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			Dedication

			I dedicate this book to Timothy Michael Burnett, 1945-2011. He was a fun guy and the inspiration for Charles Strong Manning.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The jungle noises stopped, triggering an eerie silence. Strong Manning dove to the forest floor toward the three other members of his team. Aphrodite pushed the teenager they’d been sent to rescue to the ground and hurled herself over him seconds before bullets ripped a path where they had just stood. The dictator’s fourteen year old son trembled. 

			Lars crawled to them belly down in the leaves. “Are you okay?”

			The teen moved his head, neither yes or no. He inched up on his knees and dropped his chin to see the patch of urine spreading on his linen slacks. 

			Jo Lynn crept next to him. “Don’t worry. I’ve peed my pants a time or two.” 

			The crack of bullets ceased. Strong eased up on his elbows and raised his head above the ferns. “It’s now or never. Keep your heads low. I’ll put down suppressing fire. Run! Go! Go!” 

			The others rose and fled to the Blackhawk helicopter waiting in a clearing two hundred yards behind them. Strong knew as soon as they started running, the shooting would resume. 

			The rotors groaned into action, and the craft lifted just above the ground. Strong held his breath as the runners bee-lined toward the hovering craft. From a kneeling position, he ripped off a full clip from his AK-47, dropped the rifle, and ran. Dodging a fresh barrage of bullets, he followed the runners. An assault of air gusted and a scuff of metal whizzed past his face. It took a second for the pain to materialize. He wiped the blood from his lip and signaled the pilot.

			Aphrodite pushed the teen into the copter’s open door. Jo Lynn followed close behind, nearly colliding with them as she piled in. The chopper floated nervously over the site when Lars heaved himself into the fuselage. Strong vaulted halfway in, grabbing a metal handhold. His blood-slick fingers slid as the Blackhawk started its ascent. A sturdy hand clasped his wrist and pulled him in.

			“Thanks, Lars. I owe you one.”

			Lars chuckled. “One? Ha!” 

			As the craft cleared the trees, Jo Lynn moved to the trembling teen. She huddled close, her arm around his shoulders until he calmed. The youth swallowed hard, straightened his back, and touched Strong’s arm. “Gracias, senor. My father, he—”

			Strong held his hand up. “Don’t worry. Your father knows where you are. We have your family, and you are safe.”

			“Senor, where are we going?”

			Lars smiled wide and spoke in a cowboy accent. “Why, yer movin’ ta Amurica, son.”

			Aphrodite wiped her finger along the edge of Strong’s lip. “You wearing lipstick now?” 

			Strong touched his mouth. He looked at the blood and shrugged.

			Lars popped open a metal first aid box and fished for the gauze packet. “Well, partner, ya been grazed. Yep, that’s why they call it hazardous duty.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The elevator door whooshed open. Two women twisted on the floor, locked in an angry catfight. Emma Whitstone stepped back as the combatants pitched closer, threatening to roll into the elevator where she stood. The usual courthouse buzz fell silent amid the screams and curses that bounced off the marble walls. 

			A man, athletic-looking and tanned, hurried toward them and placed his briefcase against the nervous door. He stooped and, with both hands, pulled each young woman up, parting them. Flailing and kicking, the women tried to break his hold, but neither opponent could budge. He spoke whispered words, to which both young women nodded. He let them go—they went in opposite directions. Without a wrinkle in his suit, he picked up his case and entered the elevator. 

			Emma Whitstone had not been able to take her eyes off him. He turned, and their gazes touched. She’d been caught staring. His face, average at first, tipped the scales to handsome as one corner of his lip turned into a smile. He slid his slate blue eyes over her. She quickly examined the floor, but felt his focus on her.

			Two floors down, Emma stepped forward, fighting the urge to take a last peek at the man who left the elevator and walked away among the crowd. She hurried to Susie Williams, who waited near the bank of elevators. Emma tugged Susie’s arm. “Do you know that man, the one with the short hair in the gray suit?”

			Susie’s eyes narrowed. “Strong Manning.”

			“Nice. Is he a trial lawyer?”

			“Not a trial lawyer and not nice. He consults. Brilliant, but stays in the background.”

			Susie, a substantial, caramel-skinned black woman, tossed her gold-striped curls. Her usual facial expression radiated, “Don’t mess with me.” Displeased, she could expand her light brown eyes to hurl an uncomfortable “bug eye” glare. Emma liked Susie and appreciated her ability to navigate the circuitous pathways of documents and files needed for research.

			“Susie, you know everything.” 

			“Yep. That’s why your boss pays me.”

			“My boss? But you work here in the courthouse.”

			Susie halted her swift pace. “I do work here. In the months you’ve been in St. Louis working for Latito, haven’t you noticed I drop what I’m doing to assist you?”

			“Mr. Latito pays you to help me?”

			“Hel-lo, Em-ma? Gianni needs information, and I help you get it. I’m gonna give you some advice. Don’t ask questions about Gianni, and don’t get interested in Manning.”

			“Too late on the second part. How is he not nice?”

