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 Thank you...

I want to start with the readers. Thank you
for continuing to buy the books, reach out with encouraging words,
and spread the word about the Gibson Family. They are special to
me, and I promise you, you haven’t seen the end of them! They’ll
appear in other books I have planned and I’m already looking
forward to the next generation of the Gibson Family and what to do
with them! I want to finish some other projects first, and in truth
that will help since you only know them as small children (or not
even born yet as you will hear about in other books I’m working on
where a Gibson or two—or three—may make an appearance).

Thank you to the editors. Again, I bounce
ideas off you, rely on your eyes to catch what I mean, and even fix
what I miss when I go through it all myself.

Thank you to Facebook friends for helping
when I hit a major roadblock and couldn’t find anything online to
help me answer the questions!

To my handsome handy hubby. I worked on this
book for two years in the middle of a bathroom renovation, sudden
selling of our home, downsizing, moving, and the COVID-19 Pandemic
making my 2 semesters this year very difficult. In the end, you
still answered my questions when I had them about cars, music,
bourbon, and was a good sounding board about where something should
go. You also put in the endless shameless plugs for me. I thank you
for your endless support







Chapter 1

 A little
over a year since Alex proposed to Jenna

Two weeks before
Christmas…

Seated around the luxurious living room of
the large house at a resort and winery in Carmel, California, the
girls of the Gibson clan sat sharing the tales of how they met
their Gibson men. Well, in Ann’s case, telling the story about the
only man who married into the Gibson family for generations. Two
new friends joined them: Andi Edwards, who was a general contractor
and had completed some work on Jenna’s catering building after it
caught fire, and author Elizabeth J. White, better known as Liz,
who was dating Taylor Michaels.

Ann Adams sat on the floor near the roaring
gas fireplace, feet curled under her, her wavy brown hair piled
high on her head to keep it out of the sticky mask slathered on her
face. Dressed in a pair of sleep shorts and t-shirt, she shifted to
grab her glass of wine from the coffee table. “That’s it?” she
questioned Tawny. “You won’t tell us anything more?”

Tawny Gibson, married to Auggie, one of the
middle twins, was a tall woman with naturally dark red hair,
currently wrapped in a tight ballerina bun on top of her head, and
a different colored mask smeared on her face responded, “Oh there’s
more, Ann, but I doubt you’d like to hear about your brother’s
sexu—”

“Got it,” Ann declared, lifting a hand and
cutting off Tawny, “I need not know anything about that, thank
you.” The other women laughed, because of course, all had curtailed
their stories at one time or another to avoid embarrassing Ann with
too much information about her older brothers’ sex lives.

“Alright, who’s next?” asked Kat Gibson,
married to Tony, one of the youngest twins. Kat was very tall like
Tawny, but she had dark hair. Seated on the couch with her
prosthetic leg removed so she could curl her legs underneath her,
she wore pajamas pants and her husband’s old hockey t-shirt that
was so thin in places she wore a tank top underneath it to avoid
any accidental flashing. She also wore a mask of a different color
than Ann and Tawny.

“I already went,” Samantha Gibson said, well
more mumbled as her mask had dried and made speaking difficult.
Samantha married to Adam, one of the oldest twins, had blond hair
curlier than Ann’s, but was of a similar height as Ann. She
refilled her glass of wine and was wearing an old t-shirt of her
husband’s and a pair of leggings.

“I did too,” agreed McKenzie Oliver,
otherwise known as Kenzie, who was engaged to the other younger
twin, Drew. Dressed in her fiancée’s jersey and a pair of sleep
pants, she wore a tight headband to keep her short strawberry
blonde hair from sticking to the mask slathered on her face.

“I did too,” Jenna Fraser piped in, engaged
to the other middle twin, Alex. Jenna, a tall, curvy blonde, passed
the bottle that Samantha handed her on to Ann. Similarly dressed as
the others in pajamas, Jenna wore an oversized sleep shirt that
fell off one shoulder and had yet a different colored mask
slathered on her face.

“I guess that leaves me,” Nita Gibson
answered, setting her glass of wine on the table and standing. “But
before I do, can we please go wash this stuff off?” she asked,
pointing to her face. “Mine’s starting to itch.”

“Mine too,” Samantha admitted.

