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Chapter One

 


Roz stared into the depths of the
glass, watching the single, hipster-round ice cube melt. The bar
around her went about its business, ignoring her as determinedly as
she was ignoring it. Her ears rang and her brain felt foggy after
the single, over-priced pour of bourbon. But she lifted her
fingertip a fraction of an inch anyway. The bartender materialized,
hovering the booze bottle over her heavy, rocks-style crystal
container of sadness.

She heaved a sigh, keeping her gaze
fixed on the amber liquid as it cascaded over what remained of the
annoying, oddly shaped cube of ice. Anger was so … boring, she
thought as she raised the heavy glass to her lips. She was sick of
it. Almost as sick of it as she was of the self-pity mud puddle
she’d been wallowing in for the past six or so months.

Cool. Something else she could blame
on Ryan, she figured with a slight smile around the rim before the
rich, vanilla-smoky-smooth corn-based liquor hit her lips. She was
almost startled when her gaze met that of the bartender, who was
still standing there, holding whatever she’d ended up with after
sitting down, slamming her purse on the bar, and demanding the
“most expensive damn bourbon you have in this damn
place.”

It was good, she’d admit. Ryan had
been a booze snob of the highest order, so she had a fairly
sophisticated palate by now. Smooth, which was, as she well knew,
also dangerous.

“What?” she said to the
good-looking young man who was literally staring at her with his
jaw hanging open. “Did I pop a button?” She glanced down at her
designer-fronted boobs. Her face flushed, as it always did at
exactly the wrong minute these days. “I am woman. Watch me
overheat,” she said as she put the half-empty drink on the bar
before touching the buttons on her blouse, confused when she
realized she wasn’t flashing the poor kid. She snapped her fingers
in front of his face. “You all right?”

His lower jaw snapped shut so hard she
practically felt her own back teeth rattle. “Mister … um … hi …
it’s … here’s … what can I get you?” the kid stammered.

She frowned at him while using the
puny cocktail napkin to attempt to cool her now burning-hot face.
When she sensed someone take the bar chair next to her, she had to
bite back a groan. She’d chosen this end of the massive expanse of
white marble on purpose—so she wouldn’t have to pretend that she
was having a “fine day, thanks and you?” and make bullshit small
talk.

Huffy now, as if whoever it was
invading what she’d thought was her obvious personal bubble of
go-the-hell-away, she set out her credit card without allowing
herself the three-quarters turn to acknowledge the intruder. She
sensed rather than heard him speak. The low rumble of his voice
resonated somewhere between her belly button and her pubic bone.
Odd, but something she chalked up to the way everything about her
body betrayed her these days. The bartender, who’d regained his
composure and was chatting with Mr. Deep Voice, set the little
payment machine in front of her so she could check herself out, she
supposed.

She liked this about as much as she
liked the concept of scanning and bagging her own groceries. But it
was progress, inasmuch as self-checkouts could be. She gave him a
twenty-five percent tip, as she’d been trained to do.

The back of her neck tingled, so she
knew the dude to her right must be staring at her. She kept
ignoring him. She was so not in the mood to do her usual
thing—pretending that her own issues didn’t matter so she could do
polite chatter and make anyone within a five-mile radius of her
feel relaxed, welcomed, and smarter than the average
bear.

Another skill she’d honed hosting
endless cocktail parties, dinners, BBQs, fundraisers, coffee
mornings, country club lunches, golf outings, dessert parties, wine
pairings, beer tastings, and what-have-yous, for Ryan Garnet,
Sports Agent to the Superstars.

And he’d loved her for it. Never let
her forget how damn good she was at it—at the “it” that was so
crucial to his livelihood. The meeting, greeting, wining, dining,
and making comfortable the many people moving in their rarified
atmosphere. It came naturally for her, really, considering her
background. Not a huge stretch for the woman she’d grown into after
years of politeness training at her mother’s always-stockinged
knee.

She blinked, realizing she’d zoned way
out long enough that there was a distinctly uncomfortable silence
surrounding her, like a fog only she could see. “Thanks,” she said
to no one in particular as she tucked her card into her handbag and
slid off the chair, only wincing a bit when her toes set up a
protest now that they were crammed back into the vicious leather
points of her expensive heels.

“What’s the hurry?”
someone asked. Someone with the sort of voice that ought to be
outlawed. The kind of a male voice that made a shit ton of promises
that were, in her experience, rarely if ever kept.

“Places to go, people to
see,” she lied, not looking at the source of the voice, lest she be
tempted to let the man attached to it assume he deserved her
attention.

