grower relationships and coordinated supplier relationships from all the regional offices in Central and South America.�
Travis nodded. �I�m willing to take that on for the short term. Even long term, if need be.�
�I�m actually interested in that,� Simon said. �I traveled with Parker a number of times. I�ve learned at lot about growing, and I�d be willing to learn more. If we�re thinking long term.�
Travis nodded thoughtfully and rubbed his chin with his fingers. �That�s interesting,� he said. �Thanks, Simon. We�ll keep that in mind. At some point, we�ll need to formalize things. Whether we keep the new structure in place or figure out a better way as we go, I�m open to new ideas.� He looked at everyone. �You all know me, and you know how I work. Parker and I made decisions collaboratively, and that�s my preference. I won�t hesitate to make tough decisions, but I always want to ensure you�re all included.�
Samara could just feel the love in the room for Travis. She wanted to stand up and protest that he�d completely taken over, that he�d given himself the job she wanted, but she knew the others would support him. And she couldn�t help but be touched�and shocked�by the fact that he�d included her. He hadn�t shut her out entirely, which was what she�d been prepared for coming into the meeting.
She slowly let out a long breath, trying to relax tight muscles, and loosened her grip on the arms of the chair.
�So let�s talk details,� Travis said, leaning forward. Everyone nodded. And Samara pushed aside her personal feelings, eager to listen and learn and hopefully contribute.
Her chance to contribute came nearly an hour later when they started talking about cost cutting.
�I see an opportunity reduce supply chain costs,� she said. All eyes turned to her. She swallowed. �The traceability system we�re using is all wrong for us. We don�t need a system that�s so broad in what it tracks, but we do need depth and precision.� She paused to draw a breath, sensing that she�d caught their attention. �Traceability is an indispensable part of any market for process credence attributes that are difficult to measure. When so much of our reputation is built on the fact that we sell fair trade coffees, it�s critical that we have a way to prove that.�
Travis leaned back in his chair and regarded her with that steady, intent gaze of his. �What are you suggesting?� he asked, a faint smiling tilting his lips. Was he laughing at her? She straightened her shoulders.
�I think I can design a new system for us that will better meet our needs. These days, traceability is becoming an important area of competition. A firm�s traceability system is key to finding the most efficient ways to produce, assemble, warehouse, and distribute products.� She paused and looked around the table. �The ability to reduce supply chain costs is often the difference between firms that succeed and those that fail. The benefits of traceability translate into larger net revenues for the firm. It could make a big difference for us.�
A broad grin broke out across Daniel�s face. �Beautiful,� he said. �I�ve been saying that for years. Do you really think you can do that?�
She tried not to let her own smile get too big; she tried to be composed and confident. �I�d need some help from our IT department. But yes.�
She looked at Travis. He titled his head to one side, looking at her as if he�d never seen her before. Her insides quivered, but she lifted her chin and met his eyes. And his smile.
When the meeting ended, she retreated to her office, closed the door and lowered herself into the chair behind the desk. She stared blankly out the office windows at the downtown Portland skyline.
Well.
The happiness and satisfaction she�d felt at getting their attention with the traceability system improvements diminished as it struck her that Travis had gotten exactly what he�d wanted. And she hadn�t.
She swallowed and leaned her head back. As she�d expected, he�d aggressively taken control, and everyone else had just gone along with what he�d said.
The soft knock at the door had her head jerking up.
Was it Travis? Her stomach tightened. �Come in.�
It was. He stepped into the office and closed the door. �Hey,� he said.
She straightened and set her clasped hands on the desk. �What can I do for you?� she asked coolly.
He lifted one eyebrow as he crossed the carpet toward her. �You did great in there,� he said.
Heat swelled inside her, and her fingers tightened around each other. �Well, thank you very much,� she said, unable to keep the sarcastic tone out of her voice. �I guess you�re happy now that you got what you wanted.�
His smile faded. �I wouldn�t exactly describe my mood as happy.�
She flipped her hair back over her shoulder. �Whatever. You got what you wanted.�
�I should have known you�d be pissed off.� He shoved his hands into his pants pockets, his shoulders hunched up.
Her stomach tightened, and her hands tightened their grip on each other.
�I included you in decision making,� he continued, his voice a dark rasp. �I acknowledged that you have a role to play in the company. I acknowledged that you have contributions to make. Just because you didn�t get the CEO title, you�re acting like a spoiled brat again.�
Her mouth dropped open. �Spoiled brat!� She almost wanted to spit as she searched for words. �Spoiled brat! Aaargh!�
His eyes narrowed. �Come on, Samara. I did what I had to do.�
Impotent fury welled up inside her, and she fought for control rather than picking up a paperweight and flinging it at his head. �Of course you did,� she said through clenched teeth. �And of course you�re treating me like a child again.�
�I�m not...�
�Just go away,� she snapped, swiveling her chair to face the computer. �I have work to do.�
�Samara...�
She shook her head, jaw clenched, and focused on the screen.
He sighed. �Fine,� he muttered. �We�ll talk later.�
Yeah, right.
When the door closed behind him, she sagged in the chair. She rested her elbows on the desk and held her head. Her eyes burned.
She never should have slept with him. She�d known it was a mistake, and she�d had the crazy faint hope the last few days that maybe something was developing between them that was more than hot sex, like she�d told him. Her own feelings for him were deep and powerful, but she�d tried to not to show that to him, not so soon, and thank Godfrey she hadn�t.
Sure they�d said they�d keep things separate. She�d told him she still intended to try to get the other executives to see that she should be the one to step into her father�s shoes. He hadn�t denied that he was still feeling the same way. So why did it hurt so much that he�d taken control in that meeting and so easily taken that away from her?
Had she been foolishly thinking that because they were sleeping together he�d step aside and let her lead the company?
Surely she wasn�t that stupid.
She lifted her head and shoved her hair back, blinking her stinging eyes. No, she wasn�t stupid, but she was in love, and she�d let herself get all soft and hopeful and...stupid. Stupid, stupid, stupid.
She sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly, willing her heart to slow its frantic beat, trying to relax her tense muscles. Her bottom lip quivered, and she sank her teeth into it.
Okay. It had been an epic fail to get involved with Travis. She should have known no good could come of it when they were locked in a battle for control of the company. Her heart fluttered a little, though, remembering being with him, remembering how much she�d wanted him, how much she cared about him.
Stop. She had to stop those thoughts. She�d made a mistake, but now she�d had a little slap in the face, and she was back to reality. Travis was still ambitious and determined to take over. He�d thrown her a bone by letting her be involved. Fine. She would show him. She�d show them all she knew what she was doing. She�d build that frickin� traceability system. She�d save them all kinds of frickin� money. And she�d go to frickin� Matagalpa and find out what her father had been doing there. She�d finish it and make the company more money that way.
This battle wasn�t over yet.

Chapter Sixteen

Samara handed her passport and declaration forms over to the Matagalpan customs official, and he eyed her carefully before turning to his computer screen. He took his time, clicking through various screens, looking at her, then back at the monitor.
�The purpose of your trip?� he asked in lightly accented English.
Samara hesitated. �Business,� she finally said. �I import coffee.�
He nodded. �Cedar Mill Coffee Company.�
How did he know that? Apparently her life was an international open book. Whatever. She had nothing to hide. �Yes.�
He typed something into the computer, paused, then typed again. He finally stamped her passport and handed it back to her. Without a smile, he said, �Enjoy your stay in Matagalpa.�
She tucked her passport into her bag and walked through to the baggage claim area to find her lone suitcase. Once she had that, she cleared the last part of customs, stopped at the rental car kiosk to get her car keys, and strode out of Santa Anjelita International Airport, into a thick blanket of muggy heat. It was the rainy season in Matagalpa, but at the moment, the sun shone brightly, the temperature probably about eighty degrees. She shoved her long hair back, feeling it turn to frizz in the humidity, anxious to get to her hotel and have a shower. It had been a long trip from Portland, with a five hour layover in Houston before the flight to Santa Anjelita.
It had been years since she�d been to Matagalpa, and the last time she�d been there, her father had accompanied her. She�d been traveling after finishing college and had thought nothing of trekking through Central American countries alone, but now she was acutely aware that, although this country was incredibly beautiful and the people extraordinarily friendly, the political unrest and violence were always there.
Broad daylight made things seem safer as she drove the busy streets to the Corazon Palace hotel, not far from the airport. She loved this hotel, reminiscent of a Spanish villa with its creamy stucco, arched windows and red tile roof surrounded by lush greenery and flowers. The security gate she had to stop at also made her feel safer.
The valet took her car, and she checked in, her last minute internet reservation having thankfully worked then finally dragged herself and her suitcase into her room. The hotel was five stars, luxurious and cosmopolitan. She�d stayed there with her father and had loved it so had booked her room there. Besides, she didn�t know anywhere else, and this was a safe and comfortable place.
This was where he�d been staying before he�d died. This was the hotel whose staff had packed up his belongings and shipped them home, including the valuable laptop. Could she find who was responsible for that and thank them?
Maybe later.
A shower was the first thing she wanted, so she unzipped her suitcase, found her toiletry bag and headed into the spacious bathroom. The marble floor cool beneath her bare feet, she dropped her bag onto the stone counter next to a trio of creamy candles. Arched windows above the marble sink gave a view of the Tipcualpo volcano in the distance.
