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 Prologue

The End of July…the day of Adam’s wedding

Jenna thunked her head
against the steering wheel. Really? After everything else that had
gone wrong today, she backed into a car. Seriously? A few moments later, there
was a tap on her window. Without breaking the contact between the
steering wheel and her forehead, she turned to study the figure now
blocking the light in her window. “Oh, thank God!” she said,
recognizing Auggie Gibson. Rolling down the window she blurted, “Oh
Auggie. I’m very sorry. Today’s been the day from hell.” When he
stepped back from the car and opened the door, she clambered out.
“Are you okay? Is anybody hurt?”

He studied her as if he’d
never seen her before, “Auggie?” Oh, dear God! He has a head
injury! A breathtaking smile spread across his face, and she was
instantly and intensely drawn to him. Well, that’s odd. You’ve
never felt that way about Auggie. It was always a “brotherly”
feeling. Her thought process slowed down, as she realized. Oh no!
There was only one person she never wanted to be alone with and it
was the one man who would put Taylor Michaels’ womanizing legend to
shame. That man was Alexander Gibson—Auggie’s identical twin
brother. She’d backed into Alex’s car in the driveway of his
brother Adam’s home on the day that same brother was getting
married. Seriously?

Alex studied the woman as she unfolded from
the driver’s seat of the car and babbled on as if he was his twin
brother. She had dark green eyes, and he swore he spotted a dark
teal streak peak out of the golden blonde waves. As she rose to her
full height, he couldn’t help but appreciate her curves. She had on
skin-tight jeans tucked into short ankle boots and a top the same
color as the teal streak in her hair that accented the curves of
her breasts. As a connoisseur of women, he recognized this was one
of the finest specimens he’d ever seen. He imagined her long legs
wrapped around his hips as he—he shook his head clearing the
incredibly erotic images. He adopted the grin that won over every
resistant female every time, he said, “I’m sorry my dear, but I’m
not Auggie.” Even he recognized his voice was rougher than usual.
He chalked it up to the erotic images not far from his mind’s
eye.

He had to control his
response to laugh when her eyes momentarily widened in fear. Ahh,
so she knew of his reputation. She didn’t have much to worry about.
While she was gorgeous and his body was certainly interested, he
avoided blondes as if they had the proverbial plague. They reminded
him too much of her. He refused to speak her name, nor did he like to think of
her. She was dead—and there was nothing he could do about
it.

“I’m sorry. Mr. Gibson, but I need to pick
up something from the market up the street. I’m catering your
brother’s party and we’ve run out of an essential ingredient.”

“I see, but I don’t think your car is
drivable. You crushed the rear end in when you backed into me and
you’ll shred your tires if you try to drive it. Apparently, my
car’s tougher than yours,” he quipped with a grin. “And call me
Alex. Mr. Gibson is my father.”

“Not what?” she exclaimed and dashed around
the back of the car obviously not paying attention to the rest of
what he said. “Oh, peas and carrots!”

Alex stifled a laugh, “You’ve been spending
too much time with my sister.”

She whirled to face him and plunked her
palms on her hips, “I happen to like the fact that your sister
comes up with alternative curse words. I’m around people a lot and
just can’t say the word ‘shit’ or worse whenever the occasion calls
for it.” Then she turned back to survey her car and started to
mumble to herself before agitatedly running her fingers through her
hair. Alex was positive he heard the word shit, and worse, a few
times and he clearly saw a dark teal streak in her hair.

“Listen, let me get the keys to Tawny’s car.
It’s right there,” he pointed to a shiny SUV, “I’ll drive you to
the market. Then when we get back, you continue take care of what
you need to, and I’ll deal with the insurance stuff, okay?”

What other choice did she have? She needed
the cream to prepare the sauce for the fish and chicken. Throwing
caution, and what sense she had left, out the window she sighed,
“Okay, but we need to go now. I’m in a time crunch.”


