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Prologue

Kat

I met Tony Gibson and experienced my
first crush all in the same moment. He’s my best friend’s older
brother, and I know we annoyed him. Tony is a little older—two
years to be exact. Tony and I share the same birthday—May 1. We are
both a Taurus, and that probably explains so much about us... I
don’t need to go into much more than that. He’s a twin; in fact, my
best friend has six older brothers, three sets of twins. Tony was
magnificent to a sixth grader; he was in eighth grade. How we never
met before that, I can’t explain. Ann, his sister, and I had been
best friends since kindergarten. Tony largely ignored me. That was,
he ignored me until Ann and I reached high school. Suddenly, the
brothers grew extremely protective of Ann. I remember the diary
entry I made the first time I caught him staring at me.

He noticed me! Oh diary,
he noticed me and not in that sisterly way. I looked up from the
book I was reading, and there he was, staring quite intently at me.
Brooding may be the right word—you know books always describe men
brooding. It took my breath away. I didn’t dare look away. I wanted
him to know that I saw him too. I stared right back into his
gorgeous blue eyes. I know it was bold, but I’ve waited for him to
notice me for years.

We started dating early my Sophomore
year of high school. Tony was a Senior. Ann was so excited. She
said, “I knew we something destined us be sisters.” Prom night I
gave Tony my virginity. Yes, I know it’s cliché, but you know what,
I didn’t care. I planned for a romantic night. However, unlike how
romance books depict it, that night is not as magical as you’d
expect. Hell, teenage boys know nothing, and I mean nothing, about
satisfying a woman. At least he’d been gentle knowing it was my
first time, but I got zero in return-zip, zilch, nada.

Aside from prom night, the months we
dated were magical in my memory. A haze of rose surrounds them—you
know, like the saying looking at life through rose-colored glasses?
I cheered from the stands at his games, and then after the games,
we’d go off just the two of us and talk. We talked for hours about
our dreams. I wanted nothing more than to have a successful
modeling career. I didn’t want to go down the path my famous
parents had in the acting world. I did participate in the drama
club because my parents expected it. Tony came to every play and
musical—although I never had a singing part because I seriously
cannot carry a tune in a bucket. He always attended opening night
with a dozen of my favorite flowers, deep crimson stargazer
lilies—and because he said it was necessary, he made sure a few
solid white rose buds provided contrast—which he presented after
the show.

Shortly after Tony graduated high
school, I made the fatal error of telling him I loved him. He shot
our first chance down with a single laugh to my face. Yes, he
laughed in my face and told me I had no idea what love was because
I was just a child. That cut me to the core. We didn’t speak again
before he left for college. After a few months, I heard—not
directly from Ann because she tried to protect me—that he was
dating some hockey bunny. You see, Tony played hockey, and played
it well. He went away for college—away to a school farther north
where hockey was a more typical sport than in California. That
fall, my Junior year, my modeling career exploded, and suddenly I
had little time to think about Tony.

I traveled the world while completing
my schooling with tutors and distance learning assignments. I read
reading assignments while in the hairstylist’s chair; conjugated
verbs while the makeup artist worked on my face; and composed
writing assignments in my head while posing for the camera. I was
on billboards and suddenly was a recognized face in various cities.
I dated other models and actors—very public relationships that
always ended badly and, because of the other person, usually
publicly. I finally stopped dating altogether. I never expected to
see Tony again—ever.

Tony

Women were all the same. I was a
campus star, and all they wanted was to brag they had been to bed
with me. I’d taken the hockey team to the championship my entire
collegiate career. Scouts for the professional hockey teams started
talking to me during my Freshman year of college, but I took Dad’s
advice and opted to remain in college. He said to stay in college,
get experience playing, and earn a degree. Sure, hockey didn’t have
quite as many injuries as football—what Dad had played—but still; I
needed to think about when my body gave out, and he assured me it
would.

So, there I was in my Senior year of
college. The team had just won the national championship again, and
we were celebrating. I remember sitting in a dark booth at the back
of a bar, a girl on each side of me, whispering in my ear that I
could have both of them at the same time if I wanted, and I
remember feeling nothing. Nothing! Every guy’s dream come true at
that moment, and I felt nothing. Instead, Kat popped into my mind.
When she called to congratulate me on the win, Ann let it slip that
Kat was in town for a big photoshoot. I knew she’d forgone college
because of her modeling career. Hell, I’d seen pictures of her. She
was beautiful in high school but damn! Now, oh now, she was
stunning. She was here in the same town doing a shoot; that’s why
she was on my mind.

