
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Acclaim for the Cain Casey Saga

The Devil Inside

“Vali’s fluid writing style quickly puts the
reader at ease, which makes the story and its characters equally
easy to get to know and care about. When you find yourself talking
out loud to the characters in a book, you know the work is polished
and professional, as well as entertaining.”—Family
and Friends

“Not only is The Devil
Inside a ripping mystery, it’s also an intimate character
study.”—L-Word Literature

“The Devil Inside is
the first of what promises to be a very exciting series…While
telling an exciting story that grips the reader, Vali has also
fully fleshed out her heroes and villains. The
Devil Inside is that rarity: a fascinating crime novel which
includes a tender love story and leaves the reader with a
cliffhanger ending.”—MegaScene

The Devil Unleashed

“Fast-paced action scenes, intriguing character
revelations, and a refreshing approach to the romance thriller
genre all make for an enjoyable reading experience in the Big
Easy…The Devil Unleashed is an engrossing
reading experience.”—Midwest Book
Review

Deal With the Devil

“Ali Vali has given her fans another thick,
rich thriller…Deal With the Devil has
wonderful love stories, great sex, and an ample supply of humor. It
is an exciting, page turning read that leaves her readers eagerly
awaiting the next book in the series.”—Just About
Write

The Devil Be Damned

“Ali Vali excels at creating strong, romantic
characters along with her fast paced, sophisticated plots. Her
setting, New Orleans, provides just the right blend of immigrants
from Mexico, South America and Cuba, along with a city steeped in
traditions.”—Just About Write


Praise for Ali Vali

Carly’s Sound

“Vali paints vivid pictures with her
words…Carly’s Sound is a great romance,
with some wonderfully hot sex.”—Midwest Book
Review

“It’s no surprise that passion is indeed
possible a second time around”—Q
Syndicate

Calling the Dead

“So many writers set stories in New Orleans,
but Ali Vali’s mystery novels have the authenticity that only a
real Big Easy resident could bring…makes for a classic lesbian
murder yarn.”—Curve

Blue Skies

“Vali is skilled at building sexual tension and
the sex in this novel flies as high as Berkley’s jets. Look for
this fast-paced read.”—Just About
Write

Balance of Forces: Toujours Ici

“A stunning addition to the vampire legend,
Balance of Forces: Toujours Ici, is one
that stands apart from the rest.”—Bibliophilic
Book Blog


Love Match

By Ali Vali

Smashwords Edition

Copyright 2012 Ali Vali

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you're reading
this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your
use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your
own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this
author.


Synopsis

Parker “Kong” King is the number one tennis player in
the world with a real talent for getting women in her bed. To
prepare herself for the one title she’s never won—and avoid the
press and her ex—she retreats to a secluded home in Press Cove,
Alabama. There she’ll also be safe from the Soldiers of God who’ve
threatened to kill her for what they see as her depraved
lifestyle.

Commercial pilot Captain Sydney Parish loves the
order that comes from a well-constructed plan for everything, her
only failure being her personal life. She hopes a vacation will
help heal her bruised heart, but soon finds that might not be
possible when she discovers she’s one house over from Parker
King.

When Parker and Sydney meet, sparks fly, but not from
attraction. They have the summer to see if they have a love match,
or will the Soldiers of God kill their chance for a
relationship?
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Chapter One

Whack. The sound the ball
made when it connected with Parker “Kong” King’s racquet echoed all
the way to the upper levels of the center court at the All England
Club. Her forward stroke after a long volley sent the ball over the
net at 115 miles an hour, where it landed right inside the line
before flying off in a wicked slice. The velocity and angle made it
impossible to reach in time, and even the ball boy had a hard time
chasing it down.

Parker waited—for the kid to get back to his post;
for her opponent, Jill Seabrook, to get into position; and for the
tingling in her finger from the power of the last shot to
subside—before she served again. Some of the commentators and
sports writers said she made playing tennis look easy, especially
since she’d won the Australian and French titles, but that pissed
her off. Maybe tennis wasn’t rocket science or curing cancer, but
it was her passion, and she paid for every minute of a match like
this with hours of practice and work.

She’d watched similar games when she was a kid in
Atlanta and thought she’d have a better chance of getting to the
moon riding a cow than actually playing in one. Here she was for a
return visit to the Wimbledon finals, though, and she planned to
obliterate Jill’s game by shoving the ball down her throat every
chance she got. She served again and the same resounding whack
reverberated throughout the stadium. It didn’t matter to her how
many royals sat in the stands; this wasn’t the time for finesse or
mercy. Cute, feminine Jill would pay for all her trash talk in her
last interview.