Chapter 1

One month later

“You’re joking?” Alex
balked. “You’ll terminate my contract if I don’t settle down? What
do you want me to do? Go through Puckers
to Go in Vegas with someone I hardly know?
You don’t have that authority.”

“Actually, we do Alex,” interrupted the
team’s lawyer. “It’s a seldom upheld clause, but there is an image
clause in your contract. We’re not suggesting you get married.
We’re just asking you to quit with the playboy behavior and stick
with one woman. It might further help if you avoided the reporter
whose brother plays for an opposing team in the future.”

“That clause pertains to drinking, using
drugs and general public behavior,” Alex clarified, ignoring the
rest of the remark from the lawyer.

“What you’re doing is general public
behavior. Especially when you flirt with the reporters on camera
and then later, still flirting with them at a restaurant,”
interrupted the new owner, “or coming out of hotel rooms at odd
hours of the night. So, here’s how it will be. You have until the
end of the season to settle down. As of right now, we’re in a prime
position for the post-season thanks to your arm. If you haven’t,
we’ll use your behavior to terminate your contract under the image
clause once the season’s ended.”

Alex was still. Outside he looked calm,
inside he was anything but. His heart was pounding, and he could
feel his blood pressure rising, along with his temper.

“Also,” the lawyer interrupted cautiously,
“we’ve turned over another letter from Jack Jr. to the FBI and
local DA’s office. I usually don’t let you see them and rarely
discuss them with you,” he paused, “but Alex, you might want to
read this one. The FBI made me a copy after they ran it through
forensics,” he said, drawing a single piece of paper out of the
stack in front of him before sliding it across the table.

Alex went numb, he didn’t feel the chair he
sat in or the table beneath his flattened palms. He’d plunged back
into his own private hell. Through clenched teeth he said, “I told
you I don’t want to read them.”

“I know,” the lawyer looked sympathetic,
“but he said he’ll disclose the whereabouts of the remaining bodies
if you’ll meet with him.”

Alex shot to his feet so fast and hard, he
caused the chair they had seated him in to tumble end over end
until it landed several feet behind him with the legs in the air,
“Excuse me?”

“The families of the other victims deserve
closure Alex.”

“He’s just taunting them to drag out the
state fulfilling the death sentence.” The serial killer Jack
Jr—named after Jack the Ripper because of his similar technique
early in his career—was doing everything imaginable to avoid
actually dying himself, which Alex thought grimly, was just what
the bastard deserved. The man had over fifty bodies in that
backyard plus another ten or so that he revealed recently. Could
there actually be more?

“You can’t make me meet with him,” Alex
said, feeling very much like a child telling an adult who wasn’t
his parent that they had no control over him.

“No, they can’t,” came a voice from behind
him, “but it would mean the world to the families who still wonder
where their loved ones are. The ones he claims to have also killed
but buried elsewhere. You know that he’s given us many more since
his conviction.”

Alex turned and saw the FBI
agent who’d handled the case. When he’d slipped into the room, Alex
was uncertain. “No,” he declared firmly, and then turned back to
the team manager, owner, and lawyer, “I’ll concede to the image
stuff and will get right on that,” he said sarcastically. “But I
will not, do you hear me, will not meet with that man. I have spent
years struggling to put what he did behind me.” Not to mention that
he still carried an outrageous amount of guilt for what happened
to her.

On those final words Alex
stormed from the office barely managing not to slam the door behind
him. His mind already in motion he fled straight to the stairs
rather than the elevator—it helped work off some of his agitation.
Instead of fixating on Jack Jr., he turned his mind to the
ultimatum before him. Settle down, huh?
I’ll show you just how easily that’s done.

Once he was out of the building, he removed
his cell phone from his pocket and dialed his newest sister-in-law
Samantha.

“Hey there, Alex,” she answered.

“Hi Sam. How are you?” he inquired,
struggling to keep in control and be the man his mother raised him
to be.

“I’m fine, you?”