A lukewarm shower washed away the sweat and travel dirt she felt coating her body, and she emerged into the dim hotel room with a thick towel wrapped around her body, damp hair hanging down her back. She pulled the curtains and let the sun light up the room with bright afternoon warmth, spilling across the carpet in a glowing rectangle, illuminating the golden sateen fabric on the chairs.
She sat on the bed covered in a white puffy duvet and worked a brush through her wet hair. What would her first move be? She knew she had to find Javier Alvarez. She was going to have to drive to Ciudad Lupita to find him. Through the jungle. Alone.
Her stomach tightened, and she willed herself to relax. There was no point in being afraid. She�d always been alone, and that�s the way she liked it. She�d been here before, had a sense of the lay of the land, and was quite capable of doing what needed to be done. She didn�t need anyone else.
She gathered her damp hair into a ponytail at her nape then released it and blew out a breath. Tomorrow she�d head to Ciudad Lupita. Right now, it was too early for dinner, so after blow drying her hair and dressing in a cotton sundress, she went for a walk. She strolled the lush gated grounds, past the turquoise swimming pool where other guests sunbathed on white lounge chairs, beneath the spreading Schefflera trees and along the paved walk through ferny Jacarandas and exotic flowers she didn�t know the names of.
She pushed away thoughts of Travis and the expression on his face when she�d refused to talk to him and had retreated to her bedroom alone, with the door locked. She shook her head at her own contrariness and her disappointment when he�d let her go so easily. Damn him.
Her heart ached, but she resolutely straightened her shoulders. She�d known she and Travis had no future together since that night seven years ago. It had been a mistake to get sexually involved with him. Yet, she couldn�t regret it. It had been the most amazing sex of her life. No, it had been more than that. Much more.
Thinking of things like that led nowhere, so she took a deep breath, inhaling the rich scent of damp earth and greenery, and returned to the pool area. She found an empty chair and nudged it into the shade. Her fair skin wasn�t made for the tropical sun of Matagalpa, and at this higher elevation, it was even more dangerous. She�d packed sunscreen but hadn�t put any on before she�d left her room.
She leaned back and tried to relax, the voices of kids playing in the pool and splashing water blending into the background as she closed her eyes. But a few moments later, a feeling like she was being watched had her eyes popping open. She looked around.
Nobody was paying any attention to her. A hotel employee in black pants and white shirt was stacking thick white towels on a shelf. Families laughed and played in the water. Other people stretched out on chairs baked in the sun. Only one man there was dressed, as was she, and he sat on a stool near the bar. He held a glass lightly in one hand and said something to the bartender then laughed. Dark sunglasses shielded his eyes, and he wore beige khaki pants and a blue polo shirt.
She watched him, and sure enough, he turned his head. Though she couldn�t see his eyes behind the dark glasses, she knew he was looking at her. She dropped her lashes but didn�t move, trying to appear unaware. He was an attractive man, dark haired, with a tanned complexion and a hard body, but she certainly wasn�t there to pick up men.
She lowered her own sunglasses from where she�d pushed them to the top of her head and watched him surreptitiously. After a few moments, he finished his drink, stood and left the pool area.
She breathed out a long breath. There�d been something about him, about the way he�d looked at her that made her uneasy, but that was crazy. He was just some guy probably looking for some female companionship, and she was the only woman there alone.
Alone. Again, that feeling twisted inside her, and she turned her head to the side and closed her eyes again. Why did she keep getting these little pangs of anxiety? She was more than capable of fending off advances from a stranger if she had to, perfectly able to look after herself.
Alone was the theme of the day. She was the only person dining solo in the plush hotel restaurant, and she ate quickly, wishing she�d ordered room service. As she passed by the bar, she hesitated. She could be alone in her room, or she could be alone in a room full of strangers.
She chose the room full of strangers, at least for a while, and wandered in to the bar. She sat in a leather club chair at a small round table and picked up the menu. A martini sounded perfect.
When the waiter approached her, his olive face lighting up with his broad smile, she requested the martini, and he nodded and disappeared.
She leaned back in her chair and let her eyes move around the bar. A group of men sat at a table in the corner, wealthy businessmen from the looks of them, talking and laughing. A couple at the table next to her held hands and made lovey eyes at each other. Samara looked away. Then her gaze fell on the man she�d seen earlier at the pool. She frowned.
He was obviously a guest at the hotel, and it wasn�t surprising he�d be there in the bar too. Now he was no longer wearing sunglasses, she could see his sharp cheekbones and deep-set dark eyes. He had an air of strength and danger about him that made her shiver.
She tried to ignore him but was acutely aware he was watching her too. Oh, for Godfrey�ss sake, this was crazy. She drained her martini glass, the strong alcohol tracing a fiery trail down inside her, tossed some pesos on the table to cover the bill, and rose to her feet. If she was going to be all wimpy and freaked out by a guy looking at her, she�d be better off in her room, making her plans for tomorrow.
She hurried across the vast lobby, her flip-flops thwapping on the marble floor in a rapid rhythm. She stabbed the elevator button with her forefinger, then stood there waiting.
�You should go home.�
She started and whirled around, a hand going to her throat. It was the man who�d been watching her in the bar. Her heart tapped in her chest as she stared at him. �I beg your pardon?�
�You should go home,� the man repeated. His brows drew down over deep-set eyes. He didn�t smile. �Whatever you�re doing here, you need to leave. Trust me.�
He turned and walked away. Samara�s breath seemed stuck in her chest. The elevator doors slid open, and she stumbled in and pressed the button for her floor then the button to close the doors. Close, close, please close. She half expected the stranger to follow her into the elevator, and panic clawed at her insides.
But he didn�t. She made it safely to her room, where she locked and bolted the door.
* * *
Travis could have chewed up rocks and spit them out. Fury boiled inside him as he waited to disembark the Airbus on the tarmac at Santa Anjelita airport. He�d been fighting it the entire trip from Portland, but now he was only minutes away from seeing Samara, and it had surged up inside him again.
What the fuck did she think she was playing at, jumping on a plane and coming to this crime-ridden country all alone? Jesus Christ! He rubbed his aching jaw.
Passengers began moving slowly off the plane, and he resisted the urge to shove them out of his way, his body humming with pent-up energy as he inched his way down the aisle, down the stairs and across the tarmac into the terminal.
He�d tried to tell her not to come here, but as usual, she hadn�t listened. He was going to have to tell her the goddamn truth now, and who knew what kind of trouble that was going to get them into.
Shit.
After impatiently clearing customs and grabbing his luggage, he strode to his rental car and tossed the suitcase in. He�d only been to Matagalpa once before, back in the days before he and Parker had teamed up as partners. He�d enjoyed traveling and meeting the growers, but that had been Parker�s area, and he�d left him to it. Santa Anjelita was much more developed than he remembered, with tall buildings defining the skyline on the outskirts of the city. Funded by drug money, no doubt. Travis frowned.
He assumed Samara would stay at the same hotel Parker had, and he hoped he was right.
He was. The front desk clerk confirmed she was a guest there but, of course, wouldn�t give her room number. Then his optimism took a punch when the clerk said, �She went out early this morning and hasn�t returned yet.�
Travis turned away from the reception desk, trying to focus. Had she already gone to Ciudad Lupita?
He rubbed his chest. Was he having a heart attack? No, he was too young for that, surely. It was Samara. She was going to kill him, for Chrissake. If she didn�t get herself killed first.
He longed for a shower and a bed after traveling over twelve hours, but dammit, now he had to get back in that car and drive all the way to Alvarez�s farm. He tossed his suitcase into the room with barely a glance at the palatial accommodations then descended back to the sumptuous lobby. Jesus, this place was mind-boggling. He crossed the gleaming marble floor toward the front entrance, past thick white columns supporting a soaring arched ceiling, and guests sitting on elegant chairs grouped around mahogany tables. He headed toward the valet stand to ask them to bring his car and came face to face with Samara.
He stopped short and stared at her.
She stared back.
His breath froze in his throat. Her face was so pale the faint golden freckles on her nose stood out, and her eyes blinked at him rapidly. She thrust a trembling hand through her thick auburn hair. Relief surged through him that she was okay, followed by a white hot blast of returning fury.
�What are you doing here?� she demanded.

Chapter Seventeen

He reached out and curled his fingers around her upper arm and started walking to the elevator, almost dragging her along with him.
�What�s wrong, Samara?�
�Nothing�s wrong, other than you manhandling me across the lobby.� She tried to wrench away, but he tightened his grip on her. �What are you doing here, Travis?�
He paused in an alcove off the lobby and glared down at her. Hoo, he looked pissed. Her insides fluttered. Her nerves already thrummed like a live wire. She didn�t need this on top of everything else. She dug deep for control.
�I came to find you, what else?� he muttered. Now both hands clasped her upper arms, and he held her like that, as if he wanted to shake her. The heat radiating off his body scorched her. �What the hell were you thinking coming here by yourself?�
She lifted her chin. �I�m here on business.�
�What the fuck business are you here on?� Now he did give her a little shake. �I told you there was no point in pursuing that crazy idea. Why can�t you just listen to me?�
She stared back at him, her long bangs falling across her eyes, but she couldn�t reach up to push them aside because he restrained her arms so tightly.
�And why are you looking like you just got mugged or something?� His eyes widened. �Samara.�
�I didn�t get mugged.� She swallowed, not wanting to tell him what had happened to her since she�d arrived. �I�m fine. I told you I can look after myself.�
�This country isn�t safe for a woman on her own,� he ground out. �Jesus, Samara, I could just put you over my lap and spank your ass.�
Her insides went hot and liquid at his words, and her legs went weak. Luckily he was holding on to her so tightly. A shaft of intense longing speared through her. Oh, god. Oh, god. Imagining his hand on her ass had her burning up with feverish need.