“Kong is an appropriate nickname for Parker,”
Jill had said when the network covering the championship asked
about her opponent in the final. “She’s all muscle, but plays like
a gorilla. All the comparisons of her to Martina Navratilova are
overrated. Martina had power but could place the ball anywhere on
the court with marksman-like precision.”

The crowd got to their feet and chanted “Kong” when
the official said “forty-love” in a clipped English accent. If
Parker couldn’t beat Jill to death with her racquet for calling her
an unskilled ape, she’d humiliate her by trying to win every point
and break every serve.

“Quiet, please,” the official said right
before Parker served again.

She bounced the ball her customary four times before
throwing it into the air and going through the motions of the
stroke. Her involuntary grunt came right after she connected with
it, and the result sent the crowd to their feet again when the ace
won her the third game of the first set. At least gorillas moved
around. Standing there as three serves whizzed past would justify
her comparing Jill to a cow chewing her cud when the match was
over.

Parker was the current darling of the tennis world.
She wasn’t exactly polished, but the crowds that filled the venues
loved her, and companies lined up wanting her to wear their logos
and sell their products. At a little over six-one, with
sun-streaked, light brown shoulder-length hair, skin tanned by her
daily hours on the court, and eyes the color of blue ice, she made
her manager’s job easy.

Only the voluntarily blind or cynically thinking
who’d seen her on a court could dispute her number one ranking. Her
style of play had earned her the nickname Kong from the fans, and
Parker hadn’t disappointed them during the tournament by reaching
the final with a blistering pace, not dropping a set and losing
only eight games total.

Jill rolled her shoulders as if trying to relax, and
Parker could see her lips moving as she bounced the ball before she
served. If Parker had to guess, poor little Jill was giving herself
a pep talk to will herself back into the game.

That’s right, serve and move to the
net, she thought as Jill rolled her shoulders again. It was
the only thing Jill hadn’t tried yet and where she’d shown the most
moxie in all her matches so far. Jill’s first serve hit the net so
she had to reset and try again, sending the next one to Parker’s
backhand. Parker hit it to the baseline, and the only save Jill
could manage was a lob. One single word popped into her head before
she returned it—“gorilla.”

The crowd shouted “Kong” as the ball bounced so hard
it landed in the stands after hitting just inside the line. “That’s
me, baby,” she said softly as she smiled at Jill.

“Love-forty,” the judge said a few shots
later, pointing to her side of the net, followed momentarily by
“Game, Miss King.”

“I don’t care if you don’t feel like running.”
The Tennessee twang of Parker’s coach, Beau Bertrand, pinged around
her head as Jill crouched into her return stance, appearing wiped.
“You’re going to love me when it’s hotter than shit and there’s a
hell of a lot of tennis left to play.” Beau said the same damn
thing every day, and she almost laughed as she caught the balls the
ball girl threw to her. It was hotter than shit, all right, but she
planned to chip away the rest of Jill’s game a ball at a time, her
legs as fresh as when she started.

She glanced up at Beau in the stands before she
served and smiled. He was wearing the same Longhorns ball cap he
wore when they worked out and chewing on his thumbnail like she was
losing badly. Some things never changed, and Beau’s sense of
paranoia until she hoisted the trophy was one constant that she
counted on.

She also glimpsed her other guest sitting next to
him. Alicia, the pop-star sensation who topped the charts with her
latest album, stood waving, and Parker lost concentration for a
split second. The cute redhead was another mistake who’d climb to
the top of her disaster list when it came to women after this was
over.

Divas in the making were as welcome in her life as
tobacco, drugs, and joining a cult that worshipped flamingo
droppings. If the landscape of the dating world was peppered with
land mines, she’d blown herself to shit and back more than once.
After her time with Alicia, “land mine” was being kind. The singer
was more like a bunker-buster bomb that went off in stages.

It hadn’t taken long to figure that out and she was
ready to go home. She missed her stretch of beach, her dog, and the
quiet. After three months on the road that’s what she wanted, but
hell if she was going back empty-handed.

Her next serve sent the ball a few millimeters over
the net, landing just inside the line. She pumped her arm, sending
the crowd to their feet after Jill got back on hers. The grass on
center court, she was sure, was the only reason Jill didn’t pop
back up with skinned knees.

“Quiet, please,” the umpire said as the crowd
chanted “Kong” so loud she came close to beating her
chest.

The second set went faster than the first, and
Parker curtseyed and held the women’s singles trophy over her head
as the crowd still shouted. The match had probably gone faster than
they liked, so she took her time walking the circuit of the court
to give everyone a chance to share this moment with her. In her
every interview she said the victories belonged equally to the
people who supported her and came to see her play.

She saved the last stop for Beau, who smiled like a
proud father when she blew him a kiss. Beau had been a rising star
until the day he collapsed on center court at the US Open with a
blown knee. No amount of rehab would strengthen his leg enough for
him to play professionally again, so he turned to coaching.