“Yea, I suppose. Listen, I need to get ahold
of your friend Jenna.”

“Oh. Why? Are you planning a dinner
party?”

“Not me,” he denied and thinking of an
excuse that would appease Samantha, he said, “the team is searching
for someone for a thing coming up and none of the usual caterers
are free. I suggested she might be interested.”

“I guarantee she would be. I have some of
her cards here at the restaurant, do you want to swing by and grab
one?”

“Sure, but it might be a few
hours,” he said deciding he needed an emergency session with his
former counselor if they could fit him in. He could feel the
darkness uncoiling and he was desperately trying not to give in to
it. Focusing on the dating situation wasn’t keeping it at bay
anymore. It gripped him and invited him to give in to the
temptation to—NO!

“No worries, I’m here all day.”

“Thanks Sam. See you later.”

* * *

Three hours later, Alex left his former
counselor’s office feeling slightly better. He’d started to calm
down early in the session. At least he did until the counselor
suggested it might be an excellent thing for him to meet with Jack
Jr. Alex roared for a few minutes and then the counselor suggested
it might bring closure to the situation. “Damn closure,” he mumbled
as he strode to his car. But, now, he could see the counselor was
possibly right.

He rarely did it anymore, but during the
session the counselor forced him to go back in time to the day
Jenny—yes that time he said her name—went missing. Well,
technically it started the night before. They’d disagreed on the
phone. She wanted to come home that weekend. He thought it was
better for her to stay at school because he would be busy all
weekend with a tournament his college team was in. Having gone to a
different school, Jenny wanted to see him play because she hadn’t
been able to since they graduated from high school; their schools
weren’t in the same division. Friday morning Jenny called saying
she was coming home for the weekend. She never made it. The last
information the authorities gathered was that she stopped at a gas
station, filled up the car and then got back on the highway. They
discovered her car abandoned thirty miles from the gas station. It
had two flat tires. Three weeks later, they recovered her body. For
the next several years, Alex lived in his own personal hell as they
prepared to prosecute Jack Jr. It hadn’t stopped with the
conviction either. After seeing and hearing what had happened to
Jenny—no! Not going back there right now. Shaking his head, he
would revisit that again later. Preferably with loud music and a
punching back in the gym. Since her death, he had this violence in
him that periodically surfaced. He called it the darkness, and it
tempted him to either give in and be with Jenny or to beat the
living shit out of something. The punching bag was the best target
for that. Now that the counselor had opened the door, he would have
a hard time avoiding it. The punching bag was it. If the darkness
could grin, he figured that would make it do so.

Changing focus, the counselor had also
agreed with team management and voiced that his serial dating was a
way to avoid attaching to someone and getting hurt again. Well,
damn it! Sure, it was, but what was wrong with that? He had hurt no
one. Everyone knew it was a one-night deal and nothing more. Of
course, then the counselor was right that they all were the
opposite of Jenny. Jenny had been of average height, blonde hair,
blue eyes, and slender build—she was the freakin’ stereotypical
girl next door—and literally had been. So, what? Was there really a
problem with avoidance? Now he deliberately focused on dark hair
and dark eyes. He couldn’t help it though, he still tended to
gravitate to women with the same slender build as Jenny, the height
often varied. The build was not as much of a reminder as the hair
and eye color were.

Climbing into his car he admitted there was
one woman who’d sparked his attention recently who wasn’t like the
others. Jeanna (and damn! her name had to be similar to Jenny) had
blonde hair with dark green eyes. She wasn’t slender or petite
either—she had curves like a mountain road and legs that stretched
for miles. And he was on his way to get her card from Samantha.

Just the thought of her stirred something in
him that, even if he actually admitted it, had been dormant for
some time. Sure, he’d experienced sexual arousal over the years,
but not like he had the day they met.