“Too bad,” the voice said.
She heard the clink of ice. Good, that was that, then. Lucky for
her, she wasn’t worth too much effort—not anymore. She’d wasted all
her best years on her conman, cheating, lying dickhead of a
husband. Now she was an old prune, drying out in the sun, her once
supple skin sagging despite thousands of dollars of snake oil
treatments masquerading as facial products. “Let me walk you out,”
the voice said.

Her head snapped up, finally giving in
to the need to see what kind of a normal male human might talk like
some kind of an old-timey radio star. He was turned away from her,
signing the screen of the check-yourself-out machine with a
fingertip. She narrowed her eyes, taking in the breadth of the
shoulders, the slimness of the waist, the expensive watch on one
wrist.

“Rosalyn Garnet,” the
voice said as the man who owned it turned to face her, his smile
wide and genuine. He held out a massive paw of a hand. She put her
hand into it, cursing whatever evil god had declared that
peri-menopause render her a sweaty, flushed, mumbling mess ninety
percent of the time.

No wonder Ryan dumped her.

But Man with the Voice closed his
fingers around her clammy palm, squeezed it, then let go and tucked
his hands into his trouser pockets. She resisted the urge to wipe
her palms on her skirt. No man in the known universe had a right to
look as handsome as the tall drink of water standing a bit too
close to her right now did. They stared at each other for a few
seconds—seconds she counted thanks to the loud pounding of her
heart in her ears.

Maybe it was her circumstances, she
mused as the seconds stretched on and the lovely man’s smile never
faltered. Six months post-The Conversation That Ended Her Life As
She Knew It with her husband of twenty-six years. Six months and
one day after all her suspicions about his cheating were proven as
truth, thanks to one of the sweet young things he’d been romancing
sending her a text to tell her that her time as Missus Garnet was
coming to an end. Eight months after her body had begun its
traitorous BS—night sweats that kept her awake for hours that
morphed into full-on hot flashes during the day that left her
clammy and as prickly as a cat in a hot room.

Not that Ryan had noticed. They hadn’t
shared a bedroom since the birth of their only child. It had been a
practical living-quarters adjustment, she’d believed. They slept
each night right across the hall from each other, needing their
individual space for their opposite circadian rhythms. So he got to
miss all the night-sweats fun, only getting the hint that something
was going on with her when her face would flush at odd moments
during the day, leaving her gasping and practically stripping off
every last shred of her clothing at inopportune moments.

A slight touch on her elbow jolted her
out of her musings. “Oh, um, sorry,” she said as her face heated to
boiling yet again. A few loose strands of hair slipped from her
tie-back, embarrassing her with their messiness. She must look like
a fool, with her red face, sloppy hair, too-tight skirt, and
too-high heels. She jammed her purse under her arm and prayed she
hadn’t sweated through the silk blouse. “How do you know my
name?”

“I was a guest at your
lovely home once,” the man said, sticking out his elbow. She eyed
it as if it were a poisonous snake. He stuck it out further, making
him look a little ridiculous. His smile was kind. She sighed,
rolled her eyes, and tucked her hand into the crook of his arm,
leaning on him to take the pressure off her aching toes. Something
he met halfway, to her pleasant surprise. It felt nice to have a
man meet her halfway in anything for a change.

“Okay then, tell me more
while we walk out.”

“I have a better idea,”
the man said, putting his other hand over the one she had placed
into the proffered elbow area.

Roz snorted. “I’ll bet you do,” she
said before she could stop herself. “I mean … sorry. I don’t know
what made me say that. I’m hardly the sweet young thing you’d pick
up at a bar on a random Tuesday afternoon.” She stopped in her
tracks, took her hand out of the comforting triangle of his crooked
elbow, and glared at him. “What do you want, whatever your name
is?” She lifted her chin.

“I want to take you to
dinner,” he said.

“You, sir, have me mixed
up with someone who needs someone to buy them dinner.” The money
she’d spent on the best lawyers in the city had been well worth it.
Mister Garnet had not exited their marriage on the
cheap.

The man who still had not told her his
name ran a hand along the dark-brown, well-trimmed beard that
covered his jaw—something she’d been refusing to acknowledge until
now as she had a thing about beards, thanks to the novels she’d
been reading for the past few years as a way to find something
resembling sexual pleasure.

Now that she really looked at
him—taking in that beard, the nose that was somewhere between too
big and formerly broken, the full head of dark-brown hair, the
funny-colored hazel eyes, and the lips that at the moment had her
mesmerized in a most inappropriate way for her age—she could feel
herself turning into a horny pool of quivering, melted
gelatin.

