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  Chapter One



Jacqui
“Hey Jae, are you sure you don’t need me to do anything else for the baby shower tomorrow?” My twin brother, Jake, asks as he walks into my office with a smile so bright, like a cloudless, sunny Texas day. 
My smile mirrors Jake’s as I stand and walk around my desk. He’s been over the moon since he and Gabi found out that not only are they having a baby, but they’re having twin girls. Pink explosions at tomorrow’s baby shower will be everywhere, from the cake to the decorations. I’m surprised Jake doesn’t find an excuse to stay far, far away. 
Jake and Gabi met on a seven-day cruise a year and a half ago. Jake told me he fell in love the moment he laid eyes on her. Determined to convince Gabi that their time together on the cruise wasn’t a fling, he proved he was a man of his word. Not letting distance, their different backgrounds or race come between them, he slayed her dragons. They married six months later. Jake confided with me he and Gabi planned to secretly eloped a few times. With this being the first wedding on both sides for the families, they didn’t want to disappoint anyone, especially the moms who demanded they needed time to plan the wedding. 
“Between mom and Gabi’s mom, I’ve only had to coordinate the cake, gift table, and the backdrop for the photos. We’re good. Just make sure you bring the muscle. Your living room furniture needs to be rearranged to accommodate everything.”
Jake leans against my credenza with his arms crossed. “Don’t worry, I spoke to Travis and CJ earlier today. They both confirmed to be at my house at eleven o’clock sharp.”
I smirked. We both know that Travis never arrives on time for a-n-y-t-h-i-n-g except for training for his precious triathlons. “Are you sure about Travis?”
“I’ve warned him if he’s not there to set up, he’s on cleanup duty.”
“Well, are you sure that his majesty knows how to do manual labor?”
“Jae, not sure why you’re so hard on Travis. He’s actually a hardworking and pretty well-rounded guy.”
I mumble, how would I know so low that Jake doesn’t hear me. He leans closer and asks, “What did you say?”
“I said ‘hope that he shows’–enough about Travis. How’s Gabi feeling these days? I haven’t seen her in a few weeks.”
“She’s fine and gets more beautiful with each passing day. I never understood the saying ‘pregnant women glow,’ but I get it now. Gabi looks radiant and the girls grow more and more every day. I’m going on record that I’m not the one saying this, but Gabi keeps complaining she feels like a beached whale. All I see is the woman I’m head over heels in love with–swollen ankles and all.”
While acting like I’m gagging, I roll my eyes, then laugh and give him a gushy sister hug. “I’m so happy for y’all. I still can’t believe that I’m not only going to be an aunt, but I’m going to be a twin aunt. None of my friends have this bragging right. I’m warning you now that I’m spoiling the girls. Have y’all decided on names yet?”
“The list remains pretty long, but we have knocked a few names off the list. Gabi’s method includes whether she knows someone with the name—if she does, she assesses whether she likes their disposition. Any red flags—off the list they go. After we shorten the list to our top ten, the girls will help us with the final name selections. We want names that fit them.”
“Love y’all’s approach—now scoot. My boss is a hard ass and demands I have this first design before I leave the office today.”
“Funny Jae. I may just tell dad you called him a hard ass.”
I playfully throw a wadded piece of paper at him. “See you tomorrow. Let me know if you need anything else for the baby shower.”    
[image: image-placeholder]
Jake and Gabi’s huge, Mediterranean-style first floor open concept looks transformed with the ‘It’s Twins’ photo backdrop commanding the room with pink, fuchsia, and gold balloons arranged in several intricate balloon towers. Secretly, this is my favorite display, even though the gift tables come in a close second. 
Both moms titter here and there, working on every detail. Instead of losing my twin after he married the love of his life, I gained Gabi’s mom. I could only call Gabi’s mom Momma G, no matter how hard I tried to call her Mrs. St. Clair or Ms. Gisselle.  
Just as I turn to head back to the babies’ gift table, Gabi waddles into the room, her hands cradling her rounded belly as she moves with a gentle sway. “How’s my favorite sister? Are my nieces treating you well?”
“Jae, I’m moving slow today. Jake had to help me get ready and...”
But I don’t let Gabi finish. I jump into full panic mode. “Are you having contractions right now? I didn’t want to say anything, but it looks like you’ve dropped some. Do I need to go find Jake?”
Gabi places her hand on my arm. “Jae, whoa... you’re as bad as Jake. He’s as nervous as a turkey the week before Thanksgiving. I’m fine. Your nieces are very active right now and my lower back is killing me something fierce.”