			Susie’s expression hardened. “He’s someone you don’t notice but is everywhere at once. He dates women, then dumps them with no explanation. He’s a cold one—a snake in the grass! Dangerous if you don’t watch your step. Uh-huh, he’d chew you up and spit you out, Missy. Although, if I needed legal advice, he’d be the one I wanted on my side. Here’s my cubicle. This is where the train stops.”

			Emma tapped the folder she held. “Should I say thank you for your help?”

			“Forget what I said about being paid. You hear?”

			Emma wasn’t sure she could forget what Susie had said, but that evening when she flipped through her mail, a letter threatening a lawsuit gave her something else to think about. It also provided an opportunity to meet Strong Manning.

			Three days later, she eyed the sign, “Manning and Manning,” written in gold letters on the window of a one story brick building. She entered and approached the receptionist. 

			The receptionist nodded, rose, and knocked on one of the closed doors. She opened it. “Mr. Manning, Miss Emma Whitstone is here for her appointment.”

			“Thanks, Evelyn.” Strong moved a chair in front of his desk. “Come in, Miss Whitstone.” 

			“Thanks.” Emma took the seat.

			“What can I do for you?” 

			She tried to hide her evaluative stare while handing him the letter.

			Strong read the letter, steepled his fingers, and regarded her for a long moment. “I wouldn’t worry, Miss Whitstone. It’s possible, but not likely. Lawsuits commonly threaten everyone involved in a business, right down to the secretaries.”

			Emma bit her lip. “So, if Mr. Latito is sued, I don’t have to get a lawyer?”

			“I advise you to forget it. Probably nothing will happen, or if it comes to a lawsuit, Latito would settle. No one wants to see you in trouble.” He returned the letter. “I’m curious, how did you select me?”

			The question caught her off guard. She stalled her answer by returning the letter to her purse and closing it with a snap. “I saw you at the courthouse.”

			“Ah, yes, after the, uhm…hallway fuss. The captivating woman in the elevator.”

			Captivating? She struggled to keep aloof and came up with an answer. “You seemed confident. You looked…honest.” His faint smile assured her he liked the answer. She let out a short breath. “I’m relieved. I have a little money saved, but I wouldn’t want to have to hire legal assistance.” Not sure of what else to say, she slipped her hand through her purse strap. “That’s it, then; do I pay your secretary, or do you bill me?”

			He left his chair and sat on the desk in front of her. “Initial consultations are free. On a condition.”

			“What’s the condition?”

			“That the consulting client has dinner with the attorney.”

			“You mean I take you to dinner?”

			His eyes crinkled, and an amused chuckle followed. “Free consultation, free dinner. How can you beat that?”

			She nodded. “A win-win situation.”

			“I’d say you’re definitely a winner. So, when are you available?”

			She looked away for a second. “Does it sound like I don’t have a social life if I say almost any time? My calendar is open tonight, the night after that, and unfortunately, every evening until next Tuesday. That’s my ceramics class.”

			“Difficult to believe your calendar is not full, but now I get to be the winner. So, how about tonight? Seven?” He handed her a note pad. “Write your address.”

			“Seven is good,” she said, putting pen to pad and trying to calm her fingers. A date! She could barely believe it. 

			For the rest of the day, the papers in her hand blurred, and her fingers slipped around the computer keyboard. Each thought about Strong Manning took her into a fog. And she thought about him a lot. What was so special about that man?

			On her rushed drive home, she pictured her closet and wrestled on what to wear. In front of her mirror, she fussed with her makeup and wished she had listened to the beautician who recommended highlights to brighten her chestnut hair. A few minutes with the curling iron produced waves in the maybe too-short haircut.

			Checking her watch, she took a few minutes to rummage through her jewelry box. She caressed her mother’s pearls, sighing at how little she had to remind her of her folks. Was this date special enough to warrant wearing this simple but precious inheritance? She pressed the necklace to her chest and picked up a photo of her mother. Except for the light hair, she looked like her mom—oval face, full lips, dark lashes. “So Mom, what do you think about me meeting Strong? And how about his astonishing request to spend the evening with me! What makes him so attractive? The confidence he projects? His controlled vigor and the way he stopped the fight in the courthouse? Maybe. Okay, the curve of his jaw resembles Dad’s…well, based on the few photos I have. Am I looking for a father figure?” 

			She put down the photo and silently answered herself. Stop analyzing. What difference does it make? He’s attractive, and I want to be with him. Should I question fate?

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			 On the third knock, Emma opened her front door. She liked the way Strong’s eyes creased at the corners when he smiled.

			“You’re ready.” 

			Emma cocked her head. “And you’re on time.”

			He eyed her up and down and smiled his approval. “You look gorgeous.” 

			“Thanks.”

			He brushed his hand outward. “Shall we?” 

			“Uh-huh.” Her heart skipped a beat when his hand touched her waist. A warning bell chimed in her thoughts. He’s too forward. Should she move away? She let out a sigh; that touch made him more attractive. Her hand shook as she held the key and tried not to fumble. “I wasn’t sure what to wear, but I figured a girl can’t go wrong with an LBD.”

