
        
            
                
            
        

    
	What happens when the line between love and friendship begin to blur?

	 

	 

	Anna Johnson is an overworked single mother with no time for nonsense. Wayne Leland is a playboy attorney who likes to live life in the fast lane. The two make the most unlikely but best of friends until they’re thrust together closer than ever because of a fluke radio contest. Steamy hot tubs and close quarters reveal unexpected truths that could shake up Wayne’s and Anna’s world. Can Anna ignore the newly discovered deeper feelings to spare their friendship? Is Wayne ready to leave his cavorting ways for a ready-made family?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Paper is nothing more than a weapon in disguise, Anna Johnson thought sourly.

	“Boys, you have got to stop throwing paper airplanes and finish your breakfast.”

	“But we have to practice now, Mom,” James piped up around a bite of sugar-fueled cereal, “‘cause we aren’t allowed to make them at school.” Mark nodded enthusiastically to show solidarity with his brother. Anna rolled her eyes and chugged the last of her coffee as her father walked into the kitchen.

	“Why the long face, sweetheart? You look like you swallowed a lemon.” He winked at the two boys when they broke out in giggles, then kissed her on the cheek.

	“Your grandsons have turned my kitchen into a war zone of pointy-tipped papercuts waiting to happen.”

	Tony reached down to pluck up a handful of the homemade toys from the floor. “You boys have gotten better! These look much sturdier than the ones you were making yesterday, bet they glide better, too.”

	Anna narrowed her eyes at her father, then at the remaining paper paraphernalia littering the floor. “I was trying to get them to finish their breakfast, Dad, not encourage them to waste school supplies on paper footballs and airplanes. Boys, go brush your teeth before the bus gets here.”

	Upending a stool, they each fought to be the first out of the room. Tony loudly sighed as he stood the furniture back up and lowered his brows at her. “What bee got under your bonnet this morning? A bad temper is its own scourge, you know.”

	Anna gritted her teeth and ignored the jab as she picked up the cereal bowls to wipe down the counter. This subject had become a familiar refrain between father and daughter, one she was getting tired of. “I have to get the boys’ lunches ready, then put them on the bus. Please not now, Dad.” She sounded like a whining two-year-old, even to her own ears.

	Tony reached into the refrigerator to pull out juice boxes and carrot sticks while Anna grabbed sandwich supplies from the pantry. The two were quiet as they worked in tandem to get three lunches packed efficiently into paper bags. Anna snatched up the bag with her name and purse, trying to make a beeline for the door when her father leaned against the kitchen island and frowned at her.

	“What is going on with you, honey? You have been short-tempered with the boys, distracted, and downright grouchy lately, even on the best of days.”

	“Gee, thanks.” Anna glanced at the doorway longingly. “Want to comment on my outfit, too?”

	Her father had the grace not to take the bait. “Anything that goes on in this house these days brings that harried look to your face. You’ve been a real Debbie Downer for quite some time now and I have had about enough.” He crossed his arms over his chest and gave a short nod as if to emphasize that he no longer would be putting up with her mood swings.

	“Daaaad”—Anna rubbed her forehead to try and stave off the headache she already knew was coming—”Can we please save your lecture for this evening? I really do have to go.” She glanced at her watch for good measure. Tony’s humph was as good as a no. She plopped her bottom forcefully onto Mark’s recently discarded breakfast stool. “Okay, then, let’s have it.” She waved her hand dramatically as if to signal a firing squad. Goodness knew it would be a quicker solution than this conversation.

	Her father’s face softened as he leaned his elbows on the countertop. Even when annoyed by his interference in her life, she had to admit that he was still a handsome man. He had crow’s feet and a sprinkle of freckles but a strong jaw and sky-blue eyes.

	“Anna, sweetheart, it has been almost three years since Adam died. Maybe it’s about time...”

	Anna winced as her heart clenched, then she straightened her spine resolutely. “I know how long it’s been, Dad. Please spare me the it’s been long enough dialogue this go-round. You wanted me to have help here at home. I appreciate that you moved in to watch over James and Mark. Plus, you took over the yard work. You wanted me to go out on a date. I went on three! I went back to work at your suggestion. I have done all the things you said I should.” Throwing her hands into the air, she asked forcefully, “Isn’t that enough?”