She’d backed into his car. He took her to
get the ingredients she needed and dealt with the insurance company
while she finished preparing the meal. That day he wouldn’t have
admitted it, but today he would: he watched her throughout the day.
She was an extremely talented chef and her staff appeared to
respect her. She smiled at everyone, except him. He apparently
scared her. Well, again now he could admit, the feeling was mutual.
She scared him. She scared him because of what he felt when he
looked at her. It was more than attraction. And, he knew this
sounded stupid, but she was a lighthouse and he was a ship lost at
sea searching for shore. He groaned. Really? Where had that come
from?

“Shit!” He exclaimed and slammed on the
breaks with both feet, forcing the car to screech to a stop in the
middle of the road. “No, no, no!” he repeated as he shook his head
and gripped the steering wheel. It can’t be.

The curse, as the brothers called it, took
them out one at a time until he was the last single one. It started
with his sister Ann almost two years ago and snowballed from there
to the last sibling—the newly engaged Drew.

At the impatient blare of a horn behind him,
he took his feet off the brake and reapplied his right one to the
gas. The car rolled forward, and he made himself concentrate on the
drive to the restaurant and not the curse. That was another thing
to think about later. After all, he was excellent at avoidance.


Chapter 2

The next evening

“I said take a message! I’m right in the
middle of something,” Jenna told the assistant who entered the
kitchen to announce there was a phone call she needed to take, and
it wasn’t the client for whom she was working on the final round of
hors d’oeuvres. The truck was waiting to leave, and this box had to
be on it.

“But—,” the assistant tried to persist.

“If it isn’t the client about this food,”
she paused in her packing the box and pointed at it, “and it isn’t
my family saying someone has died, You. Can. Take. A. Damn.
Message.” The last part came out as if each word was its own
sentence.

The assistant scurried from the room like
her butt was on fire. Jenna wasn’t apologizing for this. She knew
better than to come in here over something that unrelated to the
job she was working on or something like life and death. Everything
else could wait.

“You know she’ll probably quit, right?
You’re always yelling at her,” one of the two sous chefs commented
as he dried a knife.

“Whatever. She knows the rules. Maybe it’s
time to just go back to the voicemail.”

“What if it was the governor?”

“The governor could leave a message just
like Taylor Michaels and the President of the United States,” she
said sarcastically as she gingerly set the final stuffed clam in
the box before closing it. “Here,” she said as she gently thrust it
at the manager waiting to take it to the van and leave. “That’s the
last one. I’m going home. I trust you to take care of tonight.”

“No problem Jenna. You deserve a night
off.”

“You can say that again,” Jenna said after
blowing wisps of hair out of her eyes. “Remind me again why I
wanted a successful business?”

Each person in the kitchen rattled off the
standard response of success, money, recognition. She just rolled
her eyes to each answer. While they all may be correct, right now
she didn’t give a damn. She wanted to put her feet up and not think
about food for one night. Her plans were some take out, a glass of
wine, and binge watching something that she didn’t have to think
about, wouldn’t remind her of food, or make her long for a love
life she didn’t have.

She helped clean up the kitchen and was the
last one in the building and about to walk out the door two hours
later when she remembered the phone call. Walking back into the
space she used to meet with clients, she moved to the private
office on the other side of the room and saw the pink piece of
paper on the desk. Next to it was a resignation letter. “Figures,”
she said moving the letter to a stack of to-do work to remind her
to send her the final paycheck.

Picking up the message it surprised her to
see Alex Gibson’s identified as the caller. “Well that explains why
she came rushing to see me. The man must be as lethal on the phone
as he was in person.” Reading the unusually detailed message—not
the usual messages the assistant took—she saw he was trying to
reach her before he had to play that night. If she couldn’t call
him back before an hour ago, he would try to catch up with her
tomorrow unless she could call him after eleven tonight. “What on
earth?” she marveled aloud. That sounded pretty desperate.