His favorite story was about finding a tall, gangly
kid as his first student. She’d been his reward for the tennis gods
screwing him over, but it became so much more than that to both of
them. Finding each other had saved both their lives, or at least
kept him from drowning in a bottle, which is what he’d wanted to do
when he first looked at his leg after the initial surgery. He’d
saved her from simply giving up on more than tennis.

 


*

 


“Come on, Alicia, let’s go congratulate the
new champion down in the locker room,” Beau said as Parker waved to
the crowd one last time before heading in for her
interview.

Alicia had been able to attend the prestigious
tournament because her band’s tour schedule put them in the area
during the finals. It had been complete pandemonium a couple of
nights before when the three of them went out to dinner and people
recognized Parker and Alicia. In a country that thrived on
sensational tabloid stories they had been like a gift from the
heavens, or hell, as Beau thought every time a flash went off in
his face and left red dots in his line of sight for hours.

“Excuse me, Mr. Bertrand. I have a message for
you.” The young man wearing traditional Wimbledon colors handed him
a note.

He came close to sneezing from the sensation of
relief and frustration as he read the two words followed by an
exclamation point. It sucked when Parker used him to blow off a
date, but it was time to stick a fork in Alicia and scream, “You’re
done.” Not that Come alone! was really a
note, but Parker wrote like she played tennis. Nothing fancy and to
the point.

“Alicia, honey, you’re going to have to head
on back without us. Something must have happened on one of those
last serves and Parker’s in with a trainer.” Alicia’s expression of
concern made him feel like an ass, but he wasn’t falling for that
face again. This girl was a horror movie in the making, and he was
ready to return his small part.

“Will she be okay? I don’t mind waiting to
help her through the paparazzi.”

“I’m sure they’re more interested in pictures
of you, so go ahead and take off. An hour or so with the trainer
and Parker will be fine. Believe me, this happens sometimes when
the tournament’s over,” he said, trying not to smile at the last
thing he’d said. If Alicia only knew what came next he’d fear for
his safety, but he figured the publicity-hungry, narcissistic
singer would be fine.

If Parker was true to form it’d be the last time
he’d see Alicia, except by chance. Like in a restaurant, where the
typical scenario ended with Parker wearing a drink before the
dessert cart came out. It still amazed him that women would chance
going out with her, considering her track record, but they were all
convinced they were the one who’d tame the badass Kong. After a few
weeks of fun it was clear Alicia wasn’t in the running, and he
hadn’t even had to resort to saying novenas.

He entered the green room softly singing a line
about a notch in a lipstick case as Parker finished her post-game
interviews. He shook his head, making her laugh. The note might’ve
been short, but translated it meant they were going home and she
didn’t want the complications the increasingly demanding party girl
Alicia would pose.

Beau congratulated her with a scowl for using him as
the heavy before he cuffed her on the back of the head and sent her
into the locker room to change. He’d cut her some slack, like he
always did, considering they didn’t have any time to just kick back
and not worry about the next tournament.

The US Open was not only where he’d gone down, but
it was the only title that continued to elude Parker, the American
champion who had more trophies than women she’d slept with. It
wouldn’t take much prodding on his part to get Parker to work hard
for the title that’d make her mark on the game. The Australian,
French, and now the Wimbledon trophies were going home with them,
and he could almost taste the Grand Slam.

 


*

 


“Would you care for anything, ma’am?” the
waiter asked as he balanced his order pad on his tray. “Our special
today is kidney pie.”

Captain Sydney Parish slid her hands from her thighs
to her knees, the fabric of her uniform pants scratching her palms.
She did her best to not show a reaction to the dish, which wasn’t
her favorite. “Just a large tea with milk, please.”

The employee lounge at Heathrow was fuller than
usual, with most of the waiting flight crews watching the large
television screens throughout the space. She’d picked a comfortable
chair next to the wall of glass overlooking the tarmac, wanting
privacy and peace before her flight to Miami.

The recap of the upcoming women’s final at Wimbledon
didn’t bother her as she took out her organizer and reviewed the
list she’d made in her three days off in London. She’d found a
Realtor for her condo in Atlanta and a mover—both important, but
not her top priority of things to settle before she was free to
take her new promotion. After a few years of these overseas routes,
she was excited about doing day runs strictly in the States. Flying
out of JFK in the morning and returning the same afternoon would
make her job like a cool desk position.

“Here you are.” The man put down her tea with
a small plate of cookies. “The sweets are on me.” He winked and she
wasn’t so wrapped up to not notice that he was flirting, but he was
harmless. Sometimes on flights all men saw were a cute ass, pretty
face, and blond hair and figured it for some kind of invitation to
become obnoxious. Sydney wasn’t egotistical in thinking herself
beautiful, but come-ons weren’t foreign to her. Not as foreign as
some of the ideas of men she’d come across throughout her career
when they found out she was their pilot.