	“Not if you aren’t happy, Anna.” Clasping her hands between his much larger ones, he told her gently, “You’re a wonderful mother, but you should have a life that doesn’t revolve around the boys or your job. Or”—he bopped the end of her nose with his fingertip—”your retired widow father. Get a hobby or something.”

	A hobby? Right! If it were that easy to find the tangible puzzle piece that she knew her life was missing, she would have done it already. Anna tried to find a way to explain why she had felt off-kilter lately, but she was at a loss. What was it she needed to be happy, herself? Why did her life feel as if she wasn’t fully living? Her boys were getting more independent by the day, and she had felt afloat for a bit because they no longer needed her the way they had right after Adam’s accident, but that wasn’t it entirely. Her job filled her days, but it didn’t fill her soul. No, she thought dejectedly, there’s a big question mark on what it is that I need in my life.

	“What is it that will make you happy?” Her father’s face was earnest, and she wished for an answer to give him at that moment. She would do just about anything to make her father and sons stop worrying about her. But no answer was forthcoming. That was the problem though, wasn’t it? Her life was full, if not chaotic, but still lacking a vital part that eluded her. Something just out of reach that she was too busy, or more likely too scared, to try and find. Self-reflection hadn’t been her strong suit since losing her husband.

	“I honestly don’t know what it is I need, Dad, but I promise I’ll try to have a better disposition from here on out if this conversation could be over effective immediately.” She gave him her best cheeky grin, hoping it would get her out of the hot seat as it had when she was a little girl. Sensing his hesitation, Anna slid her black pumps to the floor with a click and called for her boys right as the school bus honked from the end of the driveway. Ahh, she thought, saved by the bell. Or, more accurately, the horn. Oh well, any distraction was fine with her.

	“I’ll try to make some exciting changes in my life, okay, Dad? I’ll shake the tree and see what knocks loose. But please remember, I have a full, busy life.” Blowing a kiss to the two little blond boys who came bounding into the kitchen, Anna whizzed out the side door to the garage, paper bag lunch in hand.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Wayne Leland bit the inside of his cheek to keep from throttling the woman on the other end of the phone. Patience. “We spoke about this at length last week, Ms. Meyers. It is simply a formality and a necessary part of the legal contract. You will still get everything discussed at the divorce settlement conference.”

	Wayne waved at his assistant through the glass window of his office. He needed rescuing. Mr. Hersh was one of the most sought-after administrators in the building. He was discreet, could defer untimely clients with aplomb, brew the best cup of coffee in New Orleans, and predict his employer’s needs with an uncanny ability.

	“As soon as you sign the affidavit, we can move forward with the proceedings.” Hersh approached the solid oak desk as Wayne scowled at the phone receiver before pressing it against his pant leg to muffle any sound. “Could you order us some lunch from the little bistro across the street? My treat.”

	“I already did, and of course it was.” Mr. Hersh sniffed as if there had never been any alternative.

	Wayne had to cough to cover his chuckle at his assistant’s high-handed attitude. He watched the slightly older gentleman wipe smudges from his glass wall overlooking the French Quarter.

	“Your mother called to ask if you will be attending Sunday dinner with the family. I told her you would return her call when you had a spare moment.”

	Wayne nodded with a grimace. Great, no doubt another speech on the lack of grandchildren was ahead. He was thirty years old. It was time to find the right woman and settle down, blah blah blah. “Thanks.” He returned the phone to his ear to find Ms. Meyers was still rambling about divided shareholdings. “I think your soon-to-be ex-husband was wise not to contest as well...” Lowering the phone again, he tightly pinched the bridge of his nose. Almost like magic, two aspirin and a bottle of water were produced out of thin air.

	“You’re a Godsend, you know that?” he whispered gratefully. His assistant simply smirked as he pulled the door closed behind him with a swish.

	Hersh re-entered no more than a half hour later with a pastrami on rye, looking peeved.