My anxiety remains high, but I try to relax for Gabi’s sake. In the voice that Jake named ‘my teacher calm voice’ back when we interned for dad our sophomore year of college, I ask. “Do you want to sit down?”
“Jae, if you don’t stop, Jake will think something is wrong and I don’t need him hovering any more than he already is. Do you know he refuses to take any more business trips until after the girls are born and works from home most days? I still have six weeks before the girls are due to arrive.” 
Gabi stops her tirade to look around. She looks happy but I notice her eyes well with tears, “Oh no, Gabi... what’s wrong? Why are you crying?”
“I’m fine... remember, I have double the dose of pregnancy hormones.” Gabi looks around then says, “Everything looks beautiful. I love what you did with the gift table and the photo backdrop. When will the photographer be here?”
“She’ll be here in about fifteen minutes... she texted to let me know she was exiting the Beltway. Do you want to sit while you wait?”
“You’ve already asked me if I want to sit down. The stubborn side of me wants to say no, but I’m already tired just from walking down the hall from the bedroom.”
[image: image-placeholder]
The baby shower ended half an hour ago and almost everyone has gone home. We played the usual baby shower games. Just going on record that the ‘guess what’s in the diaper’ game was absolutely disgusting. Even my competitive side didn’t surface—I couldn’t force myself to try to win.
I just need a moment to myself, so I escaped to the wine cellar. The baby shower has been equal parts fun and hard work. The breakup with my ex-fiancé, Jeremy, six months ago, eclipses my elation today at becoming an aunt. Today would have been our three-month anniversary. Cutting into my reflection, my phone dings. I open the Instagram notification more from muscle memory and see a repost by someone I follow because we used to run in the same circles. Why did I have to see this and now of all times? A smiling Jeremy and the girl that I caught him having sex in our bed stares at me. The cherry on top, the caption reads, ‘She said Yes.’ 
I don’t believe this shit. This asshat got engaged and I haven’t even been able to date. The wine cellar, positioned down a long hallway and down a set of stairs on the other side of the house, gives me the privacy I need. Something breaks within me and I cry like I lost my best friend. 
Not sure how long I’ve been down here, but I hear the voice of the last person I want to see me like this. “Jae, hey... hey, look at me,” says Travis with so much concern and tenderness that I freeze.
He gently turns me around and takes two fingers to lift my chin until my down-turned eyes look at him. I’m a mess. God only knows how I look right now.
“Please leave,” I beg Travis. My voice sounds water-logged even to my ears. Travis has never been one to take orders, probably from all the heated-verbal volleyball matches that he’s had over the years with his dad.
Travis searches my face, looking for answers I’d rather remain buried. “I’m not going anywhere, Jae, until you tell me what’s wrong.”
As I bury my face in the crook of his neck, I mumble, “Nothing.” Two things I recognize at once... he smells scrumptious like a woodsy, smoky scent and his chest feels like a solid wall of muscles as his arms band around me. This hug makes me wish I found an excuse sooner to hug Travis instead of now, in my brother’s wine cellar. Travis could open a pop-up store and charge for these hugs. Hands down, I’d be waiting in line.
Sucks having to put my life back together at thirty-five after finding my cheating fiancé in bed with his NOW fiancée. Thinking of the life that I thought I would have by now, a husband and maybe carrying our first child, makes me burst into heart-wrenching sobs. I don’t have the strength to stop. Travis holds me tighter as he lets me cry until I have nothing left. 
Travis
I’m not sure why I followed Jacqui. She seemed off today, so I wanted to make sure that she was okay. Why she’s so upset baffles me, but I refuse to leave her alone to deal with this by herself.
“Do you want to talk about it? You and I were close once. Remember, in ninth grade, when Russell ruined your final art project? Jake and I switched Russell’s test with John’s. John got the ninety-five and Russell, well... he got what he deserved.”
This makes Jacqui laugh a little. Good, anything is better than standing here not knowing what to do while she cries her heart out.
Jae steps back as she tries to collect herself. An internal debate must war within Jae because she takes a while to speak. “Travis, really, let me just get myself together, then I promise to head back to help clean up.”
My resolve strengthens. Jae needs to understand I am as stubborn as she is. Nothing could make me leave her alone. The options become clear. My best approach, assure Jae, nothing needs to be done. “Jae, we did everything except for the photo backdrop. Gabi asked us to leave it so she and Jake can take more photos with the photographer tomorrow. No need to rush back. Actually, you can leave through the side door if you’d rather head straight home. I don’t mind running interference with Jake. I can tell him I saw you leave.”