If she had a dollar for every time a dimwit told
her, “A pretty little thing like you in command of this big ole
machine could probably handle me in a bedroom,” she’d be rich. She
figured those guys didn’t have any professional relationships with
any woman.

“Thank you,” she said as she took a small bite
of a cookie.

“Are you a tennis fan?”

“Every match I’ve watched has been in an
airport waiting for my flight.” She took her cup and stood before
he got too revved up. The guy seemed harmless, but he also struck
her as earnest, so it was best to stop him before she had to out
herself to get rid of him. That line, while truthful, never worked
either because men always took it as a more creative way to say
“get lost.”

She moved to one of the phone booths and dialed the
number of her partner, Gene Hines, on her cell. It was three in the
morning and she thought it rude to wake Gene, but she hadn’t been
able to reach her since her arrival in London and refused to call
midair, so Gene would have to get over it.

Gene didn’t answer at the condo, and her cell went
to voice mail after ten rings. Sydney checked her watch again and
recalculated. She couldn’t imagine why Gene wouldn’t be available
or would sleep through both calls unless she was in a coma.

Sydney didn’t leave a message and placed a check
mark next to Gene’s name. She wasn’t trying again.

 


*

 


“Over here, sweetheart.” Gene Hines waved to
the bartender before pointing to her empty glass. She’d even
consumed the ice trying to get the last bit of scotch. That was the
drawback of a crowded bar with a younger clientele. The only
problem with the quiet places where they fell over themselves to
pour was the type of woman who went there. Every single one of them
you picked up in the low lighting was ready to sign a lease once
you fucked her, and Gene had her fill of the questions and
accusations that came with committed relationships.

“Are you trying to avoid me?” she asked when
the cute college-age girl made it back.

“Did you have a really bad day or are you
trying to work up the courage to head home?”

“Which answer will get you to pour me another
drink quicker?”

“If you’re driving it’ll get you cut off, so
think that over while I take care of the bill at the end of the
bar.”

She was holding up her empty glass when the
bartender returned. “I already have a girlfriend, thanks, and I
have a cab service on speed dial, so save the concern for someone
who needs it. Maybe if I’m nice enough you might take me home when
you get off. I could show you a great time.”

“The music’s not loud enough for me to miss
the word ‘girlfriend.’ If you actually have one, it’s not a smart
move to pick up other women in bars.” She poured another two
fingers and plopped another two ice cubes, obviously remembering
Gene’s previous requests.

“She’s a real understanding woman.” She sipped
this drink slower, with a hundred-dollar bill folded in her
fingers. Big tips were the best bait for getting laid and making a
clean getaway.

“That’s great for you, but I’m not that
understanding, so we’ll stick to me pouring and you drinking. How
about it?” Her ice was still fresh so the bartender poured another
before she could ask.

“Are you married?” she asked, and the woman
shook her head. “Let me give you some relationship advice, then.”
She glanced at her watch and pointed to the empty glass again.
“Before you take that plunge off the cliff of no return, make sure
you take inventory of the person you’re about to chain yourself
to.”

“What do you mean?”

“Frigid women do not thaw, whether you’re
faithful or not. I got sidetracked by the cute ass and blond hair,
and now that’s all I got. It’s kind of like having the most
beautiful sports car in the world sitting in your garage.” The
bartender laughed and put her elbows on the wood separating them. A
little more small talk and Gene would get a ride home. “You can sit
in the damn thing, but it doesn’t have an engine and the only
channel on the radio is Bitch 101.2. It’s about as much fun as the
plague.”

“Maybe you should try flowers and a ring
instead of spending the afternoon with me.”

“Or maybe I should shop the car lot again,”
she said, laughing at what she considered a hilarious
joke.

“Let me know if you need anything else aside
from kicking my tires. That’s not on the menu tonight.”

“We’ll see,” Gene said, taking her phone out
and noticing she’d missed a call. It was time to deliver the bad
news, and she was lubricated enough to take the bitching Sydney
would unleash. The sooner she got this behind her, the sooner she’d
be peeling off the thong she was sure the bartender was
wearing.

“You want one more?” the bartender asked, “or
do you want to settle your bill and call that cab?” She tugged on
the hundred as she asked.

“When do you get off?”

“I got another twenty minutes.”

“One more, then. I can wait.” The young woman
smiled and turned for the bottle. Gene had a short window to deal
with Sydney before the real fun began.

 


*

 


“I can’t make it this week,” Gene said. “If I
put in some extra hours I might be able to salvage the
weekend.”