	“Your associate from accounting called to cancel your plans for tonight. She sends her regrets along with, and I quote, a smooch, hoping you aren’t too mad.” He delivered his speech with a deadpan voice while batting his eyes comically.

	Hell, Wayne thought, a little physical exertion’s exactly what the doctor ordered after the tense day I’ve had... and it’s only noon! Now I’ll have to figure out another way to relax this evening. “Ugh, could this day get any worse?” Lifting his hand to ward off any bad juju, he exclaimed heartily, “No! That was not an invitation to the universe.”

	Sighing, he picked up his pickle and bit into it with a crunch before gagging. “It’s a sweet gherkin! Why in the hell was that in my bag? And why was something that disgusting ever even invented?” He tossed the offending green vegetable into the trash bin.

	Hersh had his hand over his mouth, clearly smothering a laugh.

	Wayne pinned him with steely gray eyes rife with accusation.

	“I had no idea, I swear.” He held up three fingers like a boy scout and made an X over his heart as Wayne glowered at him.

	“Fine”—pointing a steady finger toward the outer office—”leave me be to wallow in my own self-pity for a while.” His assistant beat a silent retreat as Wayne stood to stroll across the plush carpet. Stuffing his hands into his pockets, he stared out at the brick, wrought iron, and cobbled streets of New Orleans. The city seemed to be closing in on him these days. The thought had him loosening his pin-striped tie as if that would allow more air into his lungs. Doubtful.

	He’d been in a rut for months now, getting worse by the day.

	Pacing his office only made Wayne feel like a caged tiger. His cell phone jingled in his pocket, making him jump.

	“What?” he barked into it without even bothering to look at the caller ID. “Oh, hey, Mom...” Rolling his eyes heavenward, Wayne prayed for divine intervention from meddling mothers.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Anna was about to sigh in blessed relief at having a moment alone when a familiar set of broad shoulders came strutting toward her from across the hall. Well, hell, here we go, she thought as she braced herself. This morning, she wasn’t in the mood to fake smiles and make lame excuses to a man that all and sundry thought was the hottest professor on campus. Yes, he was handsome and debonaire. Even Anna couldn’t deny his near-perfectness. His perfect salt and pepper hair was never out of place, and he had a perfect straight white smile and perfect smooth clothes, as if the Louisiana humidity didn’t affect him.

	They had gone on a handful of dates, but Anna had quickly lost interest. She had zoned out on the first date, going over her schedule for the next day instead of listening to him drone on about his well-endowed bank accounts, white-collar hobbies, and career achievements. All he talked about was himself.

	Jeez, did she sound like a shrew or what? It wasn’t like she added much to their conversations, other than stories of her boys’ antics and accomplishments. It was unfair to complain.

	“Good morning, beautiful.” Brandon Langley reached out to embrace Anna right when she turned to the side to jab her key into the lock of her office door. It ended up being more of an awkward hug than a proper greeting.

	“Good morning, Brandon.” Anna immediately went to stand behind her desk, using it as a buffer against any more one-sided advances. “Did you have a nice weekend?”

	“It was okay”—his bottom lip poked out like a child’s—”but it would have been better if you’d gone horseback riding with me.”

	Was this grown man seriously pouting?

	“The weather was perfect for a picnic. I had a nice, secluded spot all picked out.” He lowered his left eyelid slowly in a suggestive wink.

	Anna tried to put on her most placating smile, but in the end, it felt a bit brittle and false. “I told you I had promised the boys I’d take them to Chucky Cheese Saturday. And Sunday is my—”

	“I know, I know. Sunday is your chore day, so you can catch up on laundry and cleaning. Flower bed maintenance.” He pulled a face as if he knew she had made that one up on the spot when he asked her to go boat riding two weeks ago. “But it’s starting to feel more like you’re dodging me, Anna.”

	These arrogant males were starting to get under her skin. Could a girl get a break or what?