Stuffing the piece of paper in her purse,
she double checked the locks on the other doors and then left via
the back and bolted that door too. Once in her car, she started it
and allowed herself to think about Alex Gibson. The only unmarried
member of the Gibson family. She’d recently became friends with his
sister, Ann, and she’d known Alex’s twin, Auggie for a while since
his fiancée used Jenna’s catering company for most of the parties
she hosted. Tawny entertained a lot, but Jenna freely admitted it
was usually for one charitable cause or another rather than Tawny
just liking to throw parties. Her friend Samantha, recently married
Adam, another Gibson brother.

The first time she met Alex though, it had
been the day Adam married Samantha. She’d backed into his car. He
drove her to the store to get the cream she’d run out of because
someone poured it into cream pitchers for coffee before she
finished making the sauce. Then as she finished preparing the food
and ensured everything ran smoothly, he took care of the insurance
stuff and even had her car towed and got a loaner delivered. It
probably helped they both had insurance through the same local
agent.

She caught glimpses of him out of the corner
of her eye that whole evening. He was watching her. It worried and
excited her at the same time. Admittedly being without a
relationship since the rat bastard Dominic almost a year ago, the
attention from someone as successful and handsome—and way out of
her league—as Alex Gibson certainly stroked her ego that night.
However, when the night ended, all she had was him handing her the
keys to the loaner and the information for Gibson Brothers’ Auto
and Towing—Austin’s business. She’d picked up her car a week later
without paying a dime. He’d covered it all—including her
deductible. When she tried to get Nita to give him some money for
her, Nita refused saying “If Alex paid for it, let him pay for it.
He did it out of kindness and probably guilt.” Jenna questioned
what she meant by the guilt. Nita explained that Alex hadn’t been
paying attention to what was going on around him when Jenna backed
into him. “If he’d been paying attention, he would’ve stopped
before it happened.”

Driving home, she called in an order to her
favorite Japanese restaurant. “Hey Su, it’s Jenna. How are things
tonight?”

“Good, good. You want your usual?”

“Yes, the hibachi beef, with stir-fried rice
and veggies. Can I get extra veggies tonight?”

“For you, of course. I even give you
surprise. You on way?” Su asked in her broken English.

“Yep. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

“It be ready.”

Jenna disconnected and absentmindedly drove
through the streets to reach the restaurant. After picking up her
food she finally headed home. She’d been going all week and today
she’d been up, and in the kitchen, since before daybreak. She was
tired and looking forward to nothing on the books for tomorrow, but
some prep for the day after.

Arriving at her apartment, she parked the
car and carried the bag of food along with her purse, which was
more of a tote bag that things went into and were rarely seen
again, up three flights of stairs. She was pretty sure she could
fix the Titanic with the stuff that ended up in her purse causing
it to weigh a ton. Letting herself into her apartment, she called,
“Blinky! Mamma’s home.”

She kicked the door shut and heard the
jingle of a bell seconds before she saw Blinky heading straight for
her. Blinky was a solid white cat with one blue eye. What happened
to the other eye, they really weren’t sure, but the vet thought
he’d lost it in a fight. She’d noticed the cat hanging out by her
car and it followed her up the stairs to the apartment and never
left. Finally, after a few days, Jenna gave in and took the cat to
the vet. After getting a clean bill of health, the vet gave her a
cat starter kit with a bag of food, litter box with a bag of
litter, and a handful of monthly flea and tick medicine—even though
the cat would not be going outside again anytime soon because
someone had had it declawed. The vet explained it was just a good
preventative. Since Blinky’s favorite spot was on the postage stamp
balcony off her master bedroom, she figured it wouldn’t hurt.

“Hi there, buddy. Hungry?” Blinky responded
with a loud meow and a headbutt against her leg. “Okay. Let me put
this down. I have a treat for you,” she told him referring to the
small dish of steamed rice and shrimp stock from Su. Su often did
that for Blinky. This time there was even a small piece of shrimp
cut up and mixed in. Su liked cats, and she spoiled him.