The six women rose while Ann helped Kat
reach her prosthesis, and each departed to a bathroom to wash their
respective masks off their faces before returning to the living
room.

This long weekend was a combined low-key
bachelorette party for Jenna and Kenzie, whose weddings were just a
little over a week apart—one before Christmas and the other on New
Year’s Eve. Both wanted smallish affairs and had conspired to keep
things simple. Because of Kenzie’s touring schedule (she’d had to
reschedule some stops from the fall because of hurricanes and
illness) and the fact that Drew’s pro football team, the L.A.
Stars, were heading to the post season playoffs, the schedule was
extremely limited.

The eight of them disappeared to a winery
that had turned into a favorite spot for the family to visit. Tawny
and Auggie had married there the year before as well. In fact, they
were staying in the house they’d honeymooned in.

“Okay, Nita,” Liz stated once they’d all
returned to the room, “you’re up. Tell us all about how you and
Austin met. Is it really true you threatened to have him
arrested?”

Nita grinned. “I did. Many times, even
though it probably wasn’t possible. He pestered me for months until
I finally agreed to a date just before final exams began.”

* * *

Settled around a card table, the Gibson
brothers, Graham, Derrick Carmichael (who was like a brother to
Tawny), and Taylor Michaels (the actor and close friend of
Graham’s), and a new friend Jon Vargas (who handled most of the
secretive stuff they never wanted to talk about and the security
system in several of their homes), considered the cards in their
hands. With their respective mates gone for an extended girls’
weekend/bachelorette party, they decided it would be a good time to
catch up. After recruiting various sets of grandparents to
baby-sit, Austin, Tony, and Adam were free men for the night.

They’d gathered at Graham and Ann’s new
home, which was still in the same neighborhood they were before, to
Ann’s delight—originally purchased to make her commute to work very
easy. That was until she decided not to return to teaching this
fall. They’d rented Derrick’s house, but Derrick recently started
selling off his international company bit by bit and wanted to move
back to L.A. The guys had spent the day moving and rearranging
furniture according to instructions Ann had left behind in the form
of sticky notes in the correct place for each piece of furniture.
Now they were relaxing and had plenty of blankets and sleeping bags
to crash in whatever space they could find.

Each studied their cards and then threw
chips into the middle of the table.

“You’re actually moving to Charleston?”
Auggie asked.

Jon examined his cards, “Yes. It’s
time.”

“Is that where you’re from?” Adam asked. Jon
was particularly secretive and seldom shared anything too personal
with anyone, especially customers.

“No.”

The others waited to see if he would say
anything further. He didn’t—which didn’t surprise them at all.

“So why Charleston?”

“I’ve visited a few times and thought it
might be a nice change of pace.”

“Liz and I are planning to spend more time
in Charleston,” Taylor remarked.

“Really?” Tony asked.

“Yeah. The house needs a little TLC, and she
thinks it would be easier to handle if we’re there instead of
leaving it to the caretakers. Truthfully, I’ve enjoyed Charleston
when we visit. Once we wrap up with the latest stuff related to
Ackers, we’re planning to spend six months out there. I’m
considering opening a division of the production company
there.”

“You’ll leave L.A.?” Alex asked.

“Probably not permanently, but I think we’re
going to spend more time in Charleston.”

The talk suspended as each considered their
cards, made their bets, and Austin ultimately won the hand. It
wasn’t until they dealt the next round that conversation
continued.

“Tell me again why we aren’t in Vegas?” Jon
asked. “The girls are having a bachelorette weekend; we could have
done a bachelor weekend.”

“We aren’t in Vegas because they’re gone,”
Adam reminded. “The grandparents weren’t available to keep the kids
all weekend. Plus, this was the best weekend for everyone to be
here to help move.”

They all sipped their various drinks—three
of them beer (Tony, Taylor, and Austin), three of them wine (Alex,
Adam, and Derrick), three of them bourbon over ice (Drew, Graham,
and Auggie), and one scotch neat (Jon).

“You know, I’m shocked you’ve all settled
down over four years,” Derrick said as he folded his hand of cards.
“What’s the draw?”

“That sounds like the question a man asks
when he has either met someone or had his heartbroken recently,”
Tony observed, also folding his hand of cards.

They remained silent for a minute as the
rest decided whether to fold or remain in the game. Then
conversation resumed.