	“Brandon,” she said in a haughty tone, instantly defensive, “I have a full-time job, two sons, and a home to care for. I told you before we ever went out that my schedule didn’t have a lot of room for dating.” Anna didn’t feel like she owed him any explanations. He wasn’t her husband. Hell, he wasn’t even her boyfriend, simply an acquaintance she’d gone out with. However, she knew she wasn’t being completely honest with herself or Professor Langley about her reasons for putting him off.

	“How about dinner one evening early next week?” His teeth practically sparkled as he grinned.

	Feeling like a total heel for leading him on, Anna deflated. Maybe she just hadn’t given him a fair chance. She’d gone out with Brandon more to appease her worried father than because she was attracted to him. Tony had mentioned her getting out more that very morning again. Did it take multiple dates to warm up to a potential partner? Being out of the game for the last several years had made Anna rusty.

	“That sounds nice, Brandon. How about that little oyster bar down the street?” Belatedly, she remembered that oysters were an aphrodisiac and tried to backtrack. She didn’t want him to get the wrong idea. “Or that nice steak house near the river if you’d rather?”

	Beaming, he leaned quickly across the desk to smack a kiss on her cheek.

	“Oh, no, oysters should be perfect. Maybe we could go back to my place after.” His voice was full of innuendo, and Anna tried not to cringe as she fought to find a safe topic to transition the conversation into. What was wrong with her? He was successful, worldly, and, most importantly, interested in her.

	“Listen, Brandon, I wanted to ask you about several students who have recently fallen behind in your classes.” Reaching behind her into the filing cabinet, she returned with three green folders. He groaned as if in pain, looked at her pleading face, and reached out to pluck the files from her.

	She took this as a positive sign and continued. “These students are here on various low-income grants. They’ll lose their spots in the programs if they can’t maintain B averages. Is there any way you could look over their assignments for options or extra credit? I’ve talked to all three of them, and they’re willing to put in the time and arduous work to bring up their GPAs.”

	“Anna, I teach all my history students using the same data, textbooks, and slides. I can only present them with the required particulars. I can’t make them study in their dorm rooms or skip frat parties. You know that.” He frowned as he flipped through the information.

	“I know.” She rubbed her arms as if cold. “But these young men aren’t partying it up, Brandon. They struggle to keep up with the other students in your class because they don’t have the same education options. They came to this university after attending Title One and low-income schools. Some of the fundamentals are lost or passed over when a campus is struggling because of a lack of educators and funding. I would really appreciate your help, and I know these students would, too.”

	He grinned wickedly. “I suppose I could look into it... for a kiss.” He licked his lips, running his gaze up and down her front.

	Anna stopped herself just short of growling at the man. It must have been the furious look on her face that made him straighten to his full height and go on the attack.

	“I’m starting to think you may be using me. At some point, we have to get past first base, Anna.”

	Anna stiffened as she narrowed her eyes dangerously. “I told you I won’t be hurried to hop into bed with you, Brandon. It’ll take more than a glass of wine or a picnic for me to sleep with a man. There’s more than myself to consider when I go out with someone. If this is going to be an issue, then perhaps we shouldn’t go to dinner next week.” Her voice had risen at least two octaves as she spoke. She knew she was being unreasonable, but the comment stung—hit a little too close to home for her liking.

	Patting his hands in the air as if to calm a toddler throwing a tantrum, he checked the hallway to make sure it was clear. Turning back to Anna, he put on his most charming smile.

	“No, I like you, Anna. And as much as I enjoy watching you strut around the university grounds in those tight little skirts”—his eyes raked over her again—”I keep asking you out because I keep hoping you’ll say yes. That’s it. No ulterior motive. But we are both adults here, aren’t we? One kiss isn’t going to lead to sex or a marriage proposal. And I’ll be sure to skim over these student files on my lunch break.”

	Pasting on another smile—her face was going to get stuck like that if she kept it up—she leaned forward to quickly catch his lips in a chaste kiss. “Thank you, Brandon. They all are optimistic about their futures and would be devastated if they lost their grant funding. So would their parents.” Anna hated seeing anyone put in a bad spot, especially if they were doing their best. She had listened to the woeful tears of Ms. Janis, a worried mother of one of the young men, at least three times last week and promised a follow-up call this afternoon. Her head was throbbing rhythmically at this point. She tried to unclench her teeth, but it didn’t alleviate the pressure in her skull.