Excusing myself from the
two women, I stood and made my way through the crowd to the men’s
room. A bright yellow dress caught my
little friend’s attention and my own. Hmm,
now two women hadn’t gotten my little
friend going, but that body in the yellow
dress certainly did. I noted the curves as my eyes greedily
traveled her body. I could only see the back of her, but the dress
was simple and made of some floaty material that emphasized the
fact that there were curves beneath the fabric. I remember
reminding myself to empty my bladder, and then I could hit on
her.

Minutes later, as I was walking out of
the men’s room checking that I’d zipped up my fly, I literally ran
into a cloud of yellow. First instinct was to reach out to steady
her before she fell back onto that delectable ass I’d been ogling a
few minutes ago.

“I’m sorry,” I said waiting for her
dark head to come up. Touching her branded my hands. I’d only
experienced that once and instantly I knew who it was.

“It’s okay,” she said finally raising
her head so that I could see her face.

“Hi Kat.”

“Tony,” she said.
Damn! I could feel ice
in that one word. “I guess I should say congratulations on the big
win.” She paused, “There I said it. Now let me go.”

“Kat, are you okay?” I said sensing
the iciness wasn’t just because of me. Sure, I contributed to it,
but something else was wrong.

“I will be if you let me
go so I can leave.” Tears!
I saw tears in her eyes. Damn, I hate tears, and
if I were honest, I hated her tears more.

“What’s wrong?” I said hunching down
so she couldn’t avoid my eyes. God, she had beautiful eyes—icy blue
eyes that never changed colors.

“Nothing that getting out of here
won’t fix. Please, let me go.” She said struggling to jerk her arms
loose of my hold.

“Wait, Kat, please hold on,” I
pleaded, tightening my hold. “Let me settle up my tab, and I’ll
take you wherever you want to go, okay?”

I watched as she visibly hesitated.
“Okay, but only because I don’t want to wait for a taxi by
myself.”

“One minute,” I said striding away
from her and straight up to the bar. I asked the bartender for an
idea of the tab and then left another fifty on top of it. When I
approached her again, a slimy-looking character had cornered
her.

“My friend will be back any moment.
Please go away. I don’t want a drink, and I don’t want your
number.”

“Hey, come now beautiful, I already
bought you one drink, you owe me.”

“Babe, everything okay?” I
asked. Relief shone in Kat’s eyes. I stepped around the man,
deliberately put my arm around her waist, pulling her close to my
side, and then brushed a kiss against her temple. She smelled
good. I remember that scent.

“I thought you weren’t with anyone?”
the slimy character said.

“You thought wrong,” I responded and
turned us away. I felt the irritation radiating off the guy.
Thinking he might just lunge at us, I turned my head and said “And
before you think about following us, I’ve got a good fifteen years
and six inches on you, and I’m still revved up from the hockey
game, I’ll pound your ass in five seconds flat.”

We left the club without further
interference. I hailed a cab and then asked her which hotel she was
staying at. No surprise, we were at the same hotel.

Why I remember all of that night so
vividly, I’ll never know—and yes, just let me live in my moment of
denial. Of course, most guys forget the other stuff and only
remember the sex. Well, I remember the sex just as vividly, but I
really don’t want to share that with you. What happens next,
though, cut me straight through the heart.

After that night in Tampa, I had to
return and finish the semester and exams. Kat was off to her next
modeling gig. She told me she was living in New York now. We
started dating again if you could call it that. Lots of phone
calls, text messages, and emails were what defined our dating
status. I signed a contract with the New Jersey Pucks to be closer
to her. Thankfully, Jersey City was the home of the Pucks—just
across the river from Manhattan where Kat lived. We spent most of
our time together in Manhattan. I had a small apartment for when I
had to be there, but that was it. We usually stayed in Kat’s
spacious apartment instead.