			He pointed his key fob toward the white car in the driveway. “What’s an LBD?” The car beeped.

			“Little black dress.”

			His eyes flickered over her dress. “It’s true; you didn’t go wrong.”

			A brief wave of delight swept through her. “Nice car. What is it?”

			“A Cadillac Escalade.” He held the door for her. “I’m loyal to America. I buy our cars.”

			“Pretty paint.” She touched her necklace. “It looks like my pearls.”

			“Oh yeah, that’s masculine. I better make my next one black.”

			Besides oozing masculinity, he had a good sense of humor. She slid into her seat, admiring his movement as he walked to his side and got in.

			Strong started the car. “Do you like Italian?”

			“Sure. Who doesn’t like Italian? Pizza?”

			“Catalano’s is a super place. Big menu, all food names end in vowels, and delicious, whatever you select.”

			When they reached the entrance, the restaurant smelled of garlic and intense Italian goodness. Emma took a deep breath and let the tang of the air infuse into her.

			A waiter waved and nodded his head at Strong, indicating a table in the corner.

			Once again, Emma felt the wave of delight when Strong curved his hand into her waist, guiding her to the table.

			The waiter greeted them with a wide smile and a bow. 

			“What do you suggest?” Emma asked.

			Strong waved away the menus and ordered. Within minutes, he approved the wine, and the glasses were filled. Emma closed her eyes, making a wish on the clink of their toast that this would be one of many times together. Dare she dream of more?

			When the food arrived, it did not include pizza. Sumptuous steaming pasta floating in pinkish, sweet-smelling sauce beckoned. It tasted better than it looked. Emma wondered if the food was actually that good, or had the company affected her senses? Halfway through the meal, she decided it was both. The man who sat across from her was the man she’d seen in her dreams. Had those dreams come true?

			After the waiter refreshed their wine, a tall man came to the table holding a half-consumed glass of milk. A thick blond curl tumbled over his forehead. Appearing easy going and relaxed, his whole face smiled. “Strong, they said you were here in the dining room. Who is this lovely lady?” He spoke with a Swedish accent.

			“Emma, meet Lars Johnson, an old friend. Lars, this is Emma, a new friend.” 

			“Pleased to meet you, miss.”

			Strong cleared his throat. “This is a date, Lars.”

			“Yah, I see. Goodbye.” He gave a slight bow and left.

			Emma watched the man depart. “Lars Johnson? He’s Swedish?”

			“For tonight. Lars likes to charm ladies. He comes from Minnesota, not the ‘Old Country.’ He’s a private detective.”

			“I’ve never met a private detective. How exciting.”

			Strong took a sip. “He’ll be delighted to know he excited you.” He tipped his wine glass toward her. “Tell me about you, Emma.”

			She returned the tilt and smiled into the ruby liquid, enjoying the little rift of pleasure his question produced. “Not much to say. I originally came from Maryland. My parents were killed in a car accident when I was ten, and I lived with relatives until I went to college. After graduation, my college roommate invited me here and got me the job with the Latito Development Company. How about you? I like your first name.” Actually, she liked everything about him.

			“My whole name is Charles Strong Manning. It’s a tradition in the Manning family to name the first son Charles, with the mother’s surname as the second. I dropped the Charles and just use Strong.”

			The waiter removed the empty bottle and eyed Strong, who shook his head.

			“What’s wrong with Charles? It’s a good name.”

			Strong’s face took on a hard edge. “When I was eleven, I was beaten up by a boy named Charles. I hated the name after that.”

			“Beaten up? Hurt?”

			“Hospitalized.”

			“Oh, I’m sorry. Is that where the little scar at the edge of your mouth came from?”

			“Uh, no.” He touched his lip. “That’s more recent.”

			“Did you ever avenge the Charles who hurt you?”

			Strong took the last bit of his wine and put the glass down firmly. “He’s doing twenty-five to life.”

			“That’s a long time to be in prison. I know that has to be an interesting story.”

			“Let’s just say I kept tabs on Charlie, and when he was implicated in an armed robbery with a homicide, I took an interest.”

			“Did Lars help?”

			Strong gave her an evaluating stare. “As a matter of fact, yes.”

			“How did you meet Lars?”

			“We met in the army. After that, he joined me here in St. Louis and became a cop. Later he branched out. He’s the best investigator I know. Are you a spy?”

			“What?”

			“You have delicately probed me, and here I am, spilling my guts. I’ve never revealed so much before.”

			“On a first date?” she drank the rest of her wine.

			“On any date, or series thereof. You’re good. I should alert the CIA.”

			Was it the wine’s effect or the company that thrilled her? Emma tried not to show her delight in the conversation. She felt out of her element and didn’t want to appear unsophisticated. When the waiter removed the last dish, he asked if they would like to see the pastry cart.

			“What would you like for dessert?” Strong asked.

