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Excerpt from Learning to Trust Again

He stopped laughing but his smile remained. “I confess I’m simply using every advantage I can to make you want to spend time with me. I promise I’m not a stalker, nor a mad-man on a killing spree.”

Her world darkened and she sat back in the car with Daniel.

He peered at her, his smile gone and a frown forming. “I’m joking. Sorry, did I say the wrong thing?”

She stared through him, the flashback so heartbreakingly real that she almost checked her wrists for ties. She’d not had an episode for a long time, but he’d stirred her emotions and now only Daniel filled her head. 

Concern showed in his eyes, and she swallowed down the urge to hide and never show her face again. Get a grip, he’s not Daniel. Breathe, relax her white knuckled fingers grasping the edge of the table, and locate her smile. 

She found her voice. “If you were either of those and searching for victims, I guess you’d be queuing for tickets to next month’s horror convention.”
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Emma Harrison sipped her Mocha as she shifted into a more comfortable position on the hard plastic chair in the large food court. She surveyed the vast area, admiring the passion and enthusiasm emanating from the sea of tables and chairs filled to capacity with people of all gender and ages surrounding her. While some people wore everyday clothing, others dressed as their favourite characters from their best-loved movies and TV shows. She’d expected the sci-fi convention to be busy but never imagined so many like-minded people congregating in one building. 

A lucky break found her a table in the enormous food court while she took a well-needed rest, and she shared it now with two talkative, but likable strangers. They chatted easily together, exchanging opinions on what they’d all seen when a tall, good-looking man took a seat at a nearby table. His hesitant grin her way caught her attention and held it, propelling a frisson along her spine so strong it sent her straight into fight or flight mode, yet simultaneously quickened her heartbeat and warmed her cheeks. 

What was she thinking letting a man distract her? She nodded in agreement at the couple, hoping she gave the correct response to what they’d said, but the stranger’s continued glances both fuelled her fear and intensified the heat coursing through her. 

He didn’t strike her as handsome in a movie star kind of way, yet his open, friendly face disarmed her usual wary senses. Dressed in blue Jeans, a grey sweater, and black trainers, his tidy brown hair extended slightly over the back of his collar and held a hint of a curl. A curl she fought an insane urge to wrap around her finger. 

Total and absolute madness. She really should know better. Another furtive glimpse at his face showed him smiling, with even white teeth capable of starring in their own dental commercial. The stubble on his chin suited his modern man appearance, yet managed to leave him with a boyish air.

Seriously? Men were most definitely off-limits, and liable to be so for years, if not forever, yet to use that overworked word he looked...nice. But she’d learned a little too well how appearances could be deceiving.

The amicable couple chatting over coffee finished their conversation and said their goodbyes. She forced her attention away from the adjacent table and sipped her delicious, overpriced Mocha, enjoying the smooth chocolate taste. The faint applause in the distance from a Question-and-Answer session almost overshadowed the low buzz of voices in the food court, but she had no trouble hearing the soft, gentle tone of Mister Exciting as he lingered next to the vacated seats.

“Hi.” 

He clutched his polystyrene cup, his face lit in a smile that reached friendly brown eyes. Eyes that stirred her soul and lifted her spirits, challenging her determination to stay aloof. Rare to experience such a reaction, and extremely dangerous. 

“I assumed you were with the couple who just left but I see you’re not, so may I join you?” he asked, a tentative note in his voice.

Her heartbeat increased but through fear or excitement? Fear leaped prominently to the forefront, but she sat in a public area surrounded by people, confirming the danger as minimal. Excitement? How long had it been since meeting a man managed that impossible task? Come to that, how long had it been since she’d wanted to feel that way again? The chair he’d just vacated had already been claimed, but he chose to abandon his seat to come and talk to her, so she owed him nothing. Except he aroused her curiosity, and, if she were being honest, awakened emotions deep inside she’d been too scared to let fly again. She nodded and caught a hint of his aftershave as he sat, something exotic and inviting with a splash of spice. A sure-fire recipe for disaster.

“We talked, but I didn’t know them,” she explained. “We bonded over a mutual enjoyment of Star Trek.”

“It’s why I love these sci-fi conventions. You’re guaranteed someone of a similar mind is never too far away. I’m Jared Chambers,” he added, offering his hand.

She’d be lying if she didn’t admit to an immediate connection when they shook, but despite her heart’s insane impression of an up-tempo dance routine, she didn’t subscribe to the romance channel. “Emma Harrison. Pleased to meet you.”

“Emma. You have a pretty name.”

“Thank you.” Not short on charm, but now she acknowledged the weakness in her defence he’d have to work harder to find a way through. 

“Are you here alone?” 

Her chest tightened. An old familiar sensation she’d not had in a while and didn’t miss, but she sat in a public area. Safety in numbers. Play it cool and stay calm. “Yes. Are you?” 

“I am.”

“Presumably to pick up single girls?” What? Exchanging banter with an unknown man? Where did that come from? A definite no-no. 

“I...I’m sorry?” His slight stammer let down his air of confidence.

“Don’t be sorry. You’re chatting me up. It’s an urban myth we female sci-fi aficionados can be slightly off the wall, so I understand if you presume a woman on her own will be easy pickings.” 

If shocked at her blunt outburst he recovered fast. Better than she did at her challenging outpouring. 

“I hope I would never jump to such a conclusion, and aficionados is a great word choice, by the way.”

“You’d be right not to, and once more thank you for the compliment.” There, three whole minutes alone with a man she didn’t know without feeling the need to run. Definite signs of improvement. 

He sat back as if assessing the situation then leaned forward for another attempt, close enough to engage but not invade her personal space.