Two years later, it all fell apart.
I’d come home from an away game. The night before we left, they
required me to be in Jersey City. Kat, for once,
resented that, and she couldn’t stay the night with me. We
hadn’t physically seen each other in almost three months; my game
schedule and her shooting schedule made it nearly impossible. We’d
fought on the phone. By the time I got back, she’d already be in
Europe; she couldn’t put off the flight. Usually, she had more
flexibility, but she had pushed it back as long as she could
already.

I unlocked the door and walked into
the dark apartment. The stunning view of the city always drew my
eye, but tonight was different. I ignored the scenery because what
drew my eye was a pile of papers on the dining room table
illuminated by the light above it—almost as if they were center
stage. The contents of that note burned into my memory.

Tony,

I’m sorry. I should have
told you sooner, but I didn’t want to do it over the phone. Now,
well now it’s too late. I was pregnant—about four months along. I
didn’t know it until I ended up in the hospital. I miscarried;
there was nothing the doctors could do to stop it.

Kat

Lying on the table was a copy of a lab
test showing she was pregnant and discharge paperwork from the
hospital. She’d been in the hospital when we’d spoken on the phone
the other night. I remember rage boiling up inside of me. There was
nothing but total rage. I now understand why people say they saw
red. I literally saw the world through a haze of red.

The next thing I did was the worst
thing I could do. I picked up my cell phone and dialed her number.
I knew she was still in the air because her flight had just taken
off a few hours earlier. We’d missed each other at the airport by
about an hour.

At the sound of her voice directing
the caller to leave a message I took a deep breath, “You fucking
bitch!” I exploded after the beep. “You should have told me over
the phone. And miscarriage? Ha! I know better Kat. I know what you
did. How dare you! How dare you put your career over our child! I
would have taken him if you didn’t want him. I’m moving my stuff
out tonight. When you get back from Italy, I won’t be here. I also
suggest you don’t call.” I hit the end button on the cell phone
with finality. I remember wishing I’d been on a regular phone so I
could have the satisfaction of slamming the receiver down. Instead,
I threw my phone across the room. Watching it shatter into several
pieces when it hit the wall, I felt numb. Almost as if leaving the
message and then having that one moment of violence sucked every
other emotion out of me.

The months that followed, honestly, I
don’t remember—I spent them pleasantly numb from the almost
constant levels of alcohol in my system. The only time I know I was
sober was on the ice. I do remember the trade to the L.A. Grizzlies
finally coming through. That was about nine months later. After the
move, feeling like a complete shit, I reached out to her. She
answered the first time I called and sounded distracted. When I
spoke, she hung up on me. I called back and instantly received her
voicemail. I didn’t leave a message. I sent flowers to her loft in
New York after snooping through my sister’s address book for her
new address—I overheard Ann tell mom that Kat had sold the loft we
shared and purchased a new place closer to Central Park. She never
acknowledged she received them.

I had screwed up the second chance I
had with her and was unlikely to get a third. That was until I
walked into a boutique after pinging my sister on the friend finder
app two years later.







Chapter One

The day of Ann’s wedding was bright and sunny—of course, it
was California. When wasn’t it bright and sunny? Kat sat staring
out of the window of her home at the waves crashing against the
beach. It was December, but you’d never know that in California. It
was the day after Christmas. Ann opted to have the wedding then
because so many family members were in town already, and it was
less of an inconvenience travel-wise... except for the thousands of
others traveling then too. The other reason was it the only day her
brothers didn’t have games scheduled. Following the wedding, she
and her new husband Graham were heading to Hawaii for almost two
weeks before the schools reopened from the holiday
break.

Kat was happy for her friend,
extremely happy. She’d been through a lot at the end of the last
school year with a situation that so interesting it almost sounded
like fiction. Graham was a wonderful man. The reason for Kat’s
melancholy mood today was the holidays. She missed her parents more
during this time of year. Sure, they hadn’t spent a lot of time
together since her modeling career took off ten years ago. They had
lived their lives, and she had lived hers with guardians and
tutors. Both of her parents died. They’d died in the same accident
that took the lower part of her leg from her almost two years
ago.

She tried not to remember that time,
but today she couldn’t help but reflect on it. Her father would
never give her away if she ever married. Her mother would never be
the mother of the bride. Instead, a winter getaway, ice on the
road, people going too fast for conditions, and a tractor-trailer
took them from her forever. The conditions were a recipe for
disaster. The domino effect took her parents from her. One person
did something stupid, causing everyone else to react. Now, her
parents dead, and she had a prosthesis in place of her lower left
leg.