			You. She cleared her expression of that thought, she hoped, and shook her head. “I couldn’t eat another thing. It was wonderful, but I’m stuffed.”

			“How about a walk to the arch?”

			She dabbed the napkin at her mouth. “I’m up for a little exercise.”

			They walked several blocks from the restaurant to the park.

			“Tell me about the army, Strong.”

			“After college, I wasn’t sure what I wanted. A recruiter talked me into joining, and I got a commission. I met Lars in Special Operations. We’ve had some remarkable experiences. When we got out, I went to law school, and he went into law enforcement.” 

			They sat on a bench with a view of the arch.

			“Emma, what do you do for Mr. Latito? Do you like your job?”

			“I’m an administrative assistant. I do all sorts of clerical work, and I go to the courthouse to research. I like the job; it pays well.”

			“Here’s a piece of advice. Don’t learn too much about Gianni Latito. Keep a low profile if you can.”

			“What are you saying?”

			He leaned close. “You smell great. What is that?”

			“It’s called ‘Joy.’ Mr. Latito gave it to me for Christmas.”

			Strong’s eyes became pieces of flint. “Does he give you expensive gifts often?”

			Emma cocked her head. “He hardly notices me. He gave perfume to all of the female employees, and he’s never said anything improper. What did you mean about not learning too much?”

			“Emma, I think you’re the type who trusts everyone. Don’t trust him. Latito operates on the edge of legality. Stay under his radar. Ideally, get a different job.”

			Emma ran her finger the length of her lip to think. “Okay. I’ll keep a low profile. When you say I trust people, are you saying I’m stupid?”

			“Absolutely not, but trusting can have the same outcome. Look, in the few hours we’ve been together, I’ve learned that you are kind and caring; you probably assign those virtues to others. What I’m saying is to be careful. Hey, how about coffee and dessert? Think there’s room now?” He put his hand on her stomach. 

			Her heart skipped a few beats before a heatwave flared through her body. She chided herself for liking his audacity, but she couldn’t help it and mentally fanned herself to cool down. “Sounds good.”

			They walked to a diner with a neon pie sign flashing in the window. Emma didn’t pay attention to the taste of the pie and coffee, grateful for the extra time the dessert gave them together. 

			An hour later, Strong waited as Emma unlocked her front door. “I’m coming in to kiss you goodnight.”

			She didn’t protest, and he followed her in. She clapped, and a light went on.

			Strong raised his brows. “Clever.”

			“It was here when I moved in,” she said with a touch of apology. “Strong, I had a great time tonight. Thank you for the dinner and the walk. And the advice, I think.”

			“So, you’ll go out with me again?”

			Yes! She smiled and calmed herself. “Probably....”

			Before she could say another word, he pulled her close and kissed her. She caught her breath. He kissed her again, longer this time, with more pressure.

			After the fourth kiss, she backed away. “My knees are buckling. I have to sit.” 

			He sat on the couch with her and massaged her neck before he resumed the kissing.

			“Stop, I need to breathe.” Emma moved apart for a moment to inhale and then put her head against his shoulder. “Let’s just cuddle for a little while.”

			He kissed the top of her head. “Define cuddle.”

			“You’re always a lawyer, aren’t you?”

			“Right now, I’m a cuddler.”

			They sat quietly for a few minutes in a soft embrace.

			“Maybe you should go,” she said without sincerity.

			“All right.” He rose and helped her up. “How about Saturday night?”

			“Okay.” Could he hear her thumping heartbeats? “You know, you are a very good kisser.”

			“And you are a good kissee.” Strong put his forearm on the doorframe. “Do you really want me to go? We were having such a good time.”

			A volt like an electric shock shot through her at the image forming in her head—their naked torsos touching. Stop it. “No, I don’t want you to go, but we’ve just met, and….”

			“Yeah, yeah. Not on the first date, et cetera. I understand. Good night, Emma. It was great.”

			After hearing the car leave, she dropped to the couch and willed the buzzing in her loins to settle down. Within a minute, the phone rang.

			“Hi, Emma. It’s Strong. How many dates?”

			“What?”

			“How many dates until I can stay for a while?”

			What should I say? “Uh, five. Yes, at least five.”

			“Would that be on the fifth, or would it be after the completion of the fifth—that is to say, the sixth?”

			She laughed. Mimicking his words she said, “After completion of the fifth, that is to say, commencing with the sixth.”

			He chuckled. “Where would you like to go Saturday? I forgot to ask. I was busy.”

			“How about a movie, then dinner?”

			“Great. Pick a movie. I’ll call you Friday afternoon for details.”

			“You’ll need my direct number at work. Can you write it down while driving?”

			“I have it.”

			“No, I mean my unlisted, private work number.”

			“I know it, Emma.”

			“You do?”

			“I have my ways, my dear. I’ll call you.”

			Emma couldn’t remember feeling happier, dismissing any wariness lurking in her thoughts. She hung up the phone and shut her eyes, picturing his light brown hair closely shorn on the sides with enough wave on the top to show the widow’s peak, an arrow to his dangerous eyes. Susie said he was dangerous. The thrill-wave pulsing inside made her agree. Dangerous to me.