“Why would you do that, Travis? We don’t even talk to each other.”
I take my hand and rub the back of my neck while trying to form a logical explanation. What would Jacqui do if she knew I’ve wanted her since the eleventh grade? For eighteen long years! She would think I was pathetic. With her wrapped in my arms a few moments ago, I am having a hard time thinking. She was right when she said we barely speak, but not because I haven't wanted to. 
“Ok, Jae, enough stalling... what’s going on?”
She lets out an enormous sigh, like the weight of the world rests on her shoulders. With more patience than I normally have, I wait while she decides whether she’s going to tell me. Pretty sure that she’d rather tell anyone but me. I’m just her brother’s annoying best friend. 
What I wouldn’t do for her to see me as more, as the man that’s adored her for what feels like forever. I blame myself if she sees me as a womanizing man with more one-night stands than I care to count. Would she find humor if she knew I only started down this path because the one girl that I wanted was off limits?
I knew Jake would have my hide if I tried to hook up with his baby sister. Technically, they have the same birthday, but she arrived four-minutes later. Jake takes his big-brother responsibilities seriously.
The bar towels stored next to the wine glasses catch my attention; I hand a towel to Jae, watch as she wipes her face and takes another gigantic sigh to fortify herself. “I’m just going to rip off the band aid. My ex-fiancé got engaged today. The repost of the photo with the caption ‘she said yes’ brought back the hurt and humiliation. I thought I had moved on, but apparently not. Today would have been of our three-month wedding anniversary.” Jacqui sniffs and angrily wipes as a few large tears drop on her cheek.
I clench my fists, trying to stop the urge to find that asshole, and beat his face in. “Well, I know my opinion doesn’t count, but I never liked Jeremy and I’ll go further to say I always questioned his intentions.” I pause because I don’t think this is what she wants or needs to hear. I change tactics and go with what’s in my heart. “You’re beautiful, Jae. You deserve so much more. Someone who loves you unconditionally and knows without a doubt no one on this earth comes close to you.”
I want to kiss her so badly right now as my eyes rake over every aspect of Jae, her tempting, kissable lips, her slim waist and rounded hips. Hips perfect for my hands to grip. I’m so close to pulling her in for a kiss, I force myself to take a small step back. 
Jacqui looks at me, blinking as if she sees me for the first time. I probably revealed too much, but I really don’t care right now. Jae is the priority. I don’t want her wasting another tear on that loser.
Before I’m aware of what’s happening, I feel Jae step into me. She licks my lower lip with her tongue. I open for her but keep the kiss light, letting her set the pace. I feel chills trail down my spine as I try to hold back.
Jae tightens her arms around my neck and whispers against my lips, “Travis, kiss me like I mean something to you.”
This woman brings me to my knees. I groan as I pull her tight against me. I drop my head and claim her mouth in a searing kiss that lets her know that I’m a man who knows exactly who he’s kissing. 
A door nearby slams shut, causing Jae and I to jump apart.
Jacqui’s eyes face the floor as she says, “Thanks Travis. I just needed to feel, even if for a few minutes, that I... I...” The pale skin on her neck is flushed red as she looked everywhere but at me. 
My first instinct finds me reaching for Jae as she turns to walk away. If I could keep her here a little longer, maybe I could show her she’s better off without Jeremy. I want to say more, but all I manage is, “My pleasure.”
Man, when did I look at Jae as anything but Jake’s annoying little sister? Unfortunately, I know the answer to this question. It was the summer when she turned seventeen. Jae was a late bloomer, but my God did he save the best for last.
I’ll never forget when she walked into the backyard wearing a bright orange bikini showing off legs for days and her breasts. They weren’t spilling out of her bikini top, but they might as well have been because I imagined her well defined D cups spilling out in my hands. This walk down memory lane proves to be painful—I’m getting hard—especially after having Jacqui and her curves in my hands. I forced myself to think of intellectual property law, my grandma’s dentures, and the poop diapers Jake will change soon—that did the trick. 
After taking a fortifying deep breath, I try to settle the pent-up energy. Sad reality, only one woman can assuage my need. With my head bent down, I head back to the great room to check if Jake needs anything. Once home, I’ll try to wrap my head around what the hell just happened.