She squeezed her eyes shut momentarily.
�Why do you keep treating me like I�m a stupid child?� she said through gritted teeth.
�Because you keep acting like a stupid child!�
They glared at each other.
�Really? Are we going to do this here?� he asked. �Come on. Let�s go to your room.�
He released one of her arms, slid his hand down the other into hers, and gripped it tightly. He started walking�make that marching�toward the elevator.
�Travis.�
�Just wait,� he muttered. She scurried after him, because if she didn�t he�d drag her into the elevator. �What floor?�
She told him. He punched a button, and once the doors closed, he turned to her, crowded her up against the wall, and kissed her. Hard.
Her head spun. Her tummy fluttered. Her pussy ached.
Another emotion she didn�t even want to admit to floated beneath the lust� relief. Relief that he was there, that someone was there. Because she was scared.
Inside the hotel room, he kicked the door shut behind them and dragged her to the center of the room. Fisting a hand in her hair, he held her head while he kissed her again, his other arm sliding around her and pulling her against him. Her body arched into him as his mouth devoured hers, and her fingers dug into his shirt and held on, a ferocious need for him rising up inside her.
He drew back then strode to the bed, tugging her along, and sat on the edge. She stood between his spread knees, blinking down at him, heart hammering, chest lifting and falling with quick breaths. What was he doing?
His hands clasped her hips, shifted her to the side, and in a quick move she was lying across his knees. �Travis!� She lifted her head to try to wriggle away, but one arm pressed her down, and the other laid a gentle swat on her butt.
He was spanking her!
Another crack of his palm against her bottom sent a wave of heat over her body, and a broken cry tore from her throat.
�Need you bare,� he muttered, and flipped her onto her back. He deftly unfastened the button of her knee-length shorts, tugged the short zipper down and yanked them, along with her panties, down her thighs. Then he flipped her again as if she weighed nothing, and this time when his palm landed on her ass, the sting flashed through her.
�Travis!� She struggled again, but only halfheartedly because the truth was she was melting, her pussy turning molten and aching, her breasts throbbing. She complained about him treating her like a child, but this was a very grown-up spanking. A very erotic, adult spanking.
He continued to lay fiery taps on her cheeks, and her ass caught fire, heat flaring along every nerve ending. She let it consume her, her body a hot glow of pleasure and pain. The sharp, forbidden thrill of being spanked streaked through her body right to her clit.
When he stopped, she lay there over his hard thighs, face pressed to the bed, panting. His hand now stroked over her bottom, gentle, slow, and when she felt him bend and press his lips to the heated flesh, her head lifted and jerked back.
�Samara.� Her name was an agonized groan. �God, Samara, you drive me crazy.�
She closed her eyes, fought for breath, aching for him to turn her over and take her. When he didn�t, she rolled. His hands caught her and kept her from rolling to the floor. She wriggled off him, drew her tank top up and over her head, reached behind her for the clasp of her bra, and let it fall off. She lay back down and watched him.
With a low groan, he moved over her, kissed her mouth, then stood and quickly tossed off his clothes. He fell over her, his mouth on her in hungry, voracious kisses, his hands all over her, cupping her breasts, stroking her face.
Awash in a shimmer of edgy heat, her entire body burning up, she kissed him back, stroking her hands over his shoulders, over the heavy muscles and satiny skin, up and down his back, and lower to his ass, where she yanked him closer.
He moaned into her mouth then dragged his lips over her cheek and jaw. �Crazy,� he muttered. �I must be crazy.�
�Then we both are.� She turned her head on the pillow to give him access to her neck, and he licked the sensitive flesh and made her shiver with delight. Then he moved, reaching between them for the erection she couldn�t ignore, so hard and thick and hot. She loved his cock, needed it inside her, needed it now. He took himself in hand and nudged at her entrance, so shamefully wet and slick from when he�d spanked her. She didn�t even want to think about how much that aroused her or what that meant.
She parted her legs, bent her knees, and cried out when he pushed into her. He hesitated.
�No, don�t stop.� She grabbed his ass again and pulled him closer, and he sank deeper inside her, so big, stretching her in such an amazingly satisfying way. And yet, with the heat coiling inside her and tight excitement building, she needed more. Fire rippled beneath her skin, every nerve ending sparked, and exquisite pleasure bloomed inside her and spread through her body. His cock driving into her in hard strokes touched sensitive places that lit her up, and she slipped a hand between them to find her clit and add to the sweet sensations.
�Fuck, Samara.� Travis moved over her, on his elbows, sliding his hands into her hair, holding her head, kissing her mouth again and again. �You feel so good. So damn good. Hot and tight.� He kissed her. �So wet. Pulling me in.�
�Fuck me, Travis. Make me come. Please.� She was nearly there, so close, ecstasy twirling and tightening inside her, and he buried his face beside hers as he powered into her fast and hard and sent her flying. Pleasure flashed through her, her body tightened, and her fingers dug into his flesh.
�Fuck,� he muttered. �Forgot...� And he came, too, in long hard pulses, her ankles hooked around his waist, his fingers tangled in her hair, his breath hot and loud in her ear.
�Samara, god, Sam, what you do to me.�
They lay like that for long moments, their skin slick with perspiration, breathing hard, hearts thundering. Oh dear lord. Never mind what she did to him; he annihilated her. Every single time.
* * *
Once again, lust had overcome good sense. Travis sighed inwardly. �We forgot to use a condom.�
�Oh.� The word was a soft sigh in his ear. After a short pause, she said, �I won�t get pregnant.�
�You�re safe with me.�
�I know.�
He rolled off her and collapsed beside her.
�I�m sorry, Samara. I know we shouldn�t have done that. I was just so...you get me so hot. I was furious at you, and relieved you�re okay. Oh yeah, and did I say, furious?� He paused while she gave a choked little laugh. �We have to get the hell out of this country and back to Portland.�
�No.�
He rolled onto his side to look at her and firmed his lips. �Do I have to spank you again? Christ, woman, you drive me crazy. Do you not realize how dangerous this is?�
�I want to finish what Dad started.�
�Samara.� He cupped her jaw forcefully and turned her face to his. �Don�t you see? There is no project here.� Then he closed his eyes briefly. �Shit. I�m going to have to tell you this. I knew I was going to have to tell you but not for this reason. Jesus.�
�Tell me what?�
He blew out a long breath. �Seven years ago your father and I had a big blowup about...something he was doing.�
�My mom mentioned something about that.�
�She did?� He frowned. �What did she say?�
�Um...she said that you two argued about it. She said that�s what you�d been talking about when I overheard you.�
He wanted to roll his eyes. Oh, yeah, that conversation. Shit.
He sat up on the bed, naked, momentarily distracted by Samara lying there also naked, beautifully naked, her perfect breasts bare, her long hair a tangle of auburn silk on the white pillow. He swallowed and tried to focus.
�She also said you thought Dad was doing something illegal.�
He sighed. �I came across some documents that led me to believe your father had gotten involved with...with a drug cartel in Matagalpa.�
�Drugs?� Her mouth fell open. Then she laughed. �That�s crazy.� She pushed herself up to sit also, distracting him yet again with her slender shoulders and arms, her naked breasts tipped with tight little nipples, her small waist. She grabbed the duvet and tucked it up under her arms.
Travis rubbed the back of his neck. �Yeah. You�d think. I didn�t know what to do about it, and I went to Dayna for advice. Well, she confronted Parker, and they had a big argument about it, and then he was furious at me for saying something like that to her. For even thinking he would do something like that.� Travis shook his head. �But he didn�t deny it. He just told me I should trust him and not worry about it.�
�Well, there had to be some explanation.�
�Maybe.� He shrugged. �But he wouldn�t give it to me. There were a lot of drugs coming into the country from Matagalpa at that time. Cocaine mostly, some opium. The DEA was involved, and I think they were investigating your father. I think they thought he was smuggling cocaine into the country with coffee shipments. Nothing ever came of it, so either he stopped before he got caught...or...hell, I don�t know.�
�I can�t believe that!�
�I know, and Parker was furious that I thought that. He was even more furious that I talked to your mother about it. It was a...well, let�s just say it was a challenging time for Parker and me. It just about ended our partnership.�
Her eyes widened. �Is that why you moved to L.A.?�
�Yes.� Travis nodded, his mouth a grim line. �That�s why.�
She sat quietly for a moment, thinking, then said, �But he got over it.�
�Yeah. He did. We both did. Thank Christ. But...I�ve been worried that your dad was involved with drugs again. I think that�s why he was here in Matagalpa, and I think that may be what got him killed.�
Her brows drew down. �How can you say that? He wouldn�t have been involved with smuggling drugs. That�s crazy, Travis.�
�I know, but...he was so evasive about what he was doing here. He wouldn�t tell anyone; it was all top secret. You know, you couldn�t find anything much either in all his files. So let�s just go home, Samara, before we get ourselves mixed up in something we shouldn�t.�
�I did find something.� She lifted her chin and held his gaze. �I did.�
�What?�
She told him about the Paquita coffee bean, and all the information she�d found on her father�s laptop.
He listened. He took it in, considered it, examined it. Was it possible?