	Dr. Langley pulled back and puffed out his chest. “Of course,” he said heroically while Anna mentally rolled her eyes, “anything I can do to help. I’ll be looking forward to that date.” With that, he strolled out of her Student Liaison office and down the hallway, whistling loudly.

	Anna had been a teaching assistant for Dr. Langley before getting pregnant the first time. When her father urged her to start working again, she approached the professor about finding an available position at the college. He had called it serendipity because the current Student Liaison had just put in his notice for retirement. Anna was beginning to think unkindly that the man had recommended her for a different, more personal reason.

	She spent her days communicating between staff and students, assisting with finding options for financial debts, and making sure the students stayed on top of attendance, academics, and behavior. Often, she didn’t know what to do with half of the files she received.

	Anna would sit, feeling overwhelmed and underqualified. She told herself it was the same as being a mom. The kids were just older. However, her work changed constantly, keeping her busy and exhausted. Most days, she left feeling as if she could have, should have done more for those in need of her assistance.

	Dropping into her rolling chair, Anna searched her desk drawers for a tea bag, hoping a warm mug of her favorite chamomile would soothe her aching head. Minutes later, she slammed the last drawer, muttering words that would shock her father. Picking up her desk phone, she punched out a familiar set of numbers and drummed her manicured fingernails on the polished surface of the desk.

	She refused to focus on the thoughts and feelings Brandon had unintentionally evoked. Who cared if she hadn’t been with a man since Adam died? That was by choice, and it was her choice to be celibate. Wasn’t it?

	Anna had never been the type to rush into a sexual relationship. It was a loving act, not to be taken lightly by either party. And how was she supposed to let another man, other than the one she promised to love forever, touch her? Not to mention the fact that she had given birth twice, and her body wasn’t what it used to be. How could a man who didn’t love her children find her sexy? Her breasts weren’t as pert since breastfeeding, and her stomach muscles weren’t visible anymore. The thought of being naked in front of anyone had her breaking out in a cold sweat. Okay, maybe she did have one or two issues to work through in that department. Leave it to an overly eager professor on the make to point it out to me, she dismally thought as she listened to the telephone rings dragging out.

	She was about to slam the receiver down and call the entire day a loss when she heard a deep-timbered voice on the other end.

	“Hey. It’s me. Are you free for a drink this evening? Great! Your place or mine? Perfect.”

	Well, she imagined that should get her through the day. The morning had started out on the wrong foot and continued to stumble for the first few hours. She hadn’t been interested in listening to her faults listed by her father or Brandon Langley. But now she had a drink with a handsome man to anticipate. Belatedly, she groaned as she remembered a phone call was still necessary to Ms. Janis.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Have a nice evening. I’ll see you in the morning,” Mr. Hersh told Wayne as he sailed out the office door.

	“You, too.” Wayne said before muttering, “I’m hoping it’ll be better than my day was.”

	Grabbing his briefcase and cell phone, he opened the outer door to the Davidson Divorce Attorney’s office for a slender redhead who gave him a thorough once-over. Straightening his tie as he quirked an eyebrow, he decided to find out who was overseeing her case the next day. She seems like my type, with long legs, a tiny waist, and a bit desperate, he thought with a mental chuckle. Hopefully, there would be no conflict of interest if he wasn’t her lawyer. He watched her with appreciation as she walked away down the street, heels tapping sharply on the paved sidewalk. I may ask her to keep the shiny shoes on when I take her to bed, he thought slyly.

	Climbing into his sleek sports car, Wayne mentally mapped out a route to the closest liquor store. He would pick up one or two bottles of wine before heading to Canal Street to seek comfort from his lousy day. One of his clients had spent over an hour chewing his ear because his soon-to-be ex-wife refused to buy him out of his half of their family home. She wanted to sell the house to see if they could make a larger profit. Wayne didn’t understand why the man was griping. He would
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