“Who is she, Derrick?” Taylor inquired.
“Because we all know you’re the heartbreaker in the
relationship.”

“You’re one to talk Taylor.”

“Yeah, but I have Liz now.”

Derrick debated what to say in return. He
tried to hold out, but he’d already folded, so he couldn’t consider
at his cards and stall. “Never mind.”

Most of the guys gathered around the table
laughed.

“What made you marry Nita, Austin? Your
story is the only one I don’t know,” Derrick said. “I’ve heard
their stories at some point or another,” he said with a general
wave around the table. “Including Taylor’s.”

Austin stared at his cards, before raising
the bet again. “You haven’t heard that story?” he asked as he
watched the others debate about raising their bets.

When they finished, Austin called and
watched as Drew won the stack of chips in the middle of the table.
They never played for money, they just played because they could.
“Nita threatened to have him arrested,” Drew informed as he stacked
his chips.

“Well, like the others here,” he waved
around the table, “there was some strife before the relationship
started,” he stated with a smile.


Chapter Two

 About ten
years ago in 2010

“Nita! You have a delivery!” the hostess
announced.

“That man,” Nita grumbled as she tossed the
rag she’d been using to wipe down some tables into a bucket before
striding to the front of the restaurant. This was the third
delivery this week. The last time she saw him, she threatened to
have him arrested if he didn’t stop this. In truth, she’d heard
nothing from him in two weeks beyond the endless deliveries of
flowers.

That man was Austin Gibson, current
quarterback for the University of Southern California. He was tall,
blonde, blue-eyed, broad shouldered, and more than just a little
bit cocky.

Nita had recently started working at her
family’s restaurant outside of the USC campus at the beginning of
the semester. She was eighteen and a freshman at the local
community college, and the plan was for her to take over the
restaurant when she finished her schooling. She was working toward
an associate degree in business management, because that was all
she really needed to run the highly successful restaurant. The
business had been open for close to fifty years and her parents
wanted to retire. Nita was the youngest of two children. Her older
brother had joined the military and was off somewhere doing
whatever it was he did. The restaurant would fall on her shoulders,
and she loved and hated the idea at the same time.

As she walked, she reflected on the day she
met Austin in September. The restaurant had just closed, and she
was trying to get some supplies from the storage room when someone
cornered her in the narrow hallway. The male customer had been
drinking all evening and giving her terrible vibes. He was probably
as old as her father.

“Nita,” the man slurred. “Aren’t you a
pretty thing?” he muttered as he stepped into her personal
space.

“Please move,” she said, trying not to
inhale in the horrid fumes of his breath. The mix of some strong
liquor and stale cigarette smoke made her gag.

“Come on now, I just want to get to know you
better. Don’t you like me?”

“I think you need to move away from the
lady,” a deep voice interrupted. She didn’t recognize the voice,
but it caused the guy to withdraw a step and twist his head to face
the newcomer.

“This is none of your business, pretty boy.
Just keep right on going,” he said.

“See, that’s where you’re mistaken. Looks to
me like you’re giving this lady a hard time and that makes it my
business.”

“You don’t want to get involved in this,” he
warned.

“Really?”

“Really,” the drunk man answered.

Next thing she knew, the guy no longer
blocked her. Instead, he sprawled at her feet on the floor. She
looked up to see who’d rescued her. It was Austin. Standing behind
him was her dad.

Austin asked, “Are you okay?”

She nodded and glanced at her father, who
was helping the man to his feet and then out the door with a strong
warning not to come back.

Austin showed up the day after that and
hadn’t stopped asking her out since. He’d come into the restaurant
about once a week. Her father regularly greeted him like family and
had introduced him to her mother, who also thanked him for his
help. That was roughly three months ago, and Austin continued to
plague her.

Now, rather than just a delivery guy with
yet another bouquet, Austin himself was sitting in a wheelchair,
his left leg wrapped in a severe-looking brace propped up in front
of him. He was gripping a bouquet, this time a mixture of tulips
and daisies of varying colors. She admitted the arrangement was
pretty and very spring-like, even though it was the end of
November. Tulips were her favorite flower. She briefly wondered
which one of her parents had parted with that information.

She halted, her anger evaporating for a
moment as she studied the man who was normally so put together and
charismatic. Now, he looked tired and somewhat bedraggled. He was
wearing a pair of sweats, a t-shirt, and his hair was just a bit
too long. He had dark circles under his eyes.