Guess twenty or so years of orgasms at
the business end a battery-operated device was too long after
all.

He smiled again. She smiled back.
“Okay, you can buy me dinner,” she said, putting her fingertips on
his arm again. “But only after you tell me your name.”

“Sean,” he said. “Sean
Ridley.”

She blinked. And blinked
again.

“I see the lightbulb come
on,” he said, touching her forehead ever so gently with a
fingertip, which made her shiver in a way she couldn’t
hide.

“Yes, well, I remember you
now.” She sniffed. “I mean, I know who you are. The famous
quarterback my ex-husband helped find his second franchise when you
got let go from your first one in ignominy if I recall.” She shook
her head. “That was a few years ago.”

“Ignominy. Good word for
it. And thanks for reminding me how old I am.” He leaned into her
ear, his breath warm on her skin. “We’re also connected via someone
else—Mason Butler. She’s representing my son.”

The giggle hit her lips and burst out
of Roz’s mouth as a blast of laughter. “Mason used to work for my
ex-husband,” she said once she’d gained control again. “She was his
best agent. Until she left and took some of his clients with her.”
Roz wiped her streaming eyes. “Oh, Lordy, this is gonna kill him,”
she said. She paused as his words sank in. “Your son?”

Sean tilted his head, seeming to study
her. “Yes. I was just at her office. So here I am. Here you are.
Let’s find some dinner, and I’ll tell you all about
him.”

 



Chapter Two

 


Sean couldn’t take his eyes off the
woman sitting across from him. Observing her from the top of her
messily scraped back hair to her designer-clad feet after they’d
been led to the best table in the newest, hippest Downtown Detroit
restaurant had him tied up in knots, unable to swallow his drink,
and speechless in a way that surprised and embarrassed
him.

Fortunately, she filled the
conversational gaps he left while gawking at her like a teenager,
like the small-talk pro she was.

After finalizing the fact that Mason
Butler would indeed rep his kid as a newbie—something she rarely
did—he’d decided it was worth a stop at one of the old-school bars
he used to haunt. And the full-circle moment that had manifested
itself the second he’d clapped eyes on Rosalyn Garnet at that very
bar had left him breathless and wobbly in the knees.

He recalled Roz from the night he’d
met her at her house where she’d hosted a dinner party with her
husband, Ryan—his agent at the time. He could recall almost every
single detail of the event. He’d been in a hell of a place,
career-wise. Desperate to find a landing pad after being
unceremoniously booted out of his cushy franchise QB job, thanks to
his own bad choices. Terrified that the powerful Ryan Garnet would
laugh him out into the cold wintry Michigan night. All of those
things plus utterly obsessed with the gorgeous, tall, perfectly
dressed woman who moved through the rooms of her massive home, a
bourbon in one hand, the other touching the arm of whomever she was
blessing with her attention.

He’d never forgotten her. After Ryan
had taken on his shitty career and provided him redemption in the
form of a football team seeking a name player who could and would
play his ass off for them, regardless of his garbage backstory,
he’d hoped to see her again. But he’d never been invited back to
the Garnet home. Something he’d regretted and wondered about for
the years he spent toiling in the bottom of the barrel of pro
football. Including the two seasons he’d spent shoving his
half-assed team into the playoffs as hard as he could, and then the
glorious moment he’d managed to convince the owners to draft a
decent wide receiver. Together, the two of them had dragged the
team into the ultimate of spotlights—capturing a first-ever Super
Bowl win for the team.

Ah,
memories, he thought as he shifted in his
seat, attempting to find a comfortable position—something elusive
to him now that he’d breached the fifty-year wall. He smiled and
sipped, and realized she was frowning at him. He set the glass on
the fancy linen-covered table.

“And again, I ask you, do
I have something on my face or what?” Her face was flushed. A
tempting strand of hair had fallen across her forehead.

“What? No.” He sighed and
figured his usual method of being direct was the best route to
take. This whole thing was awkward enough without him deflecting or
pretending. “I used to be obsessed with you,” he said and leaned
back in his chair, horrified at himself, but way too late to do
anything about it.

She arched one eyebrow. “That’s not
exactly what I was expecting you to say.” She didn’t seem in any
way put off by what he’d said, which he took as an excellent sign.
Never mind that the bar was low, since her other option was to
scream for the police and have him arrested as some kind of
stalker.

He nodded and turned his glass around
and around on the table, attempting to find the right words. When
he looked back at her, she was shoving her hair into its holder,
frowning, mumbling under her breath. “You look fantastic Roz. Just
like you did that night I met you at your house.”

