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Chapter One

 


Wearing stiletto heels empowered Carisa. The
increased height gave her confidence, because she didn’t feel short
any longer. For her date, she’d chosen her brightest, sexiest
garment––a scarlet mini-dress. The hemline halted at her upper
thighs and the fabric clung to her figure. Red favored her
coloring, too, making her otherwise drab brown hair shimmer with
auburn highlights and her light brown eyes appear larger. At
Daphne’s insistence, Carisa wore her hair down, the waist-length
tresses cascading in a wild series of curls that proved far more
flattering than the bun she usually skewered on top of her head.
She put on more make-up than her normal foundation and a touch of
lip-gloss too, all because Daphne swore Alex Milton would be worth
the effort.

“I look like someone else,” Carisa
complained as she leaned closer to the vanity mirror to study her
appearance.

“You look amazing,” Daphne told her.

Carisa sighed. No matter how lovely she
might look––and she had her doubts––she expected this date would
tank, just like all the others. Getting asked out wasn’t a problem.
Surviving a date without managing to bore, offend, or anger a man
had proved tricky. She loathed sports with a passion, so she
couldn’t talk teams or scores. Lifelong allergies prevented her
from contact with anything with fur, so dog lovers and fans of
felines were out. Her lactose intolerance made dining out
difficult. More than once she’d ordered something seemingly
innocuous, which actually included dairy. Stomach cramps strong
enough to make her double over tended to put a damper on a
date.

Although warned never to talk religion or
politics, some men brought up the topics and when she expressed her
honest opinion, the guys responded with harsh arguments or called
her an idiot––or something worse. Carisa’s musical tastes ran to
ragtime and big band music, vintage stuff, so she couldn’t speak
with any authority about rap or rock or even current country. She
didn’t watch much television and her movie preferences leaned
toward classics, especially black and white films. Nor did Carisa
hunt, fish, or hike. She loved to read, but most men she met never
opened a book.

Her unique tastes left just a few
conversation topics: boring things like weather, books, and
gardening. So far, she’d never met a man interested in any of
those. Besides, at just twenty-five years old Carisa often felt as
jaded as a Victorian spinster. Sometimes she wondered if such a
thing as love really existed outside of novels, movies, or songs.
Her parents split when she was no more than a toddler, and she knew
more divorced people than happily married couples.

With a sigh, she dismissed her heavy
thoughts. Carisa spritzed a little more hair spray onto her curls
just as the doorbell rang and she jumped.

“That must be him.”

Daphne laughed. “I imagine it is. Chill out,
honey. I’ve got a good feeling about this one. You’re going to like
Alex just fine.”

Maybe, Carisa thought, but will he like
me?

Chest tight, heart pounding, she rushed to
open the door. The casual greeting she’d prepared vanished, as
Carisa stared up at six and a half feet of masculine perfection.
Alex Milton wasn’t just good looking––the man was gorgeous.
Sun-streaked light brown hair framed his face, as rugged as John
Wayne’s but far more attractive. Green eyes flared with life as he
looked at Carisa. His slender lips formed a smile.

“Hey,” he said in a delicious voice, deep
and a little husky. “I’m Alex Milton.”

She grinned back. “And I’m Carisa Russo.
Come in, please. I’m almost ready.”

Daphne materialized and waved. “Hi,
Alex.”

“Hello.”

“Good to see you in my home environment,
boss man,” Daphne said with a wink.

Carisa grabbed her purse with speed. Daphne
had set up the date––Alex happened to be Daphne’s boss, at the
local all-news radio station where she worked––but Carisa didn’t
want the two talking about the office. And she’d rather the blonde,
glamorous Daphne not distract her blind date.

“Let’s go,” she said, and linked her arm
through Alex’s. Most of the time she wouldn’t dare be so bold, but
this guy gave ‘hot’ a new definition––and she was determined to
give him her best effort.

“Sure,” Alex said. In the hallway of the
apartment building, he headed for the elevator. “I made dinner
reservations at Hacienda Verde, if that’s all right.”

“It sounds great,” Carisa said. “I love
Mexican food.”

“Great,” Alex said. “I think they serve some
of the city’s best.”

While she savored the taste of delicious
enchiladas topped with chili gravy and paired with refried beans,
Carisa remembered the last date she’d had at a Mexican eatery. She
couldn’t even recall the man’s name, but did recall how her date
had ordered for them both. He’d even asked for ‘no cheese’ on her
dinner. The ‘special’ burrito supreme tasted rich and delicious,
but Carisa didn’t realize it included a sour cream sauce blended
with the shredded beef, the beans, and the onions until her tummy
acted up. She had gone home early, sick and embarrassed.