Setting the bags down on the bistro table
she considered her dining table, she stepped around the now
constantly meowing cat. He knew the smells coming from the bag and
what it meant. Jenna ignored his demands and instead pretended he
was telling her about his day watching the birds, sky, and sleeping
in the sun.

She pulled out the small bowl she used for
his treat and filled it with the food from the restaurant’s plastic
container before setting it next to his bowl of water. “Here you
go,” she said, but the cat didn’t need an invitation as he swooped
in and started lapping at the food immediately. She scooped some
dry food from the bag as well and filled the empty bowl next to the
water bowl.

Before plating her food—and she was
seriously considering forgoing the plate and eating it straight out
of the container tonight—she grabbed a bottle of her favorite wine
and popped the cork. As she filled the glass, she decided to go
change into something a lot more comfortable and preferably
bra-free. Some days she truly hated being heavy chested.

Ten minutes later, she’d scrubbed off her
makeup, changed into a pair of yoga shorts and a tank top with a
built-in bra—she compromised—and was sitting in front of the
television and unpacking her dinner from the sack. Grabbing the
remote and thumbing on the television, she went to the guide. The
first thing that caught her eye was the baseball game on one
channel and she could never explain why she selected that channel
and proceeded to watch the game as she ate, but she did. She’d
never really been a sports fan and certainly didn’t understand what
was taking place right now on the field. Apparently, though,
something happened because one team left the field and the other
came on to it. She watched as Alex Gibson sauntered—yes, that’s
what it was—to the pitcher’s mound. She listened to the
commentators talk about his current streak of no hitters and if he
kept it up for the next three innings, he would have another.
“Wow,” she said to the television. She had to admit, the man was
great looking and boy those pants did something even more amazing
to his butt, legs, and, well, his package. He was tall—taller than
all the brothers and she was sure he was an inch or two taller than
his twin Auggie. Currently, a ball cap covered his brown hair. His
piercing blue-grey gaze was focused on the catcher behind the plate
as he flashed a signal. His head almost imperceptivity shook in the
negative and the catcher apparently signaled something else. A
slight nod yes occurred just before he changed his stance and his
concentration. She couldn’t totally describe it, but there was an
intensity in his eyes that demonstrated how focused he was on this.
Then just as suddenly, he moved, and the ball flew from his hand
and shot passed the batter to land squarely in the catcher’s mitt.
She didn’t know what happened, but some people cheered, some booed,
and the guy in the black and white shirt—were they called refs or
umps in baseball? —gave some signal she thought meant a strike.
Alex repeated the process for two more pitches and then she knew
the batter was out.

Entranced, she watched the game as she
unconsciously ate and sipped her wine. After she finished, she
shoved the containers to the middle of the table and sat back with
her wine in her hand. Blinky jumped up on the couch and curled up
in her lap. She stroked him as he purred while she continued to
watch the game. In the end, Alex did end up pitching a no hitter
and being the only one of his team to make it to the home plate.
She found herself cheering which disrupted Blinky’s nap. The cat
informed her of his displeasure by jumping from her lap and
sticking his tail up in the air before stalking off.

Switching the channel, she found a rerun of
a sitcom and cleaned up the empty containers. It was still fairly
early, and she wasn’t ready to go get in bed yet, so she poured a
few more sips of wine into her glass and went to watch the
television show. A few minutes after sitting back down on the couch
her cell phone rang causing her to get back up and walk to her bag
on the table. The cell phone was the easiest thing to find because
somehow, she always managed to slip it into the pocket on the side
of the bag. Three things regularly made it in there: her phone, her
keys, and for some reason her contact solution. Unfortunately, she
didn’t make it to the phone in time. It showed a missed call from a
number she did not know.

“Oh well. I wouldn’t have answered, anyhow,”
she mumbled as she wandered back to the living room.

Ten minutes later the phone rang again. The
same number flashed on the screen. Concerned it was the second time
the number called that evening, she answered. “Hello?”