She snorted. “Right, that was, what,
ten years ago?”

“Fifteen,” he said,
frustrated because everything he said was somehow the wrong
thing.

“Okay, that makes sense. I
did feel like I peaked in my thirties.”

He blinked. “Wait, does that mean
you’re—”

“Practically dead? About
to be fifty? Why yes, you charming man, it does indeed.” She
reached for her glass and drained it. It hit the table with a
loud thunk.

“I didn’t
mean…”

She held up her hand. It was her left
hand, bereft of the rings she’d been wearing when he’d first met
her—an ostentatious collection of diamonds and emeralds. But
something she’d managed to make work. He could see the slight
indent on her finger that Ryan Garnet’s rings had left. And the
sight of it sent an illicit thrill down his spine.

“No, no, I’m sorry. I’m
wallowing around a bit today. You caught me at … at a bad
moment.”

“I’m sorry, Roz. It wasn’t
my intent.”

Roz shrugged and raised her finger so
slightly he barely caught it, but it brought an entire battalion of
servers scurrying to her side.

“Do you still have the two
thousand sixteen Caymus?” she asked one of them with a bright
smile.

“Yes, Missus Garnet. Would
you like to try it?”

“No, hun, I want the
bottle. Right here.” She tapped the tablecloth between them. “Two
glasses. Unless you don’t want any,” she said to him in a way that
didn’t make it seem like the afterthought that it was.

“Whatever you want to
drink is good with me.”

“Two glasses, please,” she
said, smiling up at the still hovering staff. “Thank you.” She
waited a beat. The three men staring at her didn’t move. “And more
water?” She held up her half-empty glass.

“Of course,” the head
waiter said, elbowing the other one, who filled both of their water
glasses and took away their empty rocks ones. “We’ve missed you and
… erm … your…” He glanced over at Sean once, then did a near
comical double-take. “Oh, I see you have a … uh… So…”

Roz patted the flustered man’s arm.
“It’s okay, Ronnie. Mr. Garnet and I are no more, and this lovely,
famous former football player man has invited me to dinner. So here
I am. On a date. Who knew?” She put her hands to her chin,
ingenue-like, and batted her thick lashes at him. He blinked and
almost stumbled over his own feet as he backed away from them. She
waved as he departed then trained her gaze back on Sean.

“Wow,” he said. “You are …
impressive.” What was even more impressive was the way her accent
was sliding out the more she drank. It was a turn-on in a way he
didn’t understand, but he was going with it.

“No, I’m a giant
over-tipper. There’s a difference. You should know that by now.”
She smoothed her napkin in her lap, then put her elbows on the
table. “Tell me more about your obsession.”

Sean almost choked on a sip of water.
Once he’d finished spluttering and waving away the staff who came
running to apply the Heimlich, he launched back into Direct-Sean.
Fuck it. He’d made it this far into his life as a single father,
successful pro quarterback paid obscene amounts of money to simply
stay in shape and heave a football down a field every Sunday. He
had nothing to lose. Besides, he’d been wanting to say the words he
was about to spout to this woman for so long, he figured he
could’ve recited them in his sleep.

“I think you’re the most
beautiful woman in the world. I’ve thought it since I met you
fifteen years ago, and I’ve never forgotten about you since. I
finalized a deal with Mason to represent my son who’s coming out of
a great football college as a second-string QB with little hope of
getting drafted, and thought I’d celebrate with a drink at one of
my formerly favorite bars. Little did I know I’d be treated to the
opportunity to talk to you again.” He sucked in a breath, waiting
for her laughter.

“Huh. All these years
later. Wow. Quite the coincidence.” She smiled at him, and his
heart sped up to a rate that made him think he’d been running
sprints. The wine arrived, was presented, uncorked, inspected,
poured, swirled, tasted, and approved. He loved watching her do all
those goofy steps toward simply getting a decent, if expensive,
glass of Cabernet poured for them.

She held up her glass. He met it with
his. They sipped. The heavy, chocolate-vanilla raspberry-ness of
the wine filled his mouth, coated his tongue, and slid down his
throat in a most pleasant way. “Nice choice,” he said, licking his
lips. He was no stranger to the finer things. But wine, as a rule,
intimidated him. He was a craft beer nerd of the highest order and
was a mug club member at several famous breweries in California,
Colorado, Michigan, and one in Delaware—on a first-name basis with
their equally famous founders. But if he had to order a bottle of
wine for anything, he always asked for the waiter’s recommendation
and went with it. He’d never experienced anything quite like this.
He took another sip and let it rest in his mouth a few seconds
before swallowing it.