In her desire to prevent another mishap, she
blurted out, “I’m lactose intolerant, though.”

As soon as the words exited her mouth, she
wanted to pull them back. She thought she probably sounded petulant
and childish. Alex pushed the ‘lobby’ button and smiled. “No
problem,” he said. “We just won’t order cheese enchiladas or any
queso and I’ll tell them to hold any sour cream. And I promise not
to force-feed you any ice cream, or make you drink milk.”

He didn’t seem to mind. And he made no snide
comment––just accepted it, and even joked about it. Carisa relaxed.
Maybe this date would be different. “Thanks,” she said.

Alex laughed. “Don’t mention it,” he told
her. “Just don’t expect me to eat peanuts or anything cooked in
peanut oil. So we won’t be having Chinese any time soon.”

OMG, he’s got allergies
himself. The revelation surprised her and
pleased her in an odd little way. Now she didn’t feel like a total
freak. “I won’t,” she told Alex. “I guess I won’t be baking you any
peanut butter cookies, then.”

“Chocolate chip cookies would be great,
though,” Alex said as they stepped out of the elevator and strolled
through the lobby. “I’m not picky and I love home cooking.”

“I’ll make you some,” Carisa promised. And
she would, too. “Are we taking a taxi?”

“No, I brought my car,”
Alex said and jingled the keys. He led her to a sleek, black
vintage Corvette and opened the door so she could climb into the
passenger seat. Low music issued from the built-in stereo and
Carisa cringed. Here comes the modern
music I don’t recognize and can’t stand. As soon as Alex got behind the wheel, he raised the volume.
“I hope you don’t mind my music. It’s pretty eclectic and if you’d
rather hear something else, I can turn on the radio.”

The cheerful, upbeat music
of Glenn Miller’s Orchestra filled the space and Carisa grinned.
“In The Mood happens to be one of my favorites. I love big band music, and
ragtime, too.”

“Cool,” Alex replied. “Got a favorite Scott
Joplin piece?”

“Maple Leaf
Rag,” she answered.

He pulled out into traffic. “That’s mine,
too. It’s amazing to meet a woman who likes real music. I worried
you’d be into Celine Dion or Katy Perry or something modern.
Nothing wrong with them––they’re great singers, but they’re just
not my style.”

Alex made small talk easy and Carisa smiled,
relaxing in his company. “I know what you mean,” she told him. “I
figured you might be into heavy metal or rap or something. It’s
fabulous to meet someone who likes the same vintage music I
do.”

At Hacienda Verde, the host led them to a
corner table on the rear patio. The background cantina-style music
set the mood and Carisa liked the candle on the table. She dipped a
tortilla chip into the homemade salsa as they perused the menu.
“I’d like the steak fajita enchilada,” she told Alex. “And I’d like
a side of refried beans, but without any cheese.”

“Sounds perfect,” Alex said and ordered two
meals. He didn’t order wine or margaritas, something Carisa didn’t
like––just plain iced tea, same as she did.

Carisa savored the tender steak tucked into
a flour tortilla with a little sauce. As they dined, they talked,
first about small things like the current stretch of beautiful
weather and how much they enjoyed the food.

“Now, you know I work at the all-news radio
station,” Alex said. “Since Daphne does, too, I’m sure you have a
pretty good idea of what we do. But I don’t have a clue where you
work.”

“I’m a kindergarten teacher,” Carisa said
and waited for his reaction. Some of the guys she’d dated laughed
at her occupation. Others thought she must be joking. A few told
her the idea turned them off.

Alex’s eyes lit up. “How awesome,” he cried.
“You’re lucky. You’re shaping young minds and helping kids get a
start in their education.”

Warm pride in her occupation puffed through
her chest. “Thanks. It is wonderful and I love what I do,” Carisa
told him. “It can be hectic, but I wouldn’t trade it for anything
else.”

“Where do you teach?”

“Webster Elementary,” she said. The older
brick school once housed all primary grades, kindergarten right up
through eighth, but long before her time. Now it served as an early
childhood education center in one of the city’s poorest districts.
The building housed a low-cost day care center, Head Start
programs, pre-school and kindergarten. Caspar, the lawyer she’d
dated for a few months, had urged her to transfer to a suburban
neighborhood school. He’d made a lot of jokes about switchblade
knives and armed robbery, too.

“No kidding?” Alex asked. “I went to school
there, myself. Grew up in the neighborhood. It’s not the best, but
some good
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