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            Doing the Right Thing

Barbara Elsborg

Addie Winter is single—just one more reason for disappointment in her permanently disapproving mother’s eyes. There’s nothing she wants more than to be loved but when her own mother can’t bring herself to love her, she wonders if anyone can. What she needs is a man—real would be ideal, but she’ll settle for pretend.

Anything to shut her mother up.

Will Mansell chokes on his drink when Addie offers to pay him to spend the night in her room. Tall, dark-haired and the epitome of Addie’s “hero”, he can’t believe his luck because women usually go for his blond-haired brother. Ed Mansell is a serial playboy with an electric smile who waltzes through life and through women. Lucky for Will and Ed, they don’t have the same taste in women. But that was before they met Addie.

Far from pretending, Will and Ed set out to prove Addie is worthy of love—but Addie finds too much love can be just as painful as none at all.
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Chapter One
The gym at the Delmonte Hotel was Addie Winter’s last resort. If she couldn’t find Noah there, she’d have to come up with a spectacular excuse to satisfy her mother.

“Sign the register, please.” A Lycra-clad trainer with sleek golden hair and a body to match handed Addie a pen. “Do you know how to use the equipment?”

“Yes, I’m fine, thanks.”

The last thing Addie needed was a beautiful woman making her look a complete idiot. Or a beautiful man. Well, she needed a beautiful man, but not one who thought she was an idiot.

When she pushed open the door of the gym and saw the only occupants were ranks of metal sculptures, none of which looked beautiful, disappointment swamped her excitement. Addie chose the machine that looked the least intimidating, hoping for a stampede of testosterone-charged men before she broke into a sweat.

The moment she started to walk, lights flashed in front of her.

Clean the nozzle

Yuk. She’d rather not.

Make a selection

Addie dithered. What did she want? She tried to focus on the changing screen.

Aerobic, cardio, decaf, regular?
She pressed buttons at random. The questions began again and the treadmill ran faster.
How much did she weigh?
In bloody kilograms? While she frantically tried to work it out—mental arithmetic under stress not being one of her strong points—the question changed and the speed increased.
How long did she want to
be tortured?
Addie was already panting. If Noah didn’t appear within the next ten minutes, she’d be incapable of breathing, let alone talking.
What level did she want?
How hard could running be? Still, better start low. Level two. Oops, had she pressed twice?

Start,
the machine commanded. Addie thought she already had.

As the belt continued to pick up speed, the whirring motor overpowered the sound of the radio. A gentle jog rocketed into an escape from the hounds of hell. Her fingers groped for and missed the red panic button, and she took off in an inelegant reverse flight, arms flailing to land in a crumpled heap on the floor. All the air whooshed out of her lungs. Thank God she was alone.

“Are you okay?”

Addie looked up to find a fair-haired guy staring down at her.
Damn.
He was trying not to smile, but his tight lips and twinkling eyes gave him away.

“Doing a few sit-ups.” She sat up, her head swam and she lay down again.

He hesitated and then moved away to step onto a machine that moved arms and legs in opposite directions. The label said cross-trainer. As opposed to happy-trainer?

Smiley-guy had a great face. Dark blue eyes. Square chin. Lovely body and he was tall.

But he had floppy blond hair, which was no use at all. She could hardly expect him to dye it. Addie staggered to the mats and slumped onto a large pink gym ball. She’d lie on that for a while and pretend to be exercising something invisible while her organs rearranged themselves.

Addie stared at the ceiling trying to figure out what the hell she was doing. She’d never fool her mother and she wouldn’t fool herself, either. Prince Charming never turned up in real life and if he did, it wouldn’t be in
her
life. She ought to give up this crazy plan and leave before— The door swung open. Addie glanced across to see two dark-haired guys walk in. Her heart, still in recovery after the unexpected sprint, now attempted the high jump. Both men were tall—with dark hair. They had good bodies—

and dark hair. What was wrong with them? Addie stared at their backs. No forked tails.

Overwhelmed by the prospect of having a choice, Addie hadn’t noticed the ball deflating beneath her until, once again, she lay flat on her back, looking like a upturned Barbie turtle. She picked up the lump of pink plastic, folded it into an untidy mess and tucked it behind a rowing machine. When she turned, the blond one grinned at her.

Addie slunk to the opposite side of the room and stepped onto an angular machine that reminded her of Megatron, one of her brother David’s “Robots In Disguise”

Transformers. He was twenty-seven and they still lined his windowsill.

Lesson learne d, Addie selected level one. She pressed down her foot as hard as she could, but the platform didn’t move, not even after she used both feet and bounced. The fair-haired guy stepped onto Megatron’s twin, shot her a little smile and flicked a switch on her display. Addie almost kneed herself in the mouth.

“Thanks,” she mumbled.

She registered his shining eyes and happy face. Addie could have asked him to be Noah, she wanted to ask him, but he was no use, unless the death of his mother had sent him prematulrely blond. She considered that as she slogged up Everest, and then dismissed it. Gray might work, blond didn’t.

The other two were doing alternate biceps curls with dumbbells. Addie gave up on the mountaineering, unable to conquer the foothills, and joined them. She picked up an EZ curl bar and the weight dropped straight off one end, just missing the nearest guy’s toes and making a huge dent in the floor. Addie stared at it in horror, wishing it was deep enough for her to drop into and disappear.

“Sorry,” she gasped.

The two men ignored her. It was the blond guy who came to help.

“Not your fault,” he said. “Someone left off the collar.”

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

Addie began to melt at his grin and then snapped upright. No matter how much she might wish otherwise, Mr. Very-Nice-With-Gorgeous-Blue-Eyes didn’t fit the profile.
She forced her attention back to the other two. The glimmer of a wedding ring turned choice into no choice. No ring on the one whose foot she’d almost crushed, though that didn’t mean he wasn’t married. Addie positioned herself so she could look at his face and froze. Beneath his annoyed frown, she saw every paperback hero she’d ever loved. His dark hair was straight and well cut. He was tall and tanned. He had dark gray eyes and the shadow of stubble on his chin. Forget the too tight T-shirt that bore the words,
Idaho No Udaho
. It had taken Addie a moment or two before she got it, particularly having to read it in reverse, but she didn’t care what it said. She’d found Noah.

While she struggled to get the words right in her head, she pranced from machine to machine. When the words were right, her feet took her in another direction.
Coward
, Addie scolded herself. How difficult could this be, compared to what she’d been doing all those weekends she was supposed to be in Manchester with Noah? While her friends and family thought she was having fun with her boyfriend, she’d paid a fortune to throw herself off cliffs, flip into freezing, wild water from a canoe and crawl down ever-narrowing underground tubes.

Despite the fortune she’d forked out for those adventure courses, Noah had never rescued her. Now she had to rescue herself, but the prospect of asking a simple question made her heart pound in her chest with the violence of surf crashing on a north Hawaiian shore. If she didn’t do something soon she’d drown in a pool of sweat—not attractive—or have a heart attack. Actually, that wasn’t a bad idea, so long as Noah knew CPR. Somehow Addie guessed the blond one would save her.

As Noah sat at another machine, she took a deep breath, stepped toward him and smiled. He ignored her. Addie’s smile withered, died and fell off her face. In her rush to escape, she kicked his water bottle, sending it spinning over the wooden floor like a puck on an ice rink. Addie ran to pick it up, knocked it again with her foot and after it stopped against the wall, she returned it with a burning face.

“Sorry.” Now she’d managed to apologize, she kept going. “Er…I…er…need to ask a favor. When you’ve finished exercising, could I buy you a drink in the bar?” Addie stared at the dent she’d made in the floor.
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