“Jeanna?” a deep voice
inquired. It was a sexy voice too judging by the tingly feeling
between her legs. Yum.

“Who is this?” she responded.

“Alex Gibson,” she pulled the phone away
from her ear and looked at it before placing it back to her
ear.

“I’m sorry. It sounded like you said Alex
Gibson.”

He
laughed—double yum—she squeezed her legs together at the new sensation that
caused. “Yes, I did. I know it’s late, but I really wanted to catch
you today.”

“How did you get my cell phone number
Alex?”

“I’d rather not divulge my source.”

“Samantha?”

“No,” he said without hesitation, “and I
didn’t get it from Ann or Tawny either. Can we meet tomorrow at my
place? I want to talk to you about something.”

“You need a caterer?”

His hesitation wasn’t awkward, but she could
tell he was thinking about what to tell her, “Kind of.”

“Alex, that’s not really a kind of question.
It’s a yes or no question.”

“Fine, yes.”

“Your place?”

“Yea,” he said, and rattled off the address.
She knew the neighborhood; she’d catered events in it before. The
street name indicated it was ocean side. “I live not far from
Kat.”

“I know where it is. Why can’t you come to
the office?”

“I’d rather talk about it at my house. It’s
going to be hours before I get home, anyway. Please?”

It was the please that won her over. There
was just enough begging in it to make her cave. Sighing she said,
“What time?”

“What time works for you?” he countered.

“All I have to do tomorrow is some prep work
for an event the following day, so I’m pretty open. If you want to
sleep in, I can make it early afternoon?”

“Perfect.”

“Is there anything I need to bring with me?
Samples or references?”

“No, just you. Say, two o’clock?”

“See you then.”

“Thanks Jenna. Good night.”

“Night Alex.”

When the call disconnected, she speculated
aloud, “Well, I wonder what all that’s about?”

Finishing off her wine, she turned off the
television, took her glass to the kitchen and wandered into the
bathroom to brush her teeth and remove her contacts. A few minutes
later, she was in her bed, Blinky curled up next to her belly, and
she was asleep and no longer worrying about what Alex Gibson
wanted.


Chapter 3

Alex
wasn’t sure why, but he was nervous as he awaited Jenna’s arrival.
He’d never been nervous, but the team manager had stopped him
before he left the field last night and reminded him what was on
the line. What he didn’t know was why they were all so eager for
him to settle down. He’d gotten home and was up for several hours
like he generally was after a game—especially if they won. The
nerves of meeting with Jenna had little to do with it. He remained
awake until after three this morning. He eventually pulled out the
bottle of lavender massage oil the team’s masseuse gave him and
smeared some on his chest. He relaxed enough to lie down in bed and
was asleep by four and slept like a rock until close to eleven when
his alarm went off. He loved when they had the day off after a
game, which was another reason he was pressing for Jenna to meet
him today. The next several days would be hectic with practice,
travel, and back-to-back games.

By one o’clock he was pacing his living room
ignoring the million-dollar view. By one thirty he’d moved to the
deck and paced in the sunshine. Tense didn’t even describe this
feeling. He reasoned with himself that the nerves were because of
what he was going to ask Jenna to do and his need to keep his
contract. Without baseball, he’d have nothing. It had been the only
bright spot in his life after Jenny died. Jenny. He attributed the
nerves to that too. Since the therapy session, he’d said her name
in his mind hundreds of times. The only time he stopped thinking
about her was during the game yesterday. Since then, though, he’d
thought about her and Jenna nonstop. He stopped pacing and flung
his head back and gave into a partial scream of frustration. Why
did they both have to have blonde hair and similar names?

By one forty-five, he was pacing his
kitchen. Trying to calm himself, he pulled out a bottle of wine and
opened it to breathe. He probably should have opened it a while
ago, but oh well. It didn’t have to breathe, he just liked it
better when it did. He set it and two glasses on a tray and
transferred it to the living room where he’d opened the doors and
the sound and smell of the sea permeated the room.