			Sleep did not come easy, making it a chamomile tea night. She willed the tea to soothe her, but there would be no soothing. Susie’s warning made its way back into her mind. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			The next few days dragged with the memory of Strong’s touch stomping all over her thoughts. On Fridays, she worked at the courthouse. That Friday morning, she carefully selected her outfit for the day, choosing a royal blue pantsuit and a white blouse with a draped neckline. The blouse had just enough drop to show a hint of cleavage. She’d chosen her wardrobe thoughtfully before, but this marked a new part of her life. Her appearance had taken on new meaning—dressing to interest a certain man. Would he be at the courthouse and see her? If not, the outfit was practice for when she did see him.

			On the floor where Susie worked, her desk was in the first cubicle nearest the elevator. A professionally produced sign prominently displayed said, Pay Heed to How you Address the Mocha Amazon. Most everyone, including Emma, paid heed.

			Susie smiled when Emma stopped at the desk. “Love the suit—matches your eyes. Uh-uh, don’t you clean up nice and pretty. What can I do for you today?” Emma showed Susie a folder and explained the work. Susie straightened her desk and stood. “Come on. Daylight’s burning.”

			They entered the crowded elevator. He was there! 

			On his way out, Strong nodded to Susie. “Hey, Suze.” He smiled, then winked at Emma.

			When the door closed, Susie put her hand on her hip. “Oh, no you didn’t!”

			Emma opened her mouth, shut it, and then looked to the wall. They got off at the next floor. Susie shook her head in cadence with her rapid stride. Her stiletto heels hit the marble floors harder than usual. She stopped abruptly and waggled her finger at Emma. “So that’s why you look like Miss America today, huh? I warned you against Strong Manning, didn’t I?” Her eyes bugged. “The Man of Mystery. Put that guy out of your brain. No, uh-uh—not for you.” She sucked her teeth. “You aren’t listening, are you? Well, don’t come crying when he breaks your heart, missy.” The side of her lip curled up in a snarl. “From what I hear, he goes out with a woman, and then a blonde hottie shows up crooking her little finger. He shoots out of his chair all zombie-like and follows her. He just leaves—in the middle of a date. Don’t get caught up with him. That’s all I’m gonna say.”

			Emma straightened her back and engaged Susie’s bug-eye. “Good.”

			Susie blinked, returning to her normal “don’t mess” look. “Okay. Let’s get to work.”

			Susie said no more regarding Strong that morning. Emma finished her work and returned to the office. Near five, when her phone rang, she held her breath before saying, “Hello?”

			“Hey, Princess,” Strong said. “What do you want to see tomorrow?”

			She told him her choice.

			“Spy thriller, eh? Want Greek food for after?”

			“I love it.” 

			 On Saturday night, after the movie, they discussed the film on the drive to the restaurant. 

			“It was a good movie,” Strong said. “But do you believe secret agents come away from the adventures without a scratch, or that all of the bad guys are completely evil?”

			“I guess not. I never thought about it. I watch a movie and enjoy it. In Hollywood, the good guys win, and the bad guys lose; that’s how the world is. It works.”

			“In the movies.”

			She adjusted her shawl. “Yes, in the movies.”

			Strong pulled the Escalade up to the valet at Zorba the Greek restaurant. He jumped out, helped Emma from the seat, and tossed the keys to the attendant. Sliding his hand around her waist, he guided her into the restaurant. When they stepped into the entrance, the host bent his head in a familiar way.

			At the table, the server called him by name. Does every waiter and maitre d’ in St. Louis know him? Do they evaluate his dates and nod their approval?

			The dinner and wine were superb. Strong took long looks at her during the meal. She wished she could read him better. Susie was right about him being mysterious.

			As they waited for the valet to bring the car, Emma pulled her black pashmina around her shoulders. “I don’t know which was better, the dinner or the movie.”

			He kissed her cheek. “It’s all great. You make me feel good just being around you. In fact, I could be in a foxhole, and if you were with me, I’d be just fine.”

			Okay, it was an odd thing for him to say, but she felt the same way.

			On the way home, Strong played a CD of Andean music, lilting and soothing. “It’s amazing the sound that comes from these primitive instruments. The pipes are made from different size reeds attached with thongs. The drum is a simple cylinder with a hide top, and usually there’s a small guitar-type thing.”

			Emma leaned against the headrest. “Relaxing.”

			He pulled into her drive. “Don’t get too relaxed.” He unbuckled his seatbelt and leaned toward her. Her seatbelt released with a metallic ring.

			Emma closed her eyes as he pressed his lips on hers. “Mmmm,” she said in a whispery exhale. They kissed until the car’s windows were opaque with moisture. She opened the car door. “I’d better not invite you in.”

			“Why not?”

			“You have four more dates yet. I don’t want to test my resolve.”

			“We wouldn’t want anything to happen to your resolve.” He escorted her to the door. “What shall we do next?” He leaned against the frame as she pushed in her key.