�It�s true, Travis. If we can finish that deal, it will be an unbelievably profitable deal for the company. It will make us all kinds of money.�
�Yes.� Oh, man. Oh, hell. �I don�t know, Samara. I still have a bad feeling about this. About being here.�
A flash of something in her eyes made him pause. �What?�
�Nothing.�
He gripped her chin with his fingers and forced her to look at him. �What? What aren�t you telling me?�
She lowered her lashes and nibbled her bottom lip. �Well. Yesterday, this man approached me as I was getting on the elevator and told me I should go home.�
�What! Who was he?�
�I don�t know. He�s staying here at the hotel. I saw him by the pool, and I thought he was watching me. Then I saw him in the bar, and he followed me to the elevator and told me I should go home.�
�Jesus Christ!� Red hot fury surged in him again. �That�s exactly what I�m talking about! How could you be crazy enough to come to a place like this on your own!�
�There�s more.� She bit her lip, peeked up at him through her lashes. �This morning, I started to drive to the Alvarez estate to find Javier Alvarez.�
�Hell. I was afraid of that. But...� He frowned. �Why�d you come back?�
�I think...someone was following me.�
He sucked in a breath. �Oh, for Chrissake.� He closed his eyes. His chest started to hurt again. She was determined to give him a heart attack.
�I don�t know if it was the same guy, but whoever he was, he was dark like him, wearing sunglasses. I started driving around, just to see, and he kept following me. He was staying back, and he was actually pretty good at it, but I got nervous, so I decided to come back to the hotel.�
�That�s why you looked like that when you walked in. Jesus.� He should have made her tell him right there and then what was going on, but his emotions�and hormones�had gotten the better of him, and instead, he�d dragged her up to her room to spank her and fuck her. Hell.
�That�s it,� he said determinedly. �We�re getting out of here. Right now. Next flight back.�
�No. I told you no, Travis.� She set her small jaw. �I�m going to see Javier and see if I can still make that deal. It�s going to help get us back on track.�
�It�s not worth our lives,� he gritted out. �Don�t be stupid, Samara.�
�You just told me I�m not stupid. You just told me you know I�m all grown up. I know I�ve made some mistakes. But I want to do this.�
He strode across the room and picked up the phone. Ten minutes later, he�d discovered the next flight back to the States was tomorrow night. He sighed, but booked them on it anyway.
He hung up and turned to face her. �We�re leaving tomorrow night.�
�We have tomorrow, then, to go the estate.�
He slowly shook his head. �Samara.�
�Come with me. Please, Travis.� Her eyes held his.
Hell. His resolve disintegrated beneath her clear green gaze. And the enticement of an incredible coffee bean. �Fine,� he growled. �We�ll leave first thing in the morning.�
She smiled. Tipped her head. �Thank you. So, what should we do to pass the time until then?�
She slid off the bed, moved toward him, and dropped to her knees.
�Oh, hell.�
Her fingers encircled his cock, which swelled and lengthened at her touch. His blood surged hot in his veins, and lust exploded in his brain as her tongue played with the head, circling, rubbing against that sweet spot on the underside, licking up and down, getting him wet so she could slide the tight ring of her lips over him and down. Up. Back down. He closed his eyes, let his head drop back, and fisted her hair in his hands. Her mouth was a dream, a hot, wet, sucking dream. Sublime sensation consumed him, a fiery tortuous ecstasy, making his legs go weak. He widened his stance, bare feet planted on the thick carpet, and when her fingers slipped between his legs to fondle his balls, he almost lost it right then.
�Oh, baby,� he groaned. �Oh yeah. Lick them, honey. Lick my balls.� He released her hair with one hand and held his cock up and out of her way. She eagerly complied, her teasing tongue sending fiery waves over him, his skin tingling, his testicles drawing up so tight at her touch.
�Love this,� she murmured. �Love your cock. I love the taste of it, the feel of it in my mouth, so thick and heavy.�
Her words inflamed him, ecstatic sensations sliding through him.
�And I love your balls,� she continued. She nuzzled the hair at his groin, kissed his thigh, licked tenderly over the taut sac again and again, then took one testicle into her mouth and sucked. Pressure built, and tingles slid up his spine, his fingers tightening in her hair. �How big and tight they are. Mmmm.�
Her pleasure at giving him pleasure was like the biggest imaginable stroke to his ego, making him feel fucking on top of the world. There was nothing, nothing in the world, hotter than a woman who loved sex like this. Samara, usually so bossy and in control, now on her knees in front of him clearly loving what she was doing, should have seemed subservient, but at that moment, he was the one who felt at her mercy, completely, utterly vulnerable, like he�d do any damn thing in the world for her.
He was crazy about her.
He opened his eyes and looked down at her as she took him in her mouth again, his swollen girth stretching her lips, her fingers again cupping his balls, her fingernails gently scraping and torturing him. He gritted his teeth, and the muscles of his ass tightened. He resisted the urge to thrust harder into her mouth, deeper into her throat.
�So good,� he groaned. �Your mouth, Sam. God, your mouth on me...so hot.�
She drew back and dropped her gaze to his cock, dripping and flushed. She smiled then tenderly rubbed the sensitive head of his dick over her wet lips. Heat flashed over him, and he moaned again. She looked up at him, long lashes framing her big eyes, hazy with lust, hot for him. So beautiful. So sexy.
Her cheeks hollowed as she sucked hungrily on him again, and everything inside him exploded in a hot violent burst. He held her head, trying to pull her back in case she didn�t want to do this, but she gave a small shake of her head, her eyebrows drawn together, and held him in her mouth as he came in long exquisite bursts.
She swallowed and let him slide out of her mouth, gently licking around the head, all shiny and super sensitive, then sucked him into her mouth in one last gentle pull.
�Jesus,� he croaked, and he went to his knees on the floor, too, and wrapped his arms around her. �Jesus Christ.�
They stayed like that, kneeling in front of each other, hugging, emotion swelling up inside him so big it almost choked him. He felt both an overwhelming sense of gratification and...love.
He rose to his feet, picked her up and carried her over to the bed, where he gently laid her down, so precious and valuable. To him. So important. So...everything.
She drove him crazy, yeah, but he wanted that kind of crazy, needed it like an addict needs a drug, needed her, needed her craziness, forever.
He parted her legs and knelt between them as she watched him with heavy-lidded eyes and a sultry smile. He leaned in to her to lick her sweet folds, slick with arousal, sweet and heady. He kissed the crease where thigh joined hip, brushed his lips over the puff of auburn curls, drew his tongue down over the softest skin in the world. She opened her thighs wider for him and moaned her delight. She tasted as sweet as sin, like desire and delight. Delicate. Delectable. He swallowed her taste, suckled on her soft flesh, kissed her clit, and then licked over it. Her body shuddered, and she whimpered, and when he drew her clit into his mouth and so gently sucked, she cried out, fisted her hands into the sheets and came in his mouth. So beautiful. So sexy.
* * *
They slept in her room that night. She awoke in the darkness, unsure of the time, draped over him, legs twined with his. She moved against him, rubbing with a latent need that quickly grew. She petted his chest�hard muscle, silky hair, hard little nipples� and made him twitch. She slid her hand lower, caressed his belly just beneath his navel, tangled her fingers in the rough hair below that, then reached lower still. Semi-hard, his cock swelled eagerly into her fingers. She smiled.
She stroked him, velvety skin over his hardening shaft and thick pulsing veins, and rubbed her thumb over the wet tip. His groan rumbled in his chest where her head still rested. She kissed his chest, tasting his skin with her tongue. His arms tightened around her, and then he rolled her to her back, coming over her, big and strong and powerful.
She gazed up at him in the dark, the moonlight streaming in the balcony doors where they�d left the curtains open, casting his body into highlights and shadows, emphasizing his high cheekbones and strong jaw, his dark eyes, his firm mouth. Silver and blue shadows sculpted his shoulders and biceps into powerful curves and dips as he parted her thighs and pushed her knees back. He moved between her legs, his knees spread wide, his thighs thick with muscle, the dark gold curls at his groin gleaming faintly, his cock thrusting up with erotic demand. Her lips parted at the sight of it, so engorged and beautiful. Feminine satisfaction swept through her that she did that to him, that he wanted her, and she blinked at a sudden prickle in the corners of her eyes.
�You�re beautiful, Samara,� he whispered, his gaze holding hers. �So beautiful.�
�So are you.�
His mouth curved in a wry smile, and she smiled too, her mouth tremulous.
Heat washed over her body in slow, luscious waves, pulsing from deep within her.
He laid his palm on his groin, his cock between his middle and index finger to help guide him into her. She watched, breathless and hot, then closed her eyes as he pushed inside her. Never enough. Never.
He eased himself in, slowly, in and out. �Take me, honey. Take me...like that. Oh, yeah.�
�Yes.�
When he was in and they were pressed as close as they could be, joined there so intimately, he set his hands on her waist and held her, his hands so big on her body his thumbs almost met on her abdomen, and he began to move in her, sliding in and out in slow strokes. Then he moved over her, took her hands in his, and pressed them to the bed beside her head, taking his weight on his elbows, and he kissed her. He licked into her mouth, dragged his tongue over her teeth. He nibbled her lips and sucked her tongue, all the while rocking into her with his hips in a drugging, enthralling rhythm. She curled her fingers tightly around his and kissed him back.
�You feel so good,� he whispered in her ear. He nuzzled her hair, kissed her cheek and the side of her neck when she turned her head.
So good. So very, unbelievably good. Flames licked over her body, and pleasure bloomed inside her, spreading all the way to her fingers and toes, consuming her.