By two o’clock he was pacing again. What was
wrong with him? This was just another business meeting. Nothing
more.

By two thirty he was seriously considering
calling her to find out if she was coming; he didn’t expect her to
stand him up. After all, she thought this was for a catering job.
She wouldn’t jeopardize her reputation.

By three he was furious. She’d stood him up.
He grasped his phone and was calling her when the doorbell clanged.
Disconnecting the call, he set the phone down; he went to the front
door and wrenched it open. There she stood looking like she’d
fought her way through hell to make it to the door.

“What happened?” he demanded. “Are you
okay?” He imagined the worst when she smiled and then instantly
burst into tears.

Without thinking twice, he dragged her into
his arms and folded them around her until he squeezed her against
his chest. She didn’t resist and sniffled.

“The car broke down. I…I…I don’t understand.
It was running better after they repaired it. It made a clunking
noise, and I got it to the side of the road and then it just
stopped. It wouldn’t do anything.”

“Why didn’t you call me?” he asked, running
his hands up and down her back in an unconscious caress.

“My phone died. I had it plugged in the car,
but for some reason it wasn’t charging. When the car just stopped,
I grabbed the bags,” she tried to gesture behind her, “and started
walking. Of course, I’m not dressed for it.”

Alex smiled, because he knew she couldn’t
see him. She had on a sleeveless silky rose-colored blouse and
cream-colored capri pants with a sexy pair of strappy heeled
sandals. She thought this was about a catering job and came to
impress, not to walk.

“What’s in the bags?” he asked.

“Hot and cold hors d’oeuvres. I figured I
needed to bring some samples even if you said not to. No caterer
will show up empty-handed. Has everyone left?”

“There wasn’t anybody else. Just me. Come on
in and we’ll chat. I opened some wine. I hope you don’t think it’s
too early.”

She sniffled and tilted her head up to meet
his eyes, “It’s five o’clock somewhere, right?”

“Absolutely,” he smiled into her eyes. He’d
never met someone with eyes as green as hers. They reminded him of
the evergreen trees in Aspen where he loved to ski. Her lips,
coated in a shimmery gloss the same color as her blouse, distracted
him. He wondered if it had a flavor and what she would do if he
kissed her to see. Needing to take a step back and remember the
agreement he needed to introduce, he relaxed his arms and
physically stepped back. Kissing her was probably the quickest way
to get her to disagree to what he would propose. However, he didn’t
let go of her yet—his hands lingered on her bare arms rubbing up
and down in a gentle caress. She had really soft skin. “I’ll grab
the bags. Come in and let’s go out on the back deck. It’s beautiful
out and the ocean breeze is refreshing.”

“Can I use the bathroom first?”

“Sure,” Alex pointed at the door to the half
bath. He figured she was self-conscious about her present
appearance. He couldn’t refuse her the use of the room but knew
when she discovered how she looked with mascara streaks on her
face, dirt on her nose, and her hair a bit wild, it might upset her
further. “I’ll just take these out to the deck while you do
that.”

“Okay. There are napkins in there.”

“Got it,” he said picking them up and then
kicking the front door closed. He would not think about the concern
he had when he first saw her standing there. He wasn’t heartless,
but the fear that gripped him scared him. Shaking his head, he told
himself he could think on that later. He was a master at avoidance
after all.

He unloaded the bags. The delicious smells
had his stomach rumbling. Congratulating himself on the wine he
chose, he poured them each a half a glass.

He twisted at the sound of her footsteps.
She looked a bit more together—she’d tamed her hair and restored
her makeup. Her lips still shimmered though, and his libido chose
that moment to remind him just how kissable they looked his pants
grew a bit tighter. “Do you think we should call a tow truck?”

“I think that’s an excellent suggestion. We
should probably charge your phone too. What kind is it?” When she
answered he smiled, “I have a charger for that. Let me grab
it.”

He swiped his phone from
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