			“How about bowling Sunday night?”

			“You’re kidding! You bowl?”

			“I’d like some lessons. Can you teach me?”

			He scratched his nose, thinking. “Not my first choice for a date, but let’s see. I can get behind you real close and guide your arm, and…. Okay, I’ll show you how to bowl. I haven’t done it since high school.”

			The lock clicked. “Are you sure you remember how?”

			“Yes. Come here.”

			They kissed against the door until Emma moved her head. “Goodnight, Strong. I didn’t think tonight could be better than our first date. But it was. Thank you.”

			“You’re welcome. Goodnight. Four more, don’t forget.”

			“It will be four-most in my mind.”

			He shook his head at her pun. “Tomorrow night, then. Who knew I’d be taking a girl to the Pin Masters Alley?” Laughing, he said, “Who knew?”

			Emma loved the Sunday night bowling instruction. Strong stood behind her, brushing against her back with his arms around her. She knew how to bowl, but his proximity affected her coordination. On her first throw, the ball waggled and threatened to gutter. Four pins were conquered. 

			Strong held his arms wide. “Great for your first time!”

			With some guilt, she accepted his praise. Was it a lie by omission that she let him think she didn’t know how? He embraced her. Okay, it was worth the bit of shame from her little sin. She took four more pins on the second throw. On his turn, he demonstrated the follow-through, but as he spoke, she slipped into her thoughts, and his words turned into a low whine. She went into deep deliberation. Susie thinks I’m a fool. Her shoulders sagged. She fought the sag and pulled her shoulders up. It’s not foolish. Oh, God, I’ve just met him, but this feeling.... She’d had crushes in high school and dated a few men in college. Those had been mild attractions at best. This feeling was new, different, exhilarating—love? Strong would not break her heart. She wouldn’t let him.

			Strong’s face appeared in front of her. “Earth to Emma….”

			“Sorry,” she said. “You were saying?”

			He smiled and kissed her cheek with a quick peck. “Nothing important. It’s just a game, Princess. Relax and have fun.” He pointed to the pins. “Pretend they’re enemy soldiers, and your goal is to take down as many as you can.”

			Soldiers? Strong’s haircut, his military comments…was he still military?

			He picked up his ball, gliding on the shining alley floor like a ballet dancer, and threw it effortlessly, precisely. His muscles rippled as the black sphere left his fingers. His moves, cat-like, thrilled her. Surely he had flaws, but nothing physical she could see. Susie’s words bubbled up. Emma shook them off. The clash of the pins assailed by his swift, accurate ball drove Susie’s warning away.

			He slid onto the seat next to her. “Your turn, Princess.”

			She did better the second time, extracting more praise. She had enjoyed bowling in high school, but it had never left her breathless or lightheaded. 

			After the games, they strolled, holding hands along the river walkway. In Emma’s driveway, after the Escalade’s windows were thoroughly steamed, Strong walked her to the front door, where they kissed once more. As he turned toward the car, they both said simultaneously, “Three.”

			Strong chose the venue for their fourth date, a dimly lit supper club where most of the music was slow and sultry. They ate a light meal and danced for hours to mellow jazz. Strong alternated the drinks, ordering club soda and ginger ale between rounds.

			On the way home, Emma relaxed into the soft leather of the car seat. “Strong, tonight, the dancing—it’s the best date I’ve ever had. Absolutely the best.”

			Strong’s face was unaffected, but the twinkle in his eye said he agreed. “Hey, why wouldn’t I enjoy rubbing against an attractive woman to good music?” He waited for her protest.

			“You’re so bad.”

			He ran his finger down her arm. “Two more dates; you’ll see how bad I am.”

			She put her hand over her mouth to hide her smile.

			That night as she lay in her bed, she longed for his touch. A hollow formed inside her—an empty space—hungering to be filled. Emma wanted him beside her, inside her. This wasn’t loneliness; this drive was new, demanding. Should she stick to her condition? Five dates. Five dates! She’d read that Bedouins could live on five dates a day. She sniffed at the irony and doubted her ability to exist while waiting for her five dates to conclude. She wanted him, required him. Sleep evaded her while she imagined the sixth date. Doubt troubled her. What was he doing on the nights they weren’t together? Don’t think about it. It was another long, chamomile tea night.

			For their fifth date, Strong surprised her with tickets to Lion King. Before the show, they dined at a small French bistro.

			“Great dress. You look good in pink,” he said as they waited for their appetizers.

			“A legacy from my roommate.”

			He pulled his head back with a questioning look. “You have a roommate?”

			“Not anymore. It’s her house, but she let me stay on at the shared rent price when she moved away.” Emma sighed. “She got married to a wonderful guy. He has a job in Jordan for the next five years. Abbey and I are the same size, so she left me most of her things. I miss her.” 

			Strong nodded. “Sounds like a good deal for you.”

			She clenched her jaw and released it. “Sure. She gets a lifetime of happiness, and I get some nice clothes.”