Following the accident, she walked
away from the modeling world. Left with an obscene amount of money,
she didn’t have to work again. Needing something to fill her time,
she opened a vintage clothing shop, and it was doing well. Thanks
to some good marketing, Ann’s word of mouth, and Tawny’s, a new
friend, support, the shop was doing extremely well. Recently she
had purchased the entire strip mall it was in. She needed to expand
the shop a little but was thinking about opening a salon too. She’d
have to hire a salon manager, but that wouldn’t be a problem. She
half way thought about doing something like old Hollywood photo
shoots too. She was still on the fence about that. Sometimes those
things turned out somewhat tacky. But hey, that place in the mall
did well; as did all the old-time ones in the western towns. Who
wouldn’t want to dress up like Marilyn Monroe or Audrey
Hepburn?

“Oh well, thoughts for another day,”
she said to herself as she stood from the chair and took her coffee
cup to the kitchen, “Time to get ready to leave.”

Because December can be rather
unpredictable weather wise—temperatures range anywhere from the
forties to the eighties—Ann decided to have her ceremony and
reception indoors. They’d spent the days leading up to Christmas
preparing. This morning they had to meet at the ballroom to finish
decorating and pointing out where things should go to the hotel
staff. Ann did not want a Christmas-themed wedding but rather went
with an incredibly romantic feel. When Kat walked into the ballroom
an hour later, the romantic setting didn’t surprise her.

Twinkle lights lit the space, casting
it in a soft glow; the candles on the nearby tables added to the
romantic feel with roses of every color imaginable everywhere. Some
were floating in bowls, while others were in beautiful arrangements
near where they would say their vows. The ballroom looked like a
romantic rose garden at dusk. Kat felt tears prick her eyes—it was
a beautiful setting. The only thing missing was the scent—it should
have been overwhelming but was surprisingly subtle and pleasant.
The florist had explained that most of the roses they use now
actually had no scent because of the need for mass quantity and
longevity, most underwent genetic alterations therefore the smell
gradually became extinct. The scent present in the ballroom was
from a few local roses—without any alterations to their genetic
makeup—rather than those produced elsewhere in the
world.

“Hi Kat,” Ann said as she walked into
the room and wrapped her in a hug. “I sent mom and everyone to go
get something to eat. I swear weddings are so stressful. Why didn’t
I just elope?”

“Because your mother and Graham’s
would have killed you both,” Kat informed her returning her hug.
“Now, what can I do to help?”

“Honestly, I think the hotel has
managed a great deal of it. We have to put a few final touches on
the favors and place them at each table setting. The hairstylists
will be here in about two hours. Now you’re here with makeup, so we
are ready to go. The only people I have not seen yet are my
brothers and Taylor. They’re to ensure Graham is here and is in top
form by ceremony time.”

“Where are they supposed to be so I
can check on them? I cannot imagine last night was all that wild
since it was Christmas day after all.”

“No, they did his bachelor party the
weekend before. I’m worried about them making him late because they
can. I suppose they are in the honeymoon suite. We are staying
there tonight and then leaving very early in the morning for the
airport. Do you mind checking?”

“Not at all. What else is your maid of
honor for, besides ensuring you have a smooth day? I’ll go up right
now to check and then come back.”

⁂ ⁂ ⁂

“Really?” Graham laughingly asked
Ann’s brothers. They, along with his best man Taylor Michaels, sat
around the dining table in the honeymoon suite playing
cards.

“Yep. I’m surprised you didn’t hear
that story before now!” Tony chuckled. “Our little Peanut is quite
the klutz. She tried to play soccer when she was five and spent
more time on her hands and knees in the grass than any other player
I’d ever seen. She tripped at least fifteen times every game. Then
there was tennis. That was an absolute disaster, and it seemed like
she had permanent scabs on her knees and hands from falling. That
one only lasted about a month. She stuck with soccer for an entire
season. We won’t let her play any of the games with us because
she’ll get hurt. So to include her, we always let her be the
ref.”

“You let her play Labor Day weekend.
No worries then?” Graham asked chuckling.