“What happened to you?” she asked. Nita
didn’t follow sports, so it surprised her to see him looking so
vulnerable and injured.

He shot her a sad smile, “Nothing worth
talking about right now. I came by because I wanted to apologize if
I’ve been a bother.”

He rolled forward to where she stopped. In
hindsight, she should have stepped closer because of his injury,
but couldn’t make herself. He extended the flowers to her. “These
are an apology.”

“You’ll stop asking me out?” she asked.

“I can’t promise that, but I promise not to
do it every time I see you,” he explained.

“Tell me what happened to your leg.”

“Have dinner with me,” he countered.

“You just said—”

“I know what I said,” he interrupted her,
“but I had to try.”

She remained silent for a long minute. He
was vulnerable, and she hadn’t seen that side of him before. She
liked it a lot better than the cocky side he customarily
showed.

“Tomorrow?”

“Really?” he asked, hope sparking in his
tired eyes.

“It’s Sunday,” she stated with a shrug,
“We’re closed.”

Suddenly his shoulders sagged, “I can’t
drive right now.”

Nita wondered for a moment if that was why
she agreed—it was clear the injury hindered his mobility. “How did
you get here?”

Austin gestured over his shoulder to a
shadow just outside the door. “I got a ride.”

Nita surprised herself by saying, “How about
I pick you up? Say, five? I know a great place we can slide into
without giving you too much of an inconvenience with the
wheelchair.” According to the Twitter feed of her favorite food
truck, they’d be down by the marina tomorrow. They could sit at the
picnic tables.

“You really don’t mind?”

“Of course not,” she replied, setting the
flowers down on a nearby table. She pulled her order pad from her
apron pocket along with a pen and handed it to him. “Write down
where I should pick you up.”

***

Even though he was in a lot of pain, Austin
was grinning when he rolled himself out of the restaurant. She
finally agreed to a date.

“That looks promising,” his brother Auggie
stated, straightening from where he’d been leaning against the
wall.

“She finally agreed,” Austin declared.

“When is it?”

“Tomorrow.”

“You remember I have to go back to Stanford
tomorrow? Thanksgiving break is over and final exams begin for me
in a few days.”

“Yes, she’s picking me up.”

“Wow. You really wore her down.”

“I think she felt sorry for me, which wasn’t
my intent,” he said, halting the chair next to the SUV Auggie
borrowed from their mother to drive him.

“So where am I taking you now? Home or the
dorm?”

“The dorm. Thanks again.”

As Auggie navigated them through the
Saturday traffic, Austin was grateful the big rivalry game that
weekend wasn’t a home game. He couldn’t travel per the doctor’s
orders. The injury the week before, where he’d taken a hard hit
from multiple sides with his leg trapped below several players, was
looking like surgery would be necessary to fix it. He wondered if
he’d be able to play again. He pushed those thoughts away because
he didn’t want to think about that just yet.

Once at the apartment building USC used as a
dorm, he took the elevator to his floor and rolled down the hall to
his studio. He settled himself on the bed with an ice pack on his
injured leg and allowed himself to think about Nita.

Nita had captured his attention from the
moment he first saw her. She was average height, with dark brown
hair that hung in a straight bob, the ends just brushing the tops
of her shoulders, and olive skin that suggested Mediterranean
ancestors. Normally, she wore her hair up when she was working, but
today, it was down and glossy—like she’d just had it cut or
something.

Her eyes were an unusual color. Not the same
hazel as Ann’s, but a remarkable combination of green, brown, blue,
and grey. She had a soft profile and a small nose. Her smile,
though, was sincere and welcoming, although she’d never graced him
with it.

He grinned when he thought back to the time
before last, when he asked her out for what was possibly the
fiftieth time. She threatened to have him arrested if he didn’t
stop his pursuit of her. He believed her too—she’d come up with
something to tell the police. So the next time he went in, he
didn’t ask her out. He left without doing anything more than giving
her a simple wave on his way out the door. He saw the perplexed
look in her eyes. He almost turned around and walked up to her but
controlled the impulse.

He couldn’t explain what drove him to her.
It literally was like a moth to a flame. He’d dated several girls
before, but none of them called to him like Nita did. He was
positive it wasn’t the chase that was attracting him.