Sydney gripped the telephone, and the pain behind
her left eye caused by talking to Gene flared to the point that her
breath hitched. Some poetry and songs said love hurt, but this was
ridiculous. “Where are you?”

“Working.”

The late hour, the sound of music and people in the
background ordering drinks amplified the lie. “Did the judges get
together and have a bar put in with late-night specials?”

“Sydney…baby, you know most deals happen
outside the office. Do you think I want to be here instead of on a
private beach with you?”

“What I think is I was stupid enough to give
you another chance after your last batch of relationship amnesia,
which makes me a total idiot.”

“Come on.” Gene suddenly sounded as if she was
in a tunnel, and Sydney guessed she’d cupped her hand around the
phone. “You took that completely wrong.”

“I’m sorry, but no one on my crew has ever
stripped down to their bra and panties to show me how well they
fit, in case I had an urge to buy some.”

“She was only showing me how much she liked
the gift I’d given her. It was totally harmless.”

If Gene had been standing before her, she would’ve
strangled her. “Is this the kind of defense you put on in court? Or
do you believe I’m brain-dead?”

“Syd, calm down.” Gene laughed, and Sydney
could imagine the perfect dimples in her cheeks. “Let me figure out
something, and we’ll see each other this weekend. Believe me, we’ll
be laughing about this ten minutes after I get there.”

Gene had been hard to miss when Sydney and her
friends ventured down to Buckhead her first weekend in Atlanta
after her move. The attorney had bought her a drink and completely
charmed her before she’d finished it. The warnings her friends had
given her about the beautiful, tall, sexy-as-hell Gene didn’t make
a dent in how she felt after months of dating.

In all that time Gene had pitched her like a carny
tent vendor about how perfect they were as a couple, how she’d
changed her, and how they were destined to be together. But Gene
neglected to share how she planned to keep sleeping with anyone
willing and breathing in her vicinity and not help with anything
having to do with the condo they shared but Sydney paid for.

Ignorance was bliss since she was away so much,
taking as much airtime with the airline as she could. Her absence
was perfect for Gene and her addiction to women and a good time.
That happy fantasy blew up when she surprised Gene at her office a
day ahead of schedule to find her giving her secretary a special
kind of dictation. She’d fallen for the sincere apology Gene had
sobbed out, and now she realized that lying was simply part of
Gene’s makeup, like the gorgeous face and the perfect tall body.
The piece of shit was incapable of fidelity or telling the
truth.

“Don’t worry about it, and take your time with
your case. After this week it won’t matter anyway.”

The background suddenly quieted, only to be replaced
by traffic noise. “What are you talking about?” Gene asked.

“Obviously you weren’t paying attention when I
explained why we were going away this weekend, so let me recap. The
airline is transferring me, so we were supposed to plan how to
proceed with our relationship. It’s hard enough having one, given
the little time we spend together, so being so far apart will make
it impossible.” She’d always wondered what it’d be like to simply
let Gene go after so long, but emotionally nothing was holding her
back. She wasn’t hysterical, numb, or hurt. This actually had been
easier than changing her address.

“You don’t have to deny yourself anything
because of me, especially Bimbo in your office or whoever else
you’re talking up.” The women’s match had started and she watched
Parker King win the first set. “The movers will be there for my
stuff at the end of the week, so please don’t lock the dead bolt.
Let me know when you find a new apartment so the Realtor can have
the place cleaned once you’re out.”

“You’re seriously breaking up with me over the
phone? I won’t give you another chance, Syd.”

“I would’ve made an appointment, but I’m in
London, so yeah. No hard feelings, and take care of
yourself.”

“Wait a minute.”

She hung up and moved to one of the leather chairs
to finish watching the match. Football she knew, but watching
Parker work the ball around the court made her envy the fluidity of
her movements. It was a good way to kill time before her flight.
Her vacation was waiting, and the planning session for the future
would require a different mind-set. The first thing on her list was
not repeating her mistakes.

One good-looking womanizer was enough in this
lifetime.


Chapter Two

The women’s doubles final was still going on when
Parker and Beau arrived at the airport. Parker was anxious to get
home after being out of the country for over three months. The two
police officers assigned to them kept the crowds back as they sat
waiting for their flight. The bobbies stood far enough away to give
them some privacy, but close enough to send a message to any
overzealous fans. They’d let a few autograph seekers in at a time,
most of them young girls thrilled to sit this close to their idol,
before putting their arms out and closing ranks. These security
measures were courtesy of the airline after they’d become one of
her sponsors. Every deal had its perks.

Parker asked the hopefuls about their own tennis
game and gave pointers to those who seemed serious about the sport.
She’d replaced her tennis whites with a lightweight linen suit over
a tight, white T-shirt. After they called for boarding she walked
through the crowd autographing everything from tennis balls to
tournament programs.