He rose up on his knees again, set his hands on her inner thighs and continued his relentless stroking in and out of her, a sweet ache building and building inside her. She opened her mouth, gazing up at him, so powerful above her. Sensation so acute it was almost pain built inside her.
�Travis.�
�Sam.�
He took her hands again, clasped them in his, and held them in front of her chest, steadying her body for his harder, faster thrusts, and their eyes met and held as he moved in her.
The man he was...was everything to her. His strength, his sense of purpose, his confidence. His loyalty to the company. His aura of competence and power that made her feel like she could always count on him.
The man he�d been when he�d rejected her all those years ago. Though it had hurt her, she knew now he�d done the right thing. Because that was who he was. The man he was now, who�d let her have a chance in managing Cedar Mill when she�d thought he was going to try to shut her out. The man he was to follow her to Matagalpa because he was worried about her. The man he was, driving her crazy with his bossy protectiveness, even though deep down inside...she loved it.
She watched, entranced by the molten heat in his eyes, the sensuous curve of his mouth, the muscles rippling over his body as he moved against her. His cock inside her hit every nerve ending, hit tender places so deep inside her it hurt. So good.
He lowered himself on her again, his body hot and heavy, though again he was on his elbows. One arm curved around the top her head, his hand caressing her hair, stroking her forehead, tipping her head back so he could kiss her throat. He suckled her flesh gently then licked there. �Sam,� he murmured. �Sam.�
He whispered words against her hair, his mouth burning a trail on her skin. Their soft sighs of pleasure mingling, he pushed into her again and again. Flames burned hotter in her womb, and pressure built, pleasure vibrating through her. She strained up into him, and one more time, he rose to his knees and found her clit with his thumb. Their eyes met and held, his so full of tenderness and worship she had to close hers as emotion rose up inside her in huge swamping waves.
He touched everything inside her�including her heart.
Sensation inside her spiraled up, tightening into a sharp point of need, so tight, so high she was almost scared of what was going to happen, and then he took her higher still, higher than she�d ever been, and she shattered, sweet sensation cascading over every nerve ending, sparks flashing in front of her eyes. She cried out and reached for him, and he fell over her, pressed the side of his face to hers, and found her hands again with his, his fingers clutching hers like he�d never let go. His body went tight and still against hers, and he pulsed into her.
�Sam.� He kissed her, over and over, his mouth on her forehead, her eyebrow, her cheek. His nose rubbed against hers, and they breathed in tandem, sharing air. Her heart thundered, and her body pulsed around his cock, still buried in her.
It all became so beautiful in that moment, so exquisite, so important she knew everything in her life had changed.

Chapter Eighteen

�Do you really think I�m spoiled?�
They lay twined together on top of the bed covers in the quiet darkness, the ceiling fan sending air stroking over their damp skin in soft, rhythmic waves. He dragged his fingers through her long hair.
�No.�
She lifted her head from his chest to look at him. �You said that, though.�
�Yeah. I did.� He pursed his lips and expelled a breath. �When you were a teenager, I thought you were spoiled because you had such an easy life. Compared to what I had.�
She gazed at him, eyes full of warmth and gentle curiosity in the moonlight. �Tell me about it.�
He told her. Told her about the father who�d knocked up his mother, never to be seen again, his mom barely able to take care of herself, never mind a kid, all the odd jobs he�d taken from the time he was ten years old to try to help, including the job in a coffee shop that had sparked his interest in coffee. He told her about dropping out of college because his mom got sick and he�d had to look after her, how he�d had to get a full-time job �okay, two full-time jobs�to try to pay the medical bills, and how she�d died when he was only nineteen, leaving him alone in the world.
He told her how Parker had filled a hole in his life when he�d caught Parker�s attention after winning all those barista competitions while working for Cedar Mill and how Parker had been both a friend and a father figure to him. And how he�d felt when Parker and Dayna had invited him into their home to become a part of their family, a family like he�d never had.
�I guess I was envious,� he finally said, sliding his hand down the curve of her back. �It seemed like everything was just handed to you like a princess, when I�d had to work my ass off to get where I had. The truth is you never were spoiled. I�ve seen how hard you�ve worked. How you�ve worked your way up in the company. Nothing�s been handed to you just because you�re Parker�s daughter.�
Her radiant smile sucked the air out of his lungs. �Thank you,� she whispered, and touched her lips to his. When she drew back, her smile faded. �Is that why you don�t want me to be CEO?�
He gazed back at her, his thinking fuzzy. �What do you mean?�
�I mean, you don�t think it should be handed to me.�
He let that idea circle around in his head. He hadn�t thought of it that way, but maybe she had a point. Maybe his belief that goals were accomplished with hard work had influenced him. But it wasn�t the only reason.
�When Parker and I had that falling out and I moved to Los Angeles, I felt like I�d lost my family,� he said, remembered pain lancing through him. �The only real family I ever had. Parker was adamant that he wasn�t involved in anything illegal, and I felt like an asshole for even thinking it. I was afraid I�d screwed up my career, the business I�d worked my tail off for. It was a shitty time in my life.� He searched her face. �I buried myself in work. When I said I helped grow the company, I meant that, Samara. It�s been my life ever since I started there, and even more so after that happened. I had to prove myself all over again to Parker. I was desperate to get back his approval, his trust. So I threw myself into work. That�s why it�s so important to me to not lose the company. That�s why I want to run it. And yeah...I�ve worked for it.�
He asked for her understanding with his eyes, and relief rolled through him when she nodded.
�I get it,� she said softly. �But surely you can understand why it�s important to me too?�
He sighed. �Yeah. I do, Samara. I do. I was never trying to shut you out. At first I just wanted to make things easier for you when you were planning the funeral, with everything you were going through. Then I honestly didn�t think you were ready, and I was worried about what was best for the company.� Her eyes narrowed, and he smiled. �Then you stepped up and showed how smart you are. Jesus, when you came up with that idea to change our traceability system, I...� He searched for the words to tell her how much he�d admired her and respected her, and once again, her face softened. She nodded and pulled his head down for another kiss, this one full of mutual respect and understanding and...yeah...love.
* * *
The next day, the drive to the coffee estate belonging to Javier Alvarez took nearly two hours. Two hours of bouncing over potholes in the road. They�d driven through a sudden downpour, the wipers on Travis�s rental Jeep barely able to keep up. Then the sun had come out again, and the jungle turned steamy.
They climbed in altitude, and Samara felt the effects of it. When she�d arrived in Matagalpa, she�d felt a mild nagging headache at her temples and a slight fatigue. It had disappeared after yesterday�s sexual activity but returned now.
The air grew cooler as they ascended. Samara kept a lookout behind them, only a little paranoid after what had happened the day before, but it didn�t seem they were being followed.
�I still think this is a bad idea,� Travis muttered, steering around a particularly large hole in the rustic road. �Don�t you wonder why we could never get hold of Alvarez?�
�Yes.� She nibbled her bottom lip, watching the lush greenery passing by. �You know phone service isn�t always reliable here. Maybe that�s why.�
Travis shrugged. �I guess we�ll find out.�
She told him more about the Paquita coffee bean, the aroma, the tasting notes, the mouth-feel.
�It sounds amazing,� he agreed grudgingly. �You�re making my mouth water to taste it.�
She grinned at him. Their mutual love of coffee was another thing drawing them together. She reached out and squeezed his firm biceps. �Thank you again for coming with me.� For once in her life, she was happy to accept help, relieved and grateful that he was there.
He shot her a look, and the corners of his mouth deepened like he was trying to repress his smile. Probably thinking the same thing she was.
It was hard not to feel optimistic and enthusiastic after everything they�d shared. Knowing there really was nothing standing between them anymore, knowing Travis actually did want her, and knowing there might be a rare coffee bean that was going to make Cedar Mill Coffee Company tons of money buoyed her spirit. Even her nervousness about the man in the hotel and the possibility that he�d been following her yesterday faded away in the bright sunshine, cool mountain air and Travis�s reassuring presence.
�I think this is it,� Travis said, turning off the road onto an even narrower, rougher one. Neither of them had ever been to the estate, but Samara had detailed instructions how to get there from the concierge at the hotel.
They bumped and jounced down the road for a few minutes and then arrived at the farm. Samara knew it was large and had only started direct sales to roasters recently. The varietals they grew�besides the Paquita�were all top quality.
Travis parked the Jeep in the yard, and they looked at each other before climbing out. Samara smiled at him.
A man�dark skinned, dark haired, stocky and probably an inch or two shorter than Samara�emerged from one of the buildings. He started walking toward them. �Hola,� he called.
�Hola.�
Travis held out his hand. �Are you Javier?�
�Yes. Javier Alvarez. And you are?� Javier took Travis�s hand and shook it, an expression of hesitant curiosity in his dark eyes.
�Travis Murray. And this is Samara Hayden.�
She held out her hand and smiled. �I believe you knew my father. Parker Hayden.�
Javier�s eyes widened, his mouth dropped open, and he dropped her hand. �Parker Hayden. You�re his daughter?�
�Yes.�
�Madre de Dios,� Javier muttered. �What are you doing here?�
Samara shot a sideways glance at Travis. Despite the question, she got that he wasn�t really asking her what she was doing there. He was telling her she shouldn�t be there.