Deciding he should start on the final paper
for one of his classes, he shifted his focus and pulled out paper
and pen. An hour later, he had an outline, thesis statement, and
was hauling himself out of bed and back into the wheelchair before
heading to the library. On Saturdays, graduate students usually
occupied the library. Today it surprised him to discover it rather
quiet. Of course, it was late afternoon already and most had
apparently taken off to enjoy the mild temperatures expected that
evening or were at the game. He didn’t have the heart to watch the
game today, but he should. He rolled up to the computer used as a
card catalog. After plugging in a few ideas, he had some book
recommendations. He moved over to the computer that contained the
peer-reviewed journals and accessed one article. The professor
required the use of at least one peer-reviewed article, and he met
that criterion. He saved a copy of the article to a thumbdrive and
went to pull the books he needed from the shelves. In the end, he
had to have some help because two of the books he needed were up
high and he was under strict orders not to stand on his injured leg
unless it was absolutely necessary.

After checking out the books, he made his
way back to his building and ordered a pizza for dinner while he
worked on his paper and turned on the game for background noise. He
was in bed and sound asleep before eleven.

Sometime around four, he woke up to a
stabbing pain in his knee. That’s when he realized he forgot to
take his pain medicine before bed. Groaning, he rolled over and
snatched the bottle of painkillers the doctor had prescribed. The
label said to take one every eight hours and to avoid alcohol while
taking them. He hated the way they made him feel — groggy and
sleepy all the time — so he was stretching the time between doses
as long as he could. It was well over twelve hours since the last
one. He immediately popped a tablet and swallowed it with a gulp of
water from the glass by his bed and laid back on the pillows again.
He fell back to sleep and slept until his alarm went off at
nine.

Grateful for the short distance to the
bathroom, he rolled himself to it before hoisting himself up and
carefully maneuvered himself to the toilet. After finishing his
business, he stripped down and got in the shower. A five-minute
shower of washing the important things, he was back out, dry, and
dressed in a pair of nice shorts, a golf shirt, and had reattached
the brace to his knee.

Grabbing some left-over pizza, he sat at the
desk in his small living room this time and worked some more on his
paper until a knock on his door at close to four thirty interrupted
him.

“Come in!” he called. The door opened and
Tim, the guy from across the hall and one of the offensive
linebackers wandered in.

“Hey,” Tim greeted. “How’s the knee?”

Austin knew Tim awful felt about the injury.
Afterall, he’d been the first one to fall when the defensive line
rushed through when Austin’s count had pulled them off-sides. The
problem was, Austin was the one paying the price for the opposing
team’s penalty. “Been better,” Austin shrugged, “Been worse too.
How was the game? I admit to only watching part of it.”

“We won, but barely. UCLA put up a hell of a
fight. What are you doing? Wanna go grab some dinner?”

“Can’t. I have a date,” Austin grinned.

“With whom?”

“Nita, the waitress from that restaurant
over off of Twenty-ninth.”

“How did you swing that? Need a ride?”

“Nah, she’s picking me up here at five.
Speaking of which, I probably should head downstairs. I think she
felt sorry for me, but I’m going to take it.”

“Cool. See you tomorrow in econ.”

“See you,” Austin replied, and bumped Tim’s
offered fist.

Ten minutes later, he’d ridden the elevator
down to the lobby and was rolling out the doors when he spotted
Nita walking up the sidewalk.

“Hi,” he greeted. She looked so pretty in a
pair of skinny jeans and loose peach top that knotted just below
her waistline. She had on oversized sunglasses and a pair of canvas
sneakers.

“Hey. I came early because I wondered if you
needed help down the stairs,” she explained as she slid her
sunglasses to the top of her head, drawing her hair back away from
her face in the process. She was wearing makeup too. She played her
eyes up in that smoky fashion women liked to do. But the brown
color she chose kept it from looking out of place on a late Sunday
afternoon. “Then I realized all you gave me was the building, not
your room.”

“There’s an elevator,” he explained. “Some
buildings have to be handicap accessible.”

“Oh. Right,” she smiled at him. He basked in
the glow. It was the first genuine smile she’d given him. “Ready?
I’m parked in a temp place.”

“Temp place?” he questioned.

“Yep. Handicap spot with the hazards
going.”

He grinned. “Excellent! This will help too,”
he added, pulling a handicap placard
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