The crew of flight 756 waited at the door to greet
passengers, as was their norm, and Sydney would’ve recognized their
famous passenger even if she hadn’t been carrying a large bag full
of racquets. She’d spent the morning trying not to dwell on the
death of her personal life and watching Parker King completely
obliterate her opponent. Seeing her now, she had to agree with the
whispers of her crew—Parker was better-looking in person.

“Welcome aboard, Ms. King. I hope you enjoy
your flight, and congratulations on your win,” Sydney said. She’d
stepped out of the cockpit, as was her habit before every flight,
leaving the coat with her rank draped over her seat.

“Thanks,” Parker said, and shook her hand as
she smiled. “It’s good to be going home, and I won’t even mind
being trapped in here for hours with such a good-looking flight
attendant.”

Sydney felt her crew freeze after taking deep
breaths. Granted, her pants did resemble those of her fellow
crewwomen, but the comment had jangled her last un-tense nerve.
“I’m not your flight attendant.” She managed not to completely
clench her jaw as she spoke, not wanting to be rude.

“Don’t tell me your company still calls the
position ‘stewardess’?” Parker’s smile widened. Dimples, she had
goddamn dimples. Sydney had the urge to slap the wide smile off her
face. “I’ll be happy to e-mail your CEO and let him know that’s
really archaic.” Parker placed her bag in the overhead compartment
so she took the opportunity to clench her hands into fists. “I
realize you’re still preboarding, but could I bother you for a
sandwich or something? If you can deliver that with the biggest mug
of hot chocolate you can find, that’d be great. I’m starved after
running around that court for hours.”

Her crew lifting their hands to their mouths in an
almost practiced synchronized motion ratcheted Sydney’s anger. They
were hiding their smiles and the tennis imbecile was still talking,
obviously not hearing the ice breaking under her feet. She’d earned
her reputation as a great pilot and as a perfectionist by a perfect
record at the yoke. The latter made her hard to work for, and those
who did knew better than to laugh out loud. She wouldn’t hesitate
to reassign them. Her crew might not have been laughing, but she
was sure they were enjoying this.

“I’ll see about that right after I finish my
preflight checklist so I can fly you home
safely.” Her smile was so tight her face hurt, and it took control
not to add, “You egotistical asshole.” Before she turned around she
did notice Parker at least had the decency to appear apologetic,
since she’d blushed.

“I’m sorry, Captain,” Parker said to the back
of her head, but she didn’t turn around. “It was an honest mistake,
really, but I didn’t mean to insult you.” When Sydney turned around
again, Parker was already seated with her eyes closed.

You’re sorry all right, she
thought with one last glance at Parker, and you’re
a complete asshole.

 


*

 


“Way to go, champ,” Beau said, and laughed.
“Your way with women is legendary. I’m sure there’s a warning
article about you in every issue of the good-girl newsletter, so
have fun back there in the tiny seat if the captain sends you to
coach just to prove a point.” He stowed his bag and took the window
seat. “Not that Alicia is getting that particular issue, but now
that we’re alone, you want to tell me what happened?”

They both smiled as the other passengers started
streaming in, offering congratulations like they were old friends
as they passed. Parker nodded at each well-wisher, ignoring Beau
for the moment.

When there was a break in the traffic, he leaned
closer and whispered, “Come on, Parker. Sitting next to me at a
tournament is the kiss of death for any of your relationships. I
want you to have a life outside of tennis and be happy, kid.
Believe me, it’ll instill the desire to win in you more than this
bullshit you’ve been doing.”

“I have the desire to win, so give it a rest.
You aren’t my mother, and you don’t have to worry that I’m trying
to win the prize for the most Enquirer
front pages. I want to go home and take it easy for a while without
the whining about how boring and old I am because I want to go to
bed before five in the morning. Alicia’s got her own gig to worry
about, and the last few weeks had more to do with the publicity
than me. I get enough press without fanning the flames. I’m not
stupid or naïve enough to think she gives a good goddamn about me.
Trust me, when I meet the one all the fairy tales talk about,
you’ll be the proverbial first to know.”

“Great to hear,” he said, and
smiled.

“Besides, are you seriously sitting here
giving me shit for dropping Alicia? If you are, then look deep into
my eyes and come back from the dark side. She was hot, but
certifiable.”

“I’m not vouching for her, but I do want you
to keep your eyes open for someone who’ll make you
happy.”

“Sure thing. I’ll start working on that right
away.”

When the first-edition copy of To
Kill a Mockingbird came out of her carry-on, Beau knew the
conversation was over. Parker tuned him out as she got lost in
another classic story. This is the Kong no one
writes about, Beau thought. Parker was so much more than
just the game, but she kept those other parts hidden except from
the people she loved and let in, and he could count those on one
hand.

