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Sara Miller watched her nine-year-old niece scamper up the indoor climbing wall using the brightly colored, oddly shaped projections as hand and footholds. One of the girl’s hands slipped and Sara felt her heart stutter, but the child calmly reached into the pouch hung around her waist to put more chalk on her hand before grabbing the handhold and continuing her way up the wall. 

Logic told Sara the harness strapped on Katie would hold her if she slipped. Logic was no match for emotion though, so Sara stood with her hands clinched, reminding herself to breathe every few minutes—as if anything she did from the floor would make a difference. 

“You should try climbing.”

Sara gasped as she spun around to get a look at the man who’d appeared beside her. Not wanting him to know he’d startled her, she worked at keeping her voice steady. “I’m not the wall climbing type of person.” 

He chuckled. “We all are at times.”

A joke, and a bad one at that. She gave him a half smile before turning so she could watch Katie, or try anyway. Her attention kept slipping back to the stranger beside her. His tall, muscular body standing so close sent tingles through her, and she lectured her hormones. He was blond, tanned, and had the body of an athlete. Lusting after him was so illogical it was ridiculous. She adjusted her glasses as she thought about how men like him treated women like her. 

“Aunt Sara! Did you see me?” Katie ran toward her.

“You were great.” She hugged her niece. Dang that irritating male had distracted her so much she had missed the end of the girl’s climb. 

“You’re really good, Katie,” the irritating male said.

“Thank you, Alex,” Katie said. “Are you going to climb?”

“Not today,” he answered.

Sara’s gaze swung between the girl and the man, confusion growing by the second. “You two know each other?”

Katie nodded in that enthusiastic way only children can do without hurting something. “Alex climbs too. He’s excellent!”

The Alex guy grinned. “Thank you, Katie. Coming from you, that’s a huge compliment.”

She frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“Because you’re such a fantastic climber.”

A bit of pink touched Katie’s cheeks. “Thank you.”

Sara cleared her throat. “This is all nice and everything, but I’m sure you have homework, Katie.”

“I did it all at school.”

“Neatly and correctly?”

Katie shrugged. “It was only three pages of math.”

So much like her aunt, Sara thought. Pride filled her heart. “It’s almost dinnertime anyway.”

“Okay. See you later, Alex.”

“Bye, Katie.” He held out his hand. “Nice to meet you, Sara.”

His hand was warm and firm. “You too, Alex.”

As they started toward the entrance to the gym, Katie waved at Alex, and Sara glanced back. Alex looked her right in the eye and smiled. Ignoring him, she focused her attention on where she was going. The last thing she needed was to get all hot and bothered over another athletic man. She’d learned her lesson three years ago.
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[image: ]


ALEX WATCHED KATIE and her gorgeous aunt head toward the door. Katie’s mom, Robin usually brought her to the gym, but he could see Katie resembled Sara more. They both had that wavy caramel colored hair that Katie complained was all but impossible to keep out of her face. He'd noticed that Sara had the same bright green eyes too. 

Katie’s mom and Sara looked nothing alike. He shrugged.  If Katie looked anything like her aunt when she grew up, he felt for the kid’s dad. He’d have his hands more than full keeping the males at bay. 

He was pulled from speculation by the vibration of his cell phone. A glance at the display had him groaning. He moved toward a back wall as he answered. “What do you want, Tina?”

“Is that any way to greet your sister?”

“Hello, Tina. How are you? What do you want this time?”

“I was just wondering if you were ready to invest in that Alaskan property?”

“I looked at the material you sent me, and to tell you the truth I’m not convinced buying in that area is a good idea.” Closing his eyes, he prepared himself for what he knew was coming.

“You figured that out because of your big college education, right? Oh wait, you don’t have one. You don’t know any more about it than I do. So that gives you the right to deny me a chance to quit working a minimum wage job? The chance to make my life better? Like you did?”

It took everything he had not to let loose with a tirade that would only make things worse. “Let me look at it again.”

“Thanks, Alex. You won’t be sorry.” The anger was gone, replaced by smug belief that she’d won. 

He clicked off his phone as he wondered how much money he’d lose this time.
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“LOOK WHAT I FOUND, Aunt Sara.”