�My father left some business unfinished when he died,� she said. �I hoped to talk to you about it.�
Javier�s gaze darted around. �No. No. We cannot talk. That is out of the question. No.� He stepped back. �You must go. Right now.�
�But we came all this way. I�d love to talk about Paquita. I think it could be very profitable for both of us. I�m sure my father told you what kind of price he can pay you for that bean.�
�Yes. Yes. But...� He took another step away and wiped his hands on the dark green cargo pants he wore. �I cannot do that now.�
�Perhaps we could go inside to your office to talk.�
�No!�
Samara�s insides tightened with frustration, and she pressed her lips together. She glanced at Travis for some help. His sunglasses didn�t hide his frown.
Javier�s eyes went to the jungle behind them then flicked back to their faces. �Please,� he said, a pleading tone in his voice. �Leave, now.�
A faint drone of an airplane reached Samara�s ears. Huh. She looked up at the clear blue sky above the trees. Javier noticed and looked too. Desperation filled his eyes, and now he moved forward. He took hold of Samara�s arm and started walking her to the vehicle.
She shook him off. �Hey.�
�I�m telling you, you must go,� he said. �Mierde. It is too late. Come with me.� He took hold of her arm again and started walking toward the building.
The buzz of the plane intensified as it drew closer. Samara stumbled along behind Javier over the dirt of the yard and turned to look at Travis.
�Hey,� Travis said, running up to them and releasing Samara from Javier�s grip. �Hands off the lady. Would you tell us what the hell is going on?�
Javier muttered and strode rapidly toward the building he�d just come out of, a small wooden structure with a tile roof. �Come.�
Samara looked up and saw the plane like a silvery insect in the bright azure sky, the sun glinting off it. It was descending and apparently about to land, and not very far from there. She frowned.
Javier was acting very weird. Tension coiled inside her as she and Travis followed him into the cool dimness. It was an office building, with ancient desks and filing cabinets arranged in the small room they stood in.
Javier strode through the room and yanked open a door. Before he could walk through it, a man appeared. Tall, deep-set eyes, hard bodied. The man from the hotel who�d told her to go home. And he was carrying a gun.

Chapter Nineteen

Shit. Travis stared at the man with the gun. It didn�t matter who the hell the guy was, and he had no idea, but there was nothing good about seeing a man with a gun at that point. Javier�s odd behavior and nervousness had infected Travis, too, and his gut felt like there was a rock in it. He resisted the urge to rub the tight muscles of his neck. He reached for Samara and pushed her behind him.
�Ms. Hayden,� the man said.
He knew Samara?
She said nothing, just held onto Travis, crowded up close against his back.
�You should not have come here,� the man continued in perfect English. �I told you to go home.�
He felt Samara stiffen behind him. Oh shit. She did not like people who told her what to do. He�s got a gun, he tried to communicate with her telepathically. This wasn�t a time for stubbornness.
�I�m here on business,� she said, and Travis suspected only he could detect the faint tremor of nerves in her voice. �I have a right to be here. How do you know who I am?�
�It is my business to know,� the man said enigmatically. Travis saw Javier frown, as if he, too, was surprised the man knew who Samara was. Clearly Javier hadn�t been expecting them, and yet, this man seemed to have been.
Another man, also dark haired, but short and slender, and also carrying a gun, appeared from the other room. �What is this?� he demanded, gesturing toward them with the weapon. �Who are they?�
The taller man sighed. �Raoul. Hijo de puta,� he muttered. �Never mind who they are. We will have to kill them.�
Travis�s heart lurched to a stop.
�There is no time right now,� Raoul said, staring at them through narrowed eyes. �The plane is landing. We have to get out there.�
�Tie them up, Javier,� the taller man ordered.
�I�ll do it,� Raoul said.
The taller man�s face tightened, and he gave a grim nod. �Good.�
Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck. Travis�s mind spun. He had no weapon of course. What the hell would he need a gun for? There was no way he was about to take on a guy with an evil-looking handgun pointed at them. While Javier located a couple of lengths of rough hemp rope, both men stood there, legs spread, guns pointed at Travis and Samara.
Samara started trembling behind him. He reached for her and held her hips with his hands, keeping her behind him, wanting to reassure her. Christ, this was so not good.
Raoul pushed them onto hard wooden chairs. He bound their wrists and ankles then wrapped rope around their waists and the backs of the chairs.
Travis wasn�t sure if talking was a good idea, but hey, if they were going to die, he had to at least make an effort. �Look, we don�t know what�s going on here. Just let us go. We�ll drive back to Santa Anjelita, and we won�t say a word to anyone. We�re getting on a plane back to the States tonight. We�ll be gone in twelve hours.�
They ignored him.
Great.
�Don�t even think of trying anything,� the bigger guy warned with a glare. �We�ll be back soon.�
The door closed behind them, and Travis locked his gaze on Samara seated beside him. �Oh man. Shit just got real. Are you okay?�
�Oh, yeah, great. Fuck no! I�m not okay! Travis, they�re going to kill us!�
�Relax,� he said, although his body was tightly coiled. He gritted his teeth. �They haven�t yet, so there�s still hope.�
�That�s the man!� she cried. �The man from the hotel. How did he get here? How does he know me?�
�Shit.�
�Oh, god, what the hell did I get us into?� she wailed. �I can�t believe this.�
�Don�t fall apart on me now,� he said to her. �Come on, Samara.�
�This is my fault! I�m the stupid idiot who insisted on coming here. You tried to tell me it was dangerous.� She shook her head, and tears welled in her beautiful green and gold eyes. �God, Travis, I�m so sorry.�
�Let�s just try to get out of here,� he muttered, working at the ropes on his wrist. They bit into his flesh, but he ignored it. �Can you get loose at all?�
Samara bit her lip and started fidgeting with the ropes binding her. �No.� She tried again. �Dammit.�
Travis was silent as he made another effort. But the ropes were tight. Jesus. There. God! It might have loosened just a hair. He went at it again.
Samara�s eyes dropped to his hands. �Travis, you�re bleeding. Stop.�
�I don�t care,� he said through gritted teeth, pain burning his arms. �I don�t give a fucking shit if my wrists are bleeding. We have to get out of here before they get back.�
He tried to stand. The chair came with him, but when he tried to shuffle across the floor, his bound ankles made him lose his balance. Christ, he almost fell on his face but managed to shift back, and the chair hit the floor hard, creaking and jolting his very bones. Damn.
Samara started working at her wrists, too, but he could see she wasn�t making any progress.
Fuck.
Time stretched in the dim room. Sweat broke out on his forehead, and his armpits stung. His gut churned until he wondered if he was going to puke.
Eventually they both gave up, wrists raw, Travis�s blood reddening the ropes. �I�m sorry,� he groaned. �I can�t get out.�
�Don�t. It�s not your fault. Don�t apologize.� Her eyes closed, and her head fell back.
They sat and waited for whatever doom was about to befall them. Travis wasn�t prepared to give up all hope. When the two men came back, they�d have an opportunity to try to talk their way out again, or maybe escape. If he could get that gun away from that guy�
What the chances of that were he had no idea, but he�d try anything if it meant getting Samara out of there in one piece. Why the fuck had he let her talk him into doing this? He knew Parker�d been involved in bad shit. This just proved it. Obviously there was more than coffee being grown and traded at the Alvarez estate.
Damn you, Parker. Then he sighed. Parker had obviously gotten himself into trouble, but he couldn�t blame Parker for this. They�d done this themselves.
* * *
Samara sat there, rope biting into her wrists and ankles, her stomach churning at the sight of Travis�s bloody wrists. Sweat dampened her clothing, and her heart thudded so hard in her chest she could hardly hear.
What had she done?
She closed her eyes on a wave of dizziness. Guilt rose up and smacked her in the face. If she hadn�t been so stubborn and stupid about this, they wouldn�t be in this mess. Shit.
How could she fix this? She couldn�t get them out of here. The ropes squeezed her tightly. If Travis couldn�t loosen them, she certainly couldn�t. Her stomach heaved even more at the thought that they were about to die.
Just when they�d finally found each other and gotten past mistakes out in the open. Just when it seemed maybe they could have something together. After all those years. It was so fucking unfair!
She blinked at the sudden sting in her eyes and looked up at the ceiling. She didn�t pray often; maybe she should have. At that moment she was prepared to make a deal. If they could get out of here, she�d leave Portland and go back to San Francisco. She�d give up Travis and let him run the company. Obviously she couldn�t do it. She�d screwed everything up, so badly they were about to die. She didn�t deserve that job, and she couldn�t do it. Not now, not after this. And she didn�t deserve Travis.
Despair swamped her, making her throat ache, and the hot tears spilled out of her eyes. She sniffled, hoping Travis wouldn�t notice, but of course his gaze snapped to her face. His eyes narrowed as he took in her tears.
�Shit, Samara, don�t cry.�
�I�m sorry. I never cry. Well, hardly ever.� She couldn�t wipe her face, and the wetness on her cheeks annoyed her. She sniffed again then lifted her chin and met his gaze head on.
�Travis.� Her voice came out sounding thick.
�Yeah?�
�If we make it out of here...� She swallowed. �If we make it out of here, I�ll go back to San Francisco.�
�What?� He stared at her.
A strand of her hair coming loose from her ponytail stuck on her wet cheek. Aaagh! She tried again to loosen her wrists to no avail. �You�ll be the CEO,� she continued, voice stronger. �You�re the best one to run the company, Travis. The only one. I can�t do it. Look what a mess I�ve made of things.�
Travis just kept looking at her, and his mouth softened.