“Terrified, because not only would she
get hurt, but she would injure us, and then our careers would be
over,” Alex, one of the middle set of twins, commented.

They continued to play a
few more hands of cards until a knock on the door interrupted them.
Tony walked over to answer it. Once he saw who was standing on the
other side of the door, he had to brace himself for the feelings
that always surged within him at the sight of her. Kat.
Damnit, when would this ache and longing
stop? He still had anger about the baby,
but he wanted her.

“Hey Kat, what’s up?” he asked as
casually as he could after he opened the door. They had come to
something of an agreement earlier this year about handling things
where both would appear. She was welcome anytime at his parent’s
home, and he would act cordially. She had finally adjusted to him
waiting at her little shop each morning so he could watch her get
in safely. She even brought him a mocha coffee some mornings. He
was a little touched that she remembered his sweet tooth when it
came to coffee. Then, he would reappear at closing time to ensure
she didn’t have any annoying customers remaining and made it safely
to her car. She did not know it, but there was always someone
watching the little shop—even when he couldn’t.

“Ann wanted me to make sure Graham was
here and that you will deliver him on time and ready. She’d seen
none of you yet this morning.”

“Come on in and see for yourself,” he
offered opening the door further gesturing towards the interior of
the suite.

“Hey Kitty Kat,” Drew, Tony’s twin
brother, greeted her using the nickname he came up with when she
was still just a child. “Were you sent to check on us and ensure we
were behaving?”

“Something like that,” she smiled.
Tony felt the slightest pang of resentment when her smile lit up
her face. He wished she would smile at him like that
again.

“Well, come on in then. The strippers
have already left, and we’ve cleaned up the mess,” Drew
joked.

“I would hope so,” she replied and
stepped in. Her scent tickled Tony’s nose. She smelled good, but
then she always smelled good. However, he never could figure out if
it came from her hair, her skin, or if it was just her.

He watched her interact with his other
brothers. They all treated her the same way they did Ann—like a
little sister. Hell, she practically was. Since the age of five,
she and Ann had been inseparable. With her parent’s movie
schedules, she stayed at his family’s home more often than she did
at her own.

His feelings, however, were not
brotherly towards her. He still had a strong attraction to her, and
in truth, most of the fantasies he had while jerking off were about
her. Shit, if he really wanted to be honest, sometimes he pictured
her when he was with other women. When he started noticing that
trend, he stopped seeing other women. She was his only sexual
partner in over a year—even if it was just in his mind; well her
and his right hand.

He continued to watch the
interaction from a distance. She laughed and smiled openly with all
of them. The jealousy he felt was only slight when she directed her
attention to her brothers and Graham. That jealousy stemmed from
his simple wish she’d smile like that at him. He’d relaxed watching
them until she focused that bright smile at Taylor.
Oh, hell no. He pushed
away from the wall he’d been leaning against and joined the group.
As soon as he entered the circle, her smile dimmed. The sparkle
disappeared from her eyes. Well
shit. Her response to him was that
physical. She shut down. He didn’t hear anything she said; his
focus was on her body language. He wasn’t standing next to her.
Hell, he wasn’t even in her direct line of sight.

After several more minutes of chatting
with the group, and thankfully no further flirting with Taylor, she
made a move to leave. He followed in her wake, appearing as if he
was just being courteous and showing her out.

She opened the door, and he followed
her into the hall, “Kat?”

She turned to face him, her entire
body stiff in response, “Yes.”

“Is there anything else I can help
with?” was what came out of his mouth but wasn’t what he’d intended
to say. He wanted to beg her not to look at him as if he were
nothing more than a piece of gum—or worse—she’d just stepped in. He
ran his fingers through his too long hair in frustration. He wanted
to beg her to give him another chance.

“Just make sure Graham is down on time
for the photographer,” she answered, turned, and then walked away.
He stood there watching her go—what seemed like their permanent
relationship now.


 Chapter
Two

Kat managed to get through the
ceremony without crying too hard. She was Ann’s only attendant. Ann
explained they kept it very small, at least for the wedding party,
because, although Graham liked her brothers, he didn’t want to
offend any by not asking all of them to be a part of the wedding.
So, rather than alienating one, or having a whole horde of people
standing at the altar, it was just Kat as the maid of honor and
Taylor Michaels as the best man. Taylor flirted, but she knew
better and had already put him in his place at one of the
engagement parties. He chuckled and said he liked her even more.
However, he did stop pursuing her. He smiled and still occasionally
flirted but joked that it was just his nature when he saw a
beautiful woman.