The bad girl of tennis was in reality a very
private, intelligent person who loved to read as many books as her
schedule allowed for. But that didn’t make as interesting a
headline as Alicia would the minute she figured out she’d been
dumped. Beau’s anger over the unfairness of the press vanished when
he saw the captain walk down the aisle with a tray in her hand.
Maybe she did have a sense of humor.

“Sorry it took so long, but we had to send out
for marshmallows. We go the extra mile to make our passengers
happy.” Sydney’s sarcasm stopped when Parker snapped her book
closed and looked at her.

“I hope Godiva is good enough?” She didn’t
straighten up and moved her face closer to Parker’s, prompting
Parker to close her eyes and take a deep breath. The brief break in
eye contact gave her the opportunity to glance down Parker’s body.
The move wasn’t blatant, but it reminded Sydney so much of Gene,
she was disgusted with herself.

“Actually, I’m more of a Hershey girl,
Captain.” Parker opened her eyes as she spoke and drew out her
title. “I really am sorry. It never occurred to me that you’re the
captain, which probably makes you think I’m an asshole.”

“I’d never think that,” she said, and smiled
to cover up any insincerity in her tone.

“Sure you didn’t,” Parker smiled and shook her
head, “but even if you don’t believe me, I’m not so much of an
asshole that I go out of my way to make people feel bad. Thanks for
the hot chocolate and the sandwich. I promise I won’t bother you
again.”

“It’s not a bother.”

“I’m willing to bet you have other things to
do than to make me a snack, so I’m sorry for putting you out. If
nothing else I’m glad I picked the book I did. It’s a good story
about people making wrong assumptions with a bit nastier
consequences.”

When Parker finished, Sydney looked at the book on
her lap. The title wiped away any assumption that Parker was simply
a dumb jock, and it wasn’t fair to take her bad mood out on her.
Any other passenger would’ve been demanding her name and employee
number for trying to embarrass them like this, so she relaxed her
shoulders a little but stayed leaning across Parker’s tray.

This kinder side of Parker made her more attractive,
and Sydney really looked at her. Standing in line at the
supermarket she’d read enough about Parker’s love life to think she
knew more about her than Gene, who’d been in her life two years.
Being this close to her made her wonder what kind of date Parker
would be, but thoughts like that were extremely premature.

“It’s all right, Miss King. You aren’t the
first person and you won’t be the last to think that. I apologize
for taking all my frustrations out on you. I hope you enjoy your
flight.” She placed her hand on Parker’s shoulder as she
straightened up and smiled before she returned to work.

It was a good thing she was taking a vacation after
this. She seldom blew up at anyone, much less a paid spokesperson
for the airline, and seldom let her imagination skitter off to
think about someone on her flight as anything but a passenger.
Parker’s beautiful face, though, didn’t give her a choice. She
wondered now if she’d chosen Gene because deep down she knew she
wouldn’t be able to commit, no matter how hard she worked at the
relationship. And because Gene hadn’t, Sydney had dedicated herself
to getting her career on track. Settling for someone like Gene had
helped her avoid the arguments that inevitably crept up about her
unpredictable schedule.

Fortunately, this would be her last transatlantic
flight for a while, and she’d be back to a more normal workday
that’d allow her to be home more. That change, coupled with letting
Gene go, would hopefully spark a social life to balance out the
long hours. If not, then what the hell was this all for? One of the
greatest gifts you could give yourself, her mother always told her,
was to find someone to share your success with and, more
importantly, your sorrow, since it was better to weather the ups
and downs that marked anyone’s life in the arms of the one you
loved.

It’s too early and you have too
much to do for such deep observations, she thought as she
walked slowly up the aisle to her to-do list. Especially since you thought Ms. King was an asshole six
minutes ago. She shook her head and kept going, putting
Parker out of her head the farther she got away from her.

Sydney walked back to the cockpit without another
word, leaving Parker leaning into the aisle watching the sway of
her hips. The way the pants fit was a sure sign she did more than
just sit and fly the plane. She was beauty in motion.

“Forget it, tennis pro,” one of the male
attendants said. “She’s dating someone.”

“I’ve already had my ass handed to me on a
nice tray today, so I was just looking. Hopefully she’s easier to
work for.”

“Some of the crew call her the Ice Queen, but
she’s okay. Believe it or not, I still get the shakes when one of
these bad boys takes off, but Sydney makes me feel
safe.”

“And you think I’m playing her?”

“I just saw you staring and thought I’d warn
you.”

Glancing at his name tag, Parker smiled before
answering. “No worries, Willy. If you believe everything in the
Enquirer, you know I’ve got them lined up.
I don’t have any reason to go chasing after lost causes.”