�I�ll go back to San Francisco and be regional manager. I�ll keep working my way up.� A small smile tugged her mouth as she held his gaze. �Someday I�ll be back, and I�ll help run the company. But I know I have a lot to learn.�
�Samara.� His throat worked as he swallowed. �I don�t want you to go back to San Francisco.�
She blinked at him, her lower lip quivering.
* * *
Samara Hayden admitting that she�d screwed up made Travis feel like something had reached out and grabbed him by the throat. He couldn�t speak. He knew how hard it was for her to admit mistakes, how stubborn and determined she was. She�d wanted that job so badly; for her to back down now was huge. He tried to swallow, his throat feeling like dry coffee grounds.
He�d wanted the CEO job. Not that she�d been a serious threat; the entire executive team and all the shareholders were behind him, but just the fact that she was there and owned forty percent of the shares meant he had to share responsibility with her. But now he knew�he wanted to share responsibility with her. He wanted to share everything with her.
�I don�t want you to go back to San Francisco,� he said again. He shifted his weight and bounced the chair across the floor to be closer to her, stopping when they were knee to knee, face to face. This was important. They had to talk about this.
�We�ve been fighting about who�s going to take over. But it doesn�t have to be either or. Parker and I managed as a team, and you and I can do that too, Samara.�
She nodded slowly, eyes trained on his face, but said nothing.
�And not just that...I love you, Samara. I want you in my life.�
Her eyes widened, and her mouth trembled. �You do?�
�I do. I�ve always loved you. That was the other reason your father and I had a big fight seven years ago.�

Chapter Twenty

Travis met Samara�s eyes. �He knew what happened between us.�
�Uh...�
�He saw us kissing that night.�
�Oh holy mother of Godfrey.�
�Yeah. Holy shit, he was so pissed off I thought he was going to strangle me with his bare hands.�
She sucked in her bottom lip and regarded him with distress. �Oh, no. Oh, Travis. You didn�t even do anything.�
�Well.� If he could have squirmed on the chair, he would have. �I kissed you back. I did more than I should have. The only reason he didn�t kill me right then was that he saw I�d ended it, and I managed to convince him I had no intention of it ever happening again.� Except that hadn�t been entirely true, and maybe Parker had sensed that.
�Oh dear god.�
�You were only seventeen,� he said, as if she didn�t remember that. �He was your father. He was right to be angry. Christ. Imagine it�� him discovering his business partner making out with his seventeen-year-old daughter?� He groaned.
She made a small noise. �That�s my fault too. I�m sorry, Travis. I never meant to get you into trouble like that.�
�I know. I wasn�t mad at you about it. I was angry at myself for letting it happen.�
She moved her head slowly from side to side as if trying to make sense of it all. �He never said anything to me.�
�I asked him not to. Not to embarrass you. Because, really, nothing happened. And I promised him nothing ever would.�
�Why? Why would he make you promise that?�
�You were his little girl. I�m sure he thought I was a dirty pervert. And the truth is...I was.�
She sucked in a sharp breath, staring at him with wide eyes.
�I did want you, Samara.�
Her chin slowly lowered, and she stared at him up through her lashes. �You...you did?�
�Yes. I did. I felt like a dirty old man. You were seventeen. You have no idea how sick I thought I was, lusting after a little girl.�
�Oh for Godfrey�s sake, I wasn�t that young.�
�It was wrong. I knew it. I couldn�t help it.�
�Oh, Travis.�
�I loved those dinner conversations where you�d take on your father and me, debating fair trade, talking about politics and coffee prices.� His hands strained against the bindings with the urge to touch her. �You made me laugh; you made me think. You made me hard.�
Her eyes darkened, and her lips parted.
�Sending you away that night was the hardest thing I ever did. Knowing I�d hurt you damn near killed me.� He paused. �I promised him, Samara. I promised him I�d never touch you. I�ve been going nuts with guilt about that.�
�That was a long time ago,� she whispered.
�I know. I know it�s stupid. But remember how much Parker meant to me.� His throat tightened. �He was like the father I never knew. He brought me into the business, brought me into his family. I was devastated that he was so pissed off at me. Then...I messed things up even more by suspecting him of smuggling drugs into the county. He was already furious. I�ve spent the last seven years trying to make up for that. The least I could do is keep my promise to him. But I couldn�t even do that.� He closed his eyes.
�Travis. I�m sure even Dad would admit that he couldn�t hold you to that promise now.�
�I�m not so sure.� He gave a short laugh. �But you�re right. Everything has changed. You�re a grown woman, and Parker is gone. I keep telling myself he�d want me to look after you, but that doesn�t mean having sex with you. It was just hard to set that promise aside. You know?�
�I know.� She let out a shaky breath. �I love you too, Travis. I know I was young, but I loved you so much. I thought I�d get over you when I went away to college, but as soon as I came back, I knew I never really had.� With her hands bound, she was unable to wipe the tears that ran down her face. �I thought maybe we�d get a chance now.� She swallowed, and when she spoke, her voice quivered. �After last night.�
�We will.�
There was no fucking way they were going to end things this way. Sitting there tied up, knowing these could be their last minutes on earth, had made him realize that promise to Parker, while noble at the time, was no longer valid. If they got out of there, there was no way he was giving up what he and Samara had because of that stupid promise. Parker was gone, and more importantly, Samara was a grown woman who certainly knew her own mind and made her own decisions. In the years she�d been away, she had matured, though he�d doubted it at first. In fact, he had to respect what she�d accomplished with her life, the knowledge she�d acquired. He had to admire her determination and her loyalty to the company.
They had to get out of there alive because he had to kiss her. Hold her. Jesus, they had to be together.
The way the chair had creaked when he�d slammed to the floor gave him an idea. He stood up and did it again. And again. He shuffled toward the wall, sure he felt one of the chair legs wobbling beneath him, and slammed himself into the wall over and over again.
�Travis! God, Travis!� Samara stared at him with horror.
Pain crashed through him with every blow. Christ, he�d be bruised and battered, but goddamn it, if he was alive, it was worth it. And then the chair gave way, one leg splintering with a loud crack. Sweat dripped from his brows, stung his eyes, and ran down his back. He heaved himself one more time against the wall, and the back of the chair broke. Furiously he wriggled his body so the ropes around him and the chair rose higher and then finally, thank Christ, they loosened around him as he got them off the broken chair.
Adrenaline surged through his veins like liquid heat, and he tore the ropes off his wrists and ankles with fumbling, numb fingers, ignoring the pain still battering his body.
He rushed over to Samara and scrabbled at the ropes binding her until finally she was free too. They had to get the hell out of there.
He helped her stand. She wobbled a little and clutched his damp shirt.
�Okay?� he asked, pressing a quick kiss to the top of her head.
�Fine. Let�s go.�
Distant voices carried to them over the stillness, growing louder. Shouting. Words in Spanish he didn�t know. They froze, eyes meeting in a question. What was going on out there?
�What�s happening?�
�I don�t know. I�m guessing the plane is here to be loaded up with drugs.�
�It sounds like something�s gone wrong.� A crease appeared between her eyebrows.
�Yeah. It does.�
More shouting, and the sound of pounding footsteps over the soft ground. A pop from a gun.
�Oh, god.� Samara�s voice quivered.
�Stay calm.� He was telling himself that as much as her. �It�ll be okay, Sam.�
They went over to a window and peered out but saw nothing. The noises were coming from behind the building, where the plane had landed.
�I love you,� he told her again. Not that the end was near, or anything. Just because he wanted to. �Let�s run.� He clutched her hand. �Run straight to the vehicle. Get in. Don�t look back, just run like hell. Okay?�
His gut tightened, and his heart beat in heavy thuds. He glanced at Samara. Their eyes met. He nodded and smiled.
She smiled back at him. �Okay. I love you too.�
His heart squeezed at her soft, heartfelt words. He longed to hold her, his only wish, if he was about to die, that he could hold her again. But there was no time.
They quietly opened the door, wincing as it creaked on rusty hinges. Travis poked his head out and swept his gaze over the clearing. No one there.
He stepped outside, pulling Samara with him.
�Run!� he urged in a whisper, and they both took off, feet flying over the soft ground. They were both long-legged and covered the distance easily, reaching the vehicle at the same time, Samara on the passenger side, him on the driver�s. They reached for the door handles just as a sharp voice called from behind them, �Alto! Halt!�
They both became petrified, hands on the doors. Travis�s heart slammed in his chest, his body hot. He looked up at the clear blue sky. No, god no, this couldn�t happen. They�d been so close; he was sure they�d made it.
Slowly, he looked at Samara and saw the terror in her eyes, and he knew he would die to save her life if he could. He straightened, removing his hands from the car, and holding them up, he turned.
Standing there was Javier Alvarez. And the man Samara had recognized from the hotel. And...Parker.

Chapter Twenty-one

Samara�s body went weak, and her vision darkened at the edges; the only thing she saw was her father standing there. Alive. Or was this some kind of hallucination brought on by terror? �Dad?�
�Samara.�
Travis caught her as her knees buckled, and her only thought was don�t let them shoot him, please don�t let them shoot him.
He lowered her to the ground and pushed her head down between her knees. Her ears buzzed loudly, and the voices she heard sounded very far away.
�Samara.�
�Is she okay? Dammit, Travis, what the hell...�
�What the hell? You�re asking me what the hell? Jesus Christ, Parker!�
�Don�t fight,� she mumbled, but it seemed nobody heard her. Or they ignored her. Her vision began to clear, and the noise in her ears faded. Her clothes were drenched with perspiration, and she shivered. She lifted her head.