			He didn’t speak but refilled her glass with White Merlot, his face unreadable.

			In the car after the show, they sang a few lyrics from the musical. 

			“Strong,” she said as they walked to the front door. “How about dinner here next time?”

			“We could do that.” He put his arm around her. “But let’s go somewhere special instead.” He kissed her.

			“Why don’t you come in? You can stay for a while.”

			“Next time. You’d better be vigilant; your resolve is slipping.”

			“I don’t want to wait.”

			“Yes, you do. Good night, Princess.”

			For the sixth, their special date, Strong made reservations at the Old House Restaurant, a restored Victorian, romantic and expensive. They sat in a secluded corner where a bottle of Dom Perignon waited, chilling in its silvery holder. 

			“Strong, I need to talk to you about something.”

			“What’s that?” 

			“Uh, I—” She was interrupted when the waiter came with the filet mignon.

			Strong’s cell phone rang. He regarded the number and snarled. “Shit.”

			“Turn it off.”

			“I can’t.”

			“Don’t answer it.”

			“I can’t do that, either.” He answered, and after a few contentious words, he put the slender phone in his jacket pocket. 

			She followed his gaze across the room and focused on a woman who walked through the entrance. The woman stopped at the host’s podium and scanned the room until she locked her stare on Strong. She crossed her arms like someone who waited for a demand to be filled. Athletic with golden hair pulled back in a ponytail, her stunning looks brought stares from the surrounding tables. Strong, nostrils flared, pulled out his wallet. He handed Emma his American Express card and a hundred-dollar bill. “Emma, no questions, please. I don’t want to leave you, believe me. But I have to go. Now.”

			Numb, she shrugged. “If you have to go, you have to.” Did I just say that? And who is that beautiful woman summoning him? A lump formed in her throat. Was she losing him? 

			He kissed the top of her head. “Thank you. Sign my name on the charge. I’ll get the card later. Take a cab home.”

			Something told her not to protest. “Strong, be careful.”

			“I’m always careful.” He left, following the stunning blonde.

			Always? He is always careful? Careful doing what?

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Emma awoke in a bad mood. “The wrong side of the bed,” she remembered her mother saying.

			She walked hard steps to the bathroom and took a shower, hoping the steam and the warmth of the water would shake her cross disposition. Vigorously toweling her hair helped shake off some of her funk. She flipped coat hangers back and forth in the closet to see which haute couture of Abbey’s would brighten her horizon for the day. “Yellow. Like sunshine,” she said, her jaw still tight. She liked the soft lemon color silk pantsuit, especially paired with the creamy hue of the alpaca shell blouse.

			She picked up files at the office and headed to the courthouse in her tiny Fiat. She thought about the day she got her little car. That model had been the least expensive new car she could find, and it proved to be fun. The fatherly salesman at the showroom had used a parking area of a closed store adjacent to the dealership to teach her how to use the manual transmission. In less than an hour, she’d mastered the shifting and could drive like she’d done it for years. She loved the ease of parking, fitting into almost any slot, meaning she almost always found a spot, even in the courthouse lot on busy days. 

			By the time she reached the metal detector at the courthouse, her bad mood had passed, and she was ready for the day. At Susie’s desk, she chuckled at the warning regarding the Mocha Amazon. 

			Susie approached from behind. “Hey, girlfriend.”

			“Hi, there.” She held her folder high, knowing Susie understood.

			“Give me a second,” Susie said. “I need to finish the schedule. My boss gave me a raise, and now he’s extracting payment. But it’s nice that nine people report to me.”

			“Congratulations,” Emma said, genuinely impressed. 

			Susie typed a few words and hit the print button. “Yep, not bad for an illegitimate girl from Mississippi. I have a white daddy out there somewhere. He didn’t care enough for Mom to stick around, let alone marry her. He split as soon as she told him about being knocked up.” She narrowed her eyes as if she listened to an insult. “I know, it’s typical of brothers—black guys—not to marry their baby-mommas, but at least they give the kids their name and come around once in a while with diapers or money for formula.”

			“Oh, Susie.”

			“I didn’t tell you all that for sympathy, you know. Just so you understand me.” She locked eyes with Emma. “I’ve gotten ahead because I’m willing to do what it takes. You know what I mean?” She didn’t give Emma time to comment. “Actually, you have kind of a long face. Everything good with you?”

			Emma swallowed like she did when she needed to think before she spoke. 

			“Uh huh. I know I said I wasn’t going to bug you about Strong Manning, but I worry about you.”

			“Thanks, Susie. Don’t worry.”

			“You’re still seeing him?”

			What could she say? She didn’t want to lie. “Kinda, yeah.”

			“Kinda? Yeah? He ditched you, didn’t he? That blonde crooked her finger, and he split, right? That stupid bitch.”

			Emma took a long look at Susie’s face. The arrogance had disappeared, replaced by pain. “You dated him!” 