The ceremony was somewhat of a blur
for Kat. She supposed she separated a little from the situation to
control her emotions, but the tears still came. Her guilt stemmed
from the fact that her tears were not for her friend’s happiness as
they should be—they were for the man who had broken her heart
twice, and she should have stopped crying over him long ago.
Reminiscing about her parents this morning didn’t help the
situation either. She was emotionally raw and open right
now.

She and Taylor walked back up the
aisle behind the bride and groom to the doors beyond the ballroom.
It would take about twenty minutes while the hotel staff
repositioned the chairs around the tables up for the party. The
guests would migrate to one side of the room for hors d’oeuvres and
drinks while they waited. During that time, the photographer would
get the remaining pictures of the bride and groom together with
various people and family.

Kat pulled Ann aside for a quick touch
up to her make-up. Ann had cried through the ceremony, and they
were tears of happiness. “You are so beautiful,” Kat whispered as
she touched up Ann’s eye make-up and applied a fresh coat of powder
and lipstick. “That dress is perfect.”

“I cannot believe you found it in a
trash bag of clothes someone just dropped off,” Ann exclaimed. The
wedding dress was from an era long gone. Ann was petite, but she
could pull off dramatic clothes provided the cut was right. Her
height would not let her have a princess dress with a full
skirt—what she’d always wanted to wear— because it was often as
wide as she was tall. The perfect dress for her really arrived in a
garbage bag at the shop. It had cap sleeves with a dramatic V cut
into the bodice. The waistline started higher in the front and then
dropped lower in the back to allow the V cut there to be more
dramatic than the front. The skirt flowed down into a simple A-line
cut on the bias, so it gained subtle fullness towards the hemline
without being a mermaid-style gown. The silk fabric was stunning
and was an almost indiscernible color. Kat described the color of
the dress as pink champagne—somewhere between a barely there pink
and a soft ivory. Further research suggested the designer had
referred to it as rose gold, but that seemed too dark of a
descriptor. It had a shimmer to it that under the soft romantic
lighting of the ballroom, the dress glowed. Because of such a
dramatic dress, Ann’s makeup and hair were soft, subtle, and
natural.

Kat’s dress followed a simple old
Hollywood-style as well, but hers was less dramatic than the
bride’s was—which is how it should be. Rather than a striking
color, Kat’s dress was basic black, but of a similar style and
fabric to Ann’s. However, because it was less dramatic, she could
be bolder with her makeup choosing a striking red lip and soft,
sultry eyes—again sticking with the old Hollywood look—while
allowing Ann to sparkle and take center stage as the
bride.

Kat re-entered the ballroom almost
thirty minutes later on Taylor’s arm. Now she could relax. She’d
reserved a room at the hotel for the night, thinking it was likely
her leg would bother her by the end of the evening. She didn’t have
an issue with that too often, but with a day as long and as
emotional as today was, it was a definite possibility. Now, she
just had to decide how long she absolutely had to remain at the
reception.

She figured she could slip away after
she made her maid of honor toast—which, according to the wedding
coordinator, was in about an hour.

⁂ ⁂ ⁂

Tony watched as Kat
entered the ballroom on Taylor’s arm. He still could not believe
how stunning she was. She’d twisted her black shoulder-length hair
into some kind of knot at the nape. He assumed it was what Ann kept
calling a chignon. She’d left some tendrils loose around her face
to soften what should be a severe effect. The only word that could
describe her features was dainty. She had a small nose, cheekbones,
and chin that perfectly balanced her face. Her eyes were still the
most striking feature—an icy blue that never changed color and
showed her feelings all too easily. Her dress flawlessly hugged her
in all the right places. Damn, she looked
good. Of course, she didn’t steal the show
from Ann, but Tony knew which of the two women had kept his
attention during the ceremony and it was not his tearful sister.
Instead, the woman who had discreetly tried to wipe away her tears
had captured it.

He had to wait just a little longer
before he could approach her, but he intended to dance with her. He
wanted to feel her in his arms and see if it was as good
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