  
  Chapter Two


Travis
Our trio triathlon training group is now down to a duo. Jake refuses to leave Gabi’s side with only six weeks to D Day, leaving CJ and me to our 40-minute run around the Rice University campus. We wanted to avoid the Sunday crowds, so we opted for Rice in hopes students had gone home for Thanksgiving.
My thoughts go to Jacqui yesterday, but not the crying spell. Oh, no, I want her back in my arms. How would I even broach the subject? Would Jae believe I haven’t been with anyone since Jake shared her wedding was off? Knowing she was back on the market makes me want to take my shot; let her know I want to date her; and see if she can see me as a man... her man. The biggest hurdle... Jake, my best friend. Not even sure what Jake would do if he knew I want to explore a relationship with Jae.
Even knowing this, looking into Jacqui’s deep blue eyes yesterday made me want to be the guy who puts the laughter and sparkle back. The ocean of emotions in her eyes took me under the surface. I would have happily drowned in her depths. Even puffy eyed, she remains the most beautiful woman in my world... the one who got away. Her five-foot six height fits perfectly with my six foot three. 
We just fit. I realized how right she felt in my arms when she cried in the crook of my neck. Her light brown hair with blond highlights felt like silk against my skin. I exhale. What am I going to do?
We turn onto Main Street before CJ asks, “What’s up, man? You’re not usually this quiet.”
“Work stuff.” I change the subject before CJ inquires. CJ could easily be a lawyer. His cross-examination skills exceed some of my junior attorneys. “Never been to a baby shower before, glad that Jake thought about having our favorite bar food and beer in his man cave for us. I started having hives being around all that pink.”
“Yeah, using us for the muscle gave us something productive to do. Bonus... it gave me an opportunity to see Samantha.”
“I noticed you checking her out, and this isn’t the first time, mind you. What’s holding you back? Are you going to ask her out?” My smile forms as I give CJ shit. We all know how much he likes Sam. 
“My plan is to use strategy and finesse the shit out of my approach. I’m waiting for Sam to tire of dating the trail of losers.”
“Well, don’t wait too long. You know what they say ‘you snooze, you lose.’”
“Don’t worry about me. I could say the same thing about you.”
“What are you talking about, CJ?”
“Don’t think that I haven’t noticed your hiatus. Everything ok?”
I want to confide in CJ... I really do, but confiding with him would place him in a position where eventually he would need to keep my secret from Jake. Best to stick with my work excuse. “Work is busy right now with our latest acquisition. This deal contains five patents with two more patents pending and a federal six-month review before the deal can close. My role as the lead intellectual property attorney keeps me working long hours, besides leading a team of five junior attorneys. Nothing else is going on... only work.”
Talk about the understatement of the year... getting a taste of Jacqui opened a pandora’s box for me, wanting to explore her in every way. As my fitness watch buzzes with an incoming notification, I glance at the screen. Unknown number. My heart races as I realize it’s from Jacqui. I take a deep breath, my mind racing with questions about what she could want. My fingers tremble slightly as I open the message, trying to hide the nervousness that’s settled in the pit of my stomach. Now, I’m really distracted. This run can’t be over fast enough.  
Jacqui
My sun-filled backroom brings me joy. This space allows me to pursue my first love—painting. The contemporary piece commissioned for the New York Renaissance Women’s exhibit for next weekend is my first public exhibit. Asked to take part two months ago by a friend from my days at NYU, both energized and scared me to no end. Now, I’m glad
[image: image-placeholder]
[image: image-placeholder]





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
%3 A LOVE BLOSSOMS SERIES NOVEL

5

73






OEBPS/images/8b843384-6c47-45e8-9e58-bddfbc20dff5.png
S ORVge =)





OEBPS/images/6c7db852-3983-438c-9c8c-39d1d5e10242.png
S ORVge =)





OEBPS/images/1f7e1bcc-1e58-42f2-b301-057b23f93bc9.png
S ORVge =)





OEBPS/images/817daa22-c39e-4790-9fef-3f5be3fc8d68.png
S ORVge =)