“You aren’t going to disillusion me and tell
me it’s not true. Some of those pictures I see standing in line at
the grocery store have to be real.”

“If the woman next to me is beautiful and
looks like she wants nothing more than to rip my clothes off with
her teeth—then yes, it’s all real.”

Willy laughed, then moved on when she lowered her
gaze to her book. She dropped a handful of marshmallows into the
cup Sydney had delivered before taking a sip.

Ten hours later Sydney’s voice came over the
speakers, informing everyone of their impending arrival at the
Miami airport. The navigator followed, providing last-minute
instructions for the customs forms, as well as a list of
connections and gate numbers. “So, ladies and gentlemen, if you
would, please bring your seats to their full upright position and
we should have you on the ground in about ten minutes. Again, thank
you for choosing us for your flying needs and we hope to see you on
board in the future,” Sydney said.

“The Nike shoot is scheduled right when we get
back, so you’re going to have to hit the gym starting today. If
your naked ass is going up in Times Square, we want it to look
pumped,” Beau said. The schedule book had come out of his bag
twenty minutes before so they could review upcoming events. Being
trapped in a plane gave Parker no choice but to listen to him run
through the month.

“Whose idea was this again?” The sponsor had
approached her before Wimbledon with the idea to add her to the
list of athletes that had appeared in the ads clad only in their
shoes, illustrating that just the footwear and the body were
necessary to succeed in sports. She could’ve sworn she’d turned
them down.

“It was Nick’s idea, and I forbid you to give
him a hard time about it. You know how sensitive he is, and I’m the
one who has to live with him. All the shots will be from the back,
and he got Annie and her all-girl crew to do it, so quit your
griping.” Beau pointed his finger at her as he spoke. “The last
thing I need is for you both to give me a hard time about this for
weeks to come.”

“I just asked a question, Beau. I hardly see
how that could be construed as griping. Are they coming to the
house or will it be done in a studio?” She put away her book and
stood to pull her jacket back on.

“Do you need anything, Ms. King?” Willy asked
when she stood up. She smiled and shook her head as she sat and
refastened her seat belt.

The crew had seemed surprised that, besides her
initial hot chocolate and sandwich request, she’d stuck to bottled
water. The fourteen she’d consumed kept her hydrated and active
with constant trips to the bathroom. No amount of free alcohol was
worth jet lag, so while most of the other passengers fought
fatigue, she’d be lifting weights for the rest of the
afternoon.

“You get to stay home, kid. Annie thought the
court there would make for good shots. Let’s hope we didn’t miss
our connection. You know how Nick hates to wait around in
airports.”

“Now who’s griping?” Parker asked, trying her
best to get his accent right. She was pulling her hair into a
ponytail when the wheels of the plane hit the tarmac once, followed
by three hard bumps before the engines were thrust into reverse to
kill their speed.

Not expecting the jolts, she came close to smashing
her head into the seat in front of them despite having her seat
belt on, the jolt of the landing was so rough. Aside from the
earlier announcement, this was the first time Sydney had crossed
her mind.

The sound of everyone unfastening their seat belts
and jumping into the aisle filled the plane as soon as they reached
their gate, but she and Beau waited, knowing from experience their
patience was usually rewarded by an empty waiting area as
passengers headed toward baggage claim or connecting flights. They
had a few hours for their connection, so she wasn’t in a hurry.

Parker finally opened her eyes to an empty plane and
Willy waiting at the door with her large bag of racquets and a pen.
“Alicia and your coach weren’t the only avid fans who got to watch
you win,” he said as he handed her bag over. “Would you mind?” He
held out his program.

“I didn’t know you were interested in tennis.”
She accepted his pen and sat down in the first set of first-class
seats, waiting to hear his answer before writing something in the
glossy book.

“I had to trade some really bum flights to be
able to go watch you play. The final match was awesome, though I
wish it had lasted longer. If that first ace you rocketed over the
net hit Jill, I think the match would’ve been over because of a
chipped bone. Having you on our flight home was an added bonus.” He
stopped talking when she started writing. She handed his program
back with a thank-you note for his hospitality, then took the time
to sign the various other souvenirs some of the crew
produced.

“It would’ve served her right for the
name-calling,” Beau said.

She laughed at Beau’s pout and spotted Sydney at the
door of the cockpit, but didn’t acknowledge her when she didn’t
come closer. The last thing she autographed was one of the racquets
she’d removed from her bag. She wrote Parker
“Kong” King and the date along the grip.

“Sorry you didn’t get to see more play, Willy,
but I was anxious to catch my flight. You might get your wish at
the Open since it seems to be my Achilles’ heel.” On the other side
of her name, Parker wrote “first-ace racquet Wimbledon.” “I hope
this makes up for your shitty schedule. It means a lot to me when
people go so out of the way to come see
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