�Are you okay? God, baby.� Travis, crouched beside her on the dirt, sat down hard, and pulled her onto his lap, tucking her head against this chest. His strong arms wrapped around her felt so good.
�Gun. Travis...�
�It�s okay. There�s no gun.� He held her like that for a moment. �It�s okay. I don�t know what the fuck is going on here, but it�s okay.�
She lifted her head to look at him, threw her arms around his neck and squeezed, her entire body wracked with trembling. They were alive.
And so was her father.
She jerked her head back and stared up at him, now standing beside them, hands on his hips, frowning at them.
Shaky, she struggled to get off Travis�s lap and to her feet, but fury surged inside her, giving her strength. Travis rose to stand behind her, his hands protectively on her waist. �Dad! What is going on! We thought you were dead!�
His frown deepened into a scowl. �Dead?� He cast a questioning glance at the man, the one who�d had the gun earlier. �You thought I was dead?�
The man from the hotel stepped forward. Samara was quick to note he no longer held his gun, although it sat in a holster on his hip.
He held out a hand. �Permit me to introduce myself. I am Carlos De Faria. DEA.�
Samara blinked but didn�t take his hand. �DEA?�
He nodded, and she finally stretched out a hand to shake his.
�I�ve been working undercover here in Matagalpa for several years.� He nodded at Parker. �Your father has been assisting us in setting up an important sting operation. We just took down a major drug cartel.� He jerked his head toward the trees and bushes behind them that hid the air strip from view. �Mr. Alvarez here has also assisted us.�
Javier�s face looked ashen, and he shook his head as if he still couldn�t believe what had happened. Raoul was nowhere in sight. Had he been one of the bad guys?
�But...Dad?� She turned her eyes to him. �You were helping the DEA?�
�I was until a couple of weeks ago. My cover got blown. We quickly had to fake my death. I�ve been in hiding ever since.� He turned to glare at Carlos De Faria. �You told me you�d get a message to them. That I was okay.�
Carlos�s eyes shifted. �Er...yes, well, we thought it would be more believable if even your family thought you were dead.�
�Jesus Christ!� Dad looked like was going to explode.
Her chest tight, Samara felt like she couldn�t breathe. �We thought you were dead,� she said again, voice choking. �Mom...oh my damn, Mom�s going to have a fit.�
�I am so sorry, Sam,� her father said, and he opened his arms. Much as she didn�t like to leave the safety and comfort of Travis�s embrace, she quickly looked up at him over her shoulder, and he released her. She took three steps, and then her father�s arms were around her and she was sobbing into his chest.
�Daddy, oh Daddy! I can�t believe this.�
He stroked her back and patted her. �I�m sorry. I�m sorry we did that to you. I wanted you to know I was okay. It was just going to be for a couple of weeks. It was the only way. Otherwise I really would be dead.�
She smacked his shoulder. �We had a funeral for you!� Then she sobbed again. �How could you do that to us?�
�Shit. You had a funeral?�
�Yes! A really big funeral!�
�Christ. I�m sorry.� He held her while she cried. Finally she drew back and dragged her palms over wet cheeks. She sucked in a quivery breath. �I guess I should be happy you�re alive, not mad at you, huh?�
He grinned. �I think I�d be pretty pissed off, too, if I were you.�
�Oh, Daddy.�
�In fact, now that you mention it, I am pissed off at you. Both of you.� His frown returned. �What the hell are you two doing here, anyway? Do you know how close you came to blowing the entire operation?�
�Yes,� Carlos De Faria spoke. �We�ve been working years on this.� He too looked at them with his brows tight over his nose. �I tried to warn you at the hotel to leave.�
�Well,� she huffed, �if you�d told me who you were, maybe I would have.�
He sighed. �I couldn�t tell you,� he said with great patience. �I was undercover.�
�Samara doesn�t like it when people tell her what to do,� Travis said.
She rounded on him then softened at the love and affection in his eyes and the smile tipping up his lips. She moved back toward him, still hardly able to believe they were alive and everything was okay.
�We came here to talk to Javier about Paquita,� she told her dad. �I found the information on your laptop, and I wanted to see if I could finish the deal.� Her lower lip pushed out. �Is there really a Paquita bean? Probably not, huh?� Her shoulders slumped. What an idiot she�d been. This had to be the biggest screw-up of her life. Yet another epic fail. She just kept making mistakes.
Travis wrapped an arm around her waist, and she leaned against him with a sigh.
�There really is a Paquita bean,� her dad said. �I have been talking to Javier about it. He can�t produce enough right now to make it economically viable, but if we help with some equipment, we should be able to produce large enough qualities.�
Her heart leaped. �Really? �Cause I want to taste that coffee! It sounds amazing!�
The men all laughed, and Travis squeezed her tighter. �I love you, Sam.�
�Hey.� Parker stepped toward them, scowling. �What is this?�
* * *
Travis lifted his head and met Parker�s eyes. His stomach clenched. Parker might not be happy, but too damn bad. He was not letting her go now. �Samara and I are in love,� he said, lifting his chin. �I know I made a promise to you a long time ago, but...well, that was a long time ago.�
�Dad. I love him. I�m twenty-four years old. I�ll fall in love with whomever I want.�
Parker�s scowl faded. He studied them. His mouth pursed. �Well.� He looked from Samara to Travis then dropped his gaze to Travis�s arms wrapped protectively around her. �Well.�
Travis resisted the urge to fling himself into the silence with some stupid defensive remark.
�You love her?�
He gave a tight nod. �Yes.�
�You�d damn well better not hurt her.�
�I don�t plan to.�
�Samara?�
�I love him, Dad.�
Parker gave a crooked grin. �I can�t believe this.�
Travis�s mouth dropped open. �You�re okay with it?�
Parker firmed his lips as if to hide his emotion. �I love both of you. You know that.�
�But...that time you...you were furious.�
�She was a teenager!�
Travis nodded again. �I know. But why the hell did you make me promise to never touch her again?�
�Oh Christ. I guess I thought she was going to be seventeen forever. I was having a little trouble accepting my baby growing up, all right? I�d seen the way you looked at her.�
Travis�s insides knotted. �You had?� He�d been kind of afraid of that. He rolled his top lip in and dug his teeth into it.
�It wasn�t hard to miss.� Parker waved a hand. �But she was my baby. Then there was that smuggling accusation...�
�I guess I owe you an apology for that.� Travis�s mouth twisted, and he held Parker�s gaze. �I gather you were working with the DEA back then too.�
�Yes.�
�I�m sorry, Parker.�
�I wanted to tell you, Travis. I couldn�t. The only one I told was Dayna.�
�She knew?�
�I had to tell her to save our marriage.� Parker made a face. �Thanks to you for telling her your suspicions.�
Travis winced. �Sorry about that too.�
�She was sworn to secrecy,� Parker added.
Travis felt Samara�s gaze on him, and they exchanged a look.
�I guess I have an apology to make too,� she said reluctantly. �Or maybe a confession.�
They�d both made mistakes, jumped to conclusions, hurt people they cared about. But they�d learned from it, hopefully, and maybe they�d have a chance to make up for it and try again.
�Could we go back to the hotel and talk about this there?� Parker asked. �I�d really love a shot of Lagavulin.�

Chapter Twenty-two

�I do believe you have a role to play in running the company. When I said those things in that meeting, I meant it. We need you. We need your passion.�
�Thank you,� Samara whispered, her heart feeling full and soft, holding Travis�s gaze. �I�ll do whatever you tell me to.�
Travis snorted. �In my dreams, maybe.�
�I mean it!� Sitting there in Parker�s office in downtown Portland, she straightened. �I�m ready to part of a team,� she insisted, but then she caught the smile tugging the corners of Travis�s mouth and she relaxed a little. �I am.�
�I know,� Travis said. �Er...Duane Scanlon called me to tell me that he�s on board again with the partnership because of his meeting with you,� Travis added, then frowned. �Although I was pretty pissed when I found out you�d met with him without telling me.�
�Why?� she demanded. �It was fine.�
�You need to think these things through,� he said. �Meeting with him when you barely knew what was going on with the company was risky.�
�It wasn�t risky! I knew what I was talking about!�
They glared at each other then frowns slipped into grins.
�You did good,� Travis admitted.
Travis turned to Parker, who watched them with amusement. �This is going to be entertaining,� he said, leaning back in his chair.
�We need her here, Parker.�
�I agree.�
Samara�s heart swelled even more in her chest, and she drew in a long breath through her nose.
�Okay, then we�re all agreed that we�ll redesign my job and Travis�s and we�ll create a new position for Samara here in Portland.�
Samara and Travis stood and walked out of Parker�s office, and Samara cast a regretful look at the huge windows and incredible view; they�d probably stick her in some windowless closet somewhere. Oh well.
They walked into Travis�s office. He closed the door behind him and took her into his arms, smiling down at her.
�So neither of us won.�
She gave him a saucy grin. �Oh, I think we both won.�
His smile widened, and his eyes warmed. �I love you, Samara. I want you in my life. Here at work, but outside work too. Even though I know you�ll probably drive me crazy for the rest of my life.�
She scowled at him, and he laughed.
�I don�t want to rush things, so we can just take our time getting to know each other again...�
�Fighting.�
�Arguing.�
�Spanking.�
�Oooooh.� She kissed his mouth. �You do know what I want.�
The End
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