“Damn,” Roz
said.

He opened his eyes and met her
gaze.

“That was hot.” The flush
was creeping up her neck to her cheeks. His body began to react in
an immature way. He’d not gotten a boner at a dinner table in
years. It felt kind of … nice.

He grinned, put the glass down on the
table, and reached over to take the hand not cradling the bowl of
her wine glass. He pulled it to his lips, brushed them over her
knuckles, then set it back down on the table.

“You’re not being fair,”
she said, taking another sip.

He watched her throat flex as she
swallowed and grinned as his hard-on manifested itself in a way
that was difficult to ignore. “You make me feel young again,
Roz.”

“You’re full of shit,
mister. Let’s eat.” She put down her glass and picked up the menu.
“Give me that one,” she said, holding out her hand for his—the one
with the prices. “I can pay for my own damn dinner.”

He handed it to her. “I’m sure you
can.” He shifted in his seat and pulled his napkin off his thigh so
it covered his entire lap lest he get arrested for indecent
behavior. “But I’ve already told them I’m paying, so order whatever
you want.”

She rolled her eyes at him, pursed her
lips in a way that almost sent him right over the teenager-ish
edge, then focused on the menu again. That tempting lock of
hair—with a touch of silver, he noted, which made her even more
gorgeous to him—slipped loose. This time, he reached across the
tiny table and slid it behind her ear, giving himself a split
second to touch her earlobe and the soft skin of her neck right
below that.

She jerked back in a way that startled
him.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I
should have asked you first.”

“You’re damn straight.”
She slapped the menu down, drained her wine glass, and poured
herself more before the waiter could hurry over and do it for her.
She looked royally pissed off, which made him mad at himself but
also served to cool his jets libido-wise, which was probably a good
thing.

Something struck him then. Something
that shocked him on the one hand but sent his imagination reeling
into the inappropriate ether of his lizard brain at the same time.
He leaned on his elbows and studied her. Her gaze flickered from
the menu to him and back again. It was as if she were a deer,
frozen in her tracks, waiting for the gunshot or the arrow or the
dog to lunge.

“Breathe, Roz,” he said,
resisting the urge to touch her arm. “It’s okay. I won’t touch you
again. Not without asking first.”

She straightened her spine and
pretended to ignore him. But that split second thought he’d had
about her, about her reaction to his simple touch, was setting off
a fire in his soul—one he knew better than to question. But one he
also knew he would nurture, worrying at it like a dog with a
bone.

He leaned back and studied her while
she gave her order to the waiter. He gave his without even knowing
what he ordered, he was that much of a goner. The big fancy
restaurant had shrunk to an intimate table for two, and for the
first time in his adult life, Sean Ridley felt like he’d finally
found a woman worth fighting for.

“Stop gawking at me,” she
said after the waiter had recharged their glasses and
left.

“Okay, sorry.” He put a
hand over his eyes.

“Oh, for crying out loud,
stop it.”

When he opened his eyes, her smile was
all he needed.

She was wounded. She was hurt. She
hadn’t been properly touched by a man in a while.

And he was prepared to fix all of
that.

The sixty thousand-dollar
question—whether or not she wanted him to do anything to or for her
at all—lay, unasked, in his consciousness. For another day, he
figured, as he sipped the perfect wine and stared at his perfect,
surprise date.


Chapter Three

 


“You never told me about
your son,” Roz said to Sean as they made their way out of the
restaurant toward the front door.

“You never told me why you
were at The House Bar at three in the afternoon. Even though I came
clean and told you why I was.”

She smiled and leaned into his firm
shoulder. The wine had loosened her up in a familiar way, but the
bourbon she’d consumed prior to that was making her woozy and
wobbly on her high heels.

“Well, if you must know …
whoops! Shit. Sorry.” She figured her face had been more or less
some version of power-surge-red ever since she drank that first
glass of wine. But it flamed so hot the second her left ankle
buckled over the designer high heel for no good damn reason, her
eyes burned with embarrassing tears.

Sean didn’t say a word, didn’t even
acknowledge her near face-plant. He merely gripped her elbow,
anchoring her in the here-and-now in a way that made her dizzy for
different reasons. “You were saying?” His voice was calm. It
soothed her into thinking she hadn’t almost made a complete fool
out of herself in front of this entire, pretentious
restaurant.

“Right.” She smoothed the
increasingly annoying strands of hair back into her bun. They
reached the door. Roz froze, realizing how much she didn’t want
this night—dare she call it a date? She did indeed—to end. She took
a
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