Sara looked up from the mystery novel she was reading to see Katie standing near her chair. She closed the book. “Come and show me.”

Her niece climbed onto her legs, holding the small laptop that Sara had bought her for her birthday. “It’s a picture of Alex.”

Sara looked at the screen, and sure enough, the face that looked back at her was that of Alex Blake, standing with a gorgeous woman, of course. The caption read, “Jennifer Stratton Donates $1 Million to Destiny Project.” So, he was her date. Interesting.

Shifting her glasses for a better view, she studied the photo. He wore a suit that emphasized his broad shoulders and fit chest. The woman wore a slinky dress with a plunging neckline. A twinge of jealousy poked at Sara, but she shoved it away and focused on the man in the shot. Alex had high cheekbones, dimples, and a slight bump in the middle of his nose that kept him from being too perfect.

“He’s pretty cute, huh?”

Sara pushed a stray strand of hair behind Katie’s ear. “If you say so, sweetie.”

“You think so too.” She grinned. “I saw the way you were looking at him.”

“How old are you?”

Katie giggled. “Nine.”

Narrowing her eyes, she studied the girl. “Are you sure about that?”

“Yes.” She giggled some more. “You should ask him out.”

“And just why would I do that?” 

“Because you like each other.” Katie’s chin came up in what Sara recognized as her stubborn expression.

“We just met. We don’t know anything about each other.”

“Well, I know both of you. You’re both nice, and you’re both smart, and you both think I’m a good climber.”

Sara bit back the smile. “So, that’s all we need for a relationship, huh?”

The nine-year-old did a very teenage eye roll. “I just said ask him out, not marry him.” She leaned her head to one side. “Although that would be awesome.”

Sara put the laptop on the coffee table and pulled Katie close. “Sweetie, there are some people who just don’t go together. Alex and I are like that.”

“How do you know?”

Okay, how did she explain to a little girl how athletic and nerdy went together like pure potassium and water: with a fiery explosion. “Sweetie, I’m just not the kind of woman a man like Alex would relate to.”

“You’re not even giving him a chance. Daddy says that if you never give a guy a chance, you’ll never find anybody.  Don’t you want Happily Ever After?”

Sara’s heart flipped over. Katie might sound like an adult, but she was just a little girl. She pulled the child close. “Honey, happily ever after only happens in fairy tales.” 

Katie snorted. “Tell that to Grandma and Grandpa.” With that, the precocious child took her laptop and strolled off to the guest room.

What the heck had just happened? Sara stared toward the door her niece had disappeared into. It was true, her parents were still together—happily so—after almost fifty years. 

Could her brother, and Katie, be right, was she not giving herself the chance for a lasting relationship?

Nah. 
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ALEX FLIPPED THROUGH the pages again. He’d read everything twice, several sections three or four times, and every time he only saw problems. With a huge sigh, he dropped the papers to the couch beside where he sat. He’d sworn he wouldn’t give Tina any more money for a hare-brained scheme cooked up by one of her “friends.” Where she found these people, he had no idea, but there always seemed to be one ready to take advantage of her—and him. 

Growling, he dropped his feet from where he’d propped them on the coffee table. What choice did he have? If he refused to give her the money, she would throw a tantrum worthy of a two-year-old. Then their dad would get involved, and things would only go downhill from there. 

Maybe a hard workout would help him get rid of some of the resentment he felt toward the situation. His thought process sailed from workout to the fitness center climbing wall to Katie’s gorgeous aunt. Sara. Pretty name. Maybe she’d like to go out sometime. Coffee, dinner, bed. 

“You are a grade A idiot,” he muttered as he stalked into the kitchen. He poured himself a glass of orange juice and tried to ignore his body’s reaction. He knew that Katie had an aunt who was a professor and researcher at the university. He had no idea how many aunts Katie had, but he’d put money on Sara being the professor. She had that look. The one that let people know she was a lot smarter than they were. The one that told him she was out of his league. Hell, she was out of his universe. Even if she were willing to have a fling with him, that’s all it would be, just a dalliance. One that would only leave him feeling like the uneducated redneck he was.

And that was the bottom line. He was what he was, a product of the background from which he’d come. Even if he had managed to get that

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