			Susie let out a breath. “Yeah. I don’t usually date white guys because of my father, but it was Strong. I couldn’t resist. And you know how good he is in bed.” Susie’s eyes expanded into the bug-eye. She never missed a thing. “Ah! You haven’t slept with him!”

			Emma didn’t answer.

			“How long have you been seeing him? And you haven’t been to bed? Hard to believe. Actually, it’s incredible. Strong doesn’t waste time, and no woman refuses him, but….” Susie took a breath. “But truth? Oh, girlfriend! You don’t know what you missed.” Susie’s eyes glazed over as if she watched a favorite movie playing inside her head. “Yep, that guy is special, almost worth the bad experience.”

			Emma pulled at her chin. “Is there any woman around the courthouse Strong Manning hasn’t slept with?”

			Susie gave a half shrug. “Married, old, or ugly. That’s about it.” Susie put her hand on Emma’s shoulder. “I can’t figure this out. You, I mean, with Strong. He’s the mighty white hunter stalking big game, but you are a calico kitten.”

			Emma put her hand on her hip. “What does that mean?”

			“It means that you are very cute, and I can see his initial attraction, but honey-chile, that boy goes for the lioness, not the kitten.”

			Emma pondered Susie’s comment. “Well, what can I say in response, other than maybe he has tired of the lions?”

			“Yeah. And maybe he’s moved on and gone back to the safari. Let’s get to work. No use crying over spilled milk—or Strong Manning. Hear?”

			Emma nodded. She put aside her thoughts and concentrated on her work. Of course, she didn’t.

			When they finished for the day, they left the records room. In the elevator, Emma felt Susie’s stare. “What is it, Susie?” She hoped it wouldn’t be another diatribe about Strong. Although…today was Wednesday, and he’d left her at the restaurant on Friday night. She pulled out of her deep thought and listened to the conversation Susie had already started.

			“I’m guessing Mr. Latito pays you pretty well. You’re getting good at this stuff. I see the way you make connections from the research. Other companies are looking for people like you. You can go somewhere with your skills. In a few years, you could have a name-your-own-price career. That is, if you aren’t too picky about who hires you—uhm, no questions or high morals.” 

			“I do enjoy my work. I love the challenge, hunting and then putting the pieces together. But I don’t want to make it my whole world. I want what I didn’t have growing up, a loving family.”

			“Well, baby, if you’re looking for that with Manning, you’re barking up the wrong tree.”

			Emma blew a short breath. Susie just can’t leave this alone. But then, five days had gone by without a word from Strong. Had he moved on? Gone on safari?

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			On Friday afternoon, just before quitting time, her phone rang. 

			“Emma,” the voice said. “This is Strong. I’m sorry about last week.” 

			A whole week without a word. A burn flared in her cheeks. What should she say? Silence made the phone sound hollow.

			“Emma?”

			“I’m here.”

			The next silent gap made her wonder if the call had been disconnected. 

			“Em?”

			Instinct told her he wasn’t the kind of man who begged forgiveness, and the words “I’m sorry” rarely made an appearance. But he had just spoken those words. Dignity demanded she hang up on him. She imagined him on the other end of the phone, waiting for her response. She didn’t want to hang up, but what about her self-respect? Susie had warned her. 

			“Em, please.”

			That was Strong…saying please.

			“Okay. I know you couldn’t help it.”

			She heard his breath escape over the phone. He’d been holding it!

			“Look, our date was interrupted, but we can reschedule…right?”

			She didn’t want to sound too eager, but she agreed.

			“I have work to catch up on, but next Monday I’m going to Nevada—on business. Take a week off and go with me.”

			“Las Vegas?”

			“Close enough. One thing…during the day, you’ll be on your own.”

			“It’s a business convention?”

			“Sort of. Come on, this will make up for the date I ruined, our sixth.”

			“I’ll ask for the time.”

			“You’ll get the time,” he said in a confident tone.

			Strong was right, when she asked the office manager, she got the time off. On Monday afternoon, they sat in the Elite lounge at the airport.

			Emma nibbled a finger sandwich. “Do you always fly first class?”

			“Or business class. I’d rather have my own plane.”

			“You have a pilot’s license?”

			“Yes.”

			“I didn’t know that.”

			He took a sip of his drink. “There are a few things you don’t know, I’m afraid.”

			Emma ran her finger around the rim of her wine glass. “There’s something I need to tell you about me.”

			“Okay. What is it?”

			“I haven’t had sex before.”

			His face remained unchanged, but surprise echoed in his voice. “How old are you?”

			“I’m twenty-six. I know, it’s difficult to believe. I just never met anyone I cared enough to be with in that way.”

			“Not even in college?”

			“I worked when I wasn’t studying or in class. I’ve had dates, but—”

			“Don’t explain. So, now you’ve met someone you care enough for in that way?”

			She looked down at her hands. “Yes,” she said softly.

			“It will be a new experience for both of us.” He reached for her hand and played with her fingertips. “This little piggy went to market; this little piggy stayed home. These little piggies went to Vegas, and cried wee-wee-wee and got boned!”

			Emma blushed. Then she laughed. That charming
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