“Would you believe I’m not here to chat up women either but to combine work with my love of sci-fi, but then I spotted you and thought I’d like to get better acquainted?”

“Would I believe you? In a word, no.” Weirdly, the more they spoke the easier talking to him became.

His deep chuckle conveyed a reassuring warmth, like a cosy, comforting arm wrapping around her shoulders. An arm safe to snuggle into, a feeling she’d not experienced in three years when meeting someone new, and assumed she never would again. Could this man penetrate the cage she’d chosen to lock herself in, or more worrying, did her instant attraction subconsciously urge her to give him the key? Either way he signalled a threat.

“What if I threw in a Star Trek reference and ordered my coffee in Klingon? Would you believe my genuine love of sci-fi then?”

Humour. It never failed to wheedle a path through her barriers, and despite her best effort to keep a serious expression, she smiled. “Impressed, yes. Convinced, no.”

“You’re making me work for this.” 

His grin lit up his face, and surprisingly also her heart. 

“So, tell me, I have difficulty understanding why someone as attractive as you is here alone. I should ask if you have a special person waiting for you at home.”

Her stomach lurched like a ship floundering in a storm-torn sea. 

“I’m only asking because I know better to bother you if you’re already in a relationship. By being direct from the start I won’t cause any offence, and I can back off immediately if you’re spoken for.” He smiled ruefully. “Although I’ll confess, I’ve checked out your hand and you’re wearing no rings.” 

So, he’d simply established if she had any attachments, but did he have a deeper and not so-welcoming reason for asking, or were the demons on her shoulder whispering warnings in her ears where none were needed? Keep it light and casual, and no need to be truthful. “No boyfriend or husband the last time I checked” Did her filters not work today? How would he know if she lied and said she had a husband and six children counting down the hours until her return?

He sat back, obviously pleased by her reply. “Good, I wouldn’t want to intrude and tread on anyone’s toes.” 

“I should have come with a friend today, but an emergency trip to the dentist this morning meant she couldn’t make it, and at such short notice I had trouble finding anyone of a like mind able to just drop everything and come with me.” Did he slip a truth drug into her drink without her knowing, because she willingly offered him her personal details? “People get the wrong impression and are wary. They think these things are only about weird outfits and wearing tin-foil hats, whereas we understand we are witnessing cosplay at its best and most authentic.” 

With perfect timing, a couple wandered into the food court dressed entirely in black, save for their matching foil Viking-style helmets and bright blue-coloured hands and faces. Complete with a stuffed blue dog on wheels, also wearing foil headgear and pulled along by a lead, they stopped, studied the busy area and ambled to join the queue for coffee.

“Ah, the ill-informed.” He nodded sideways. “I’ve never really connected with Beware Channel 8, but those people have perfectly captured the essence of it.” 

“Same here. I’d prefer it either be pure sci-fi or spoof, but for me, the combination of both doesn’t work, but their outfits are great and totally makes my point on how people can view these conventions.” 

“Absolutely,” he agreed. “Thankfully we recognise it’s really about people who are from Iowa, and only work in outer space.” 

Her giggle slipped out before she could slap it back in place. “You’re quoting Captain James T. Kirk at me? Is there no end to your audacity?”

His head shot back and his eyes warmed as deep laughter rocked his body, lifting her spirits even higher. But even more startling his infectious laugh made her join in. She’d already acknowledged his attraction, but from his conventional clothing assumed him more comfortable wearing a suit to work and dealing with ledgers and columns of figures, rather than chatting her up. How had she connected so easily with a total stranger? Why had her over-the-top suspicion of anything masculine deserted her, when he should have danger stamped on his forehead in flashing LED letters? Yet the answer, plain and simple, stared her in the face. Despite them only just meeting, she liked him. But like didn’t necessarily make for a good fit. 

He stopped laughing but his smile remained. “I confess I’m simply using every advantage I can to make you want to spend time with me. I promise I’m not a stalker, nor a mad-man on a killing spree.”

Her world darkened and she sat back in the car with Daniel.

He peered at her, his smile gone and a frown forming. “I’m joking. Sorry, did I say the wrong thing?”

She stared through him, the flashback so heartbreakingly real that she almost checked her wrists for ties. She’d not had an episode for a long time, but he’d stirred her emotions, and now only Daniel filled her head. 

Concern showed in his eyes, and she swallowed down the urge to hide and never show her face again. Get a grip, he’s not Daniel. Breathe, relax her white-knuckled fingers grasping the edge of the table, and locate her smile. 

She found her voice. “If you were either of those and searching for victims, I guess you’d be queuing for tickets to next month’s horror convention.”

Humour. Her constant saviour helped to keep things in perspective, especially through those dark, desperate months when life took a forever change for the worse. His deep laughter greeted her words, and then his contagious enjoyment swept away Daniel’s memory and she joined in.

His brown eyes deepened, adding to his attraction and inviting her to draw near. Without a doubt this man represented a hazard she should avoid at all costs. She guessed him older than her, but not by much. No denying his appeal, but nerdy and cute didn’t necessarily mean safe. Despite a wayward urge pushing her to throw caution to the wind and take a chance, she needed to burst his likeable bubble. She’d already made a mistake with a man, and paid far too high a price for the experience. “Honestly, I’m here purely for the sci-fi. I’m taking a break, but soon I’ll be moving on to see more. Thank you for your attention, but I’m not looking to make any new friends today.”

“Wow. If this is you being honest, then I dread brutal.”

Brutal happened if you weren’t careful. “I’m simply laying out the facts so we’re both aware of where we stand.”

In the distance, a loud speaker boomed an announcement, but not distracted he leaned forward, his gaze fixed on her. “Is it guy’s you’re not interested in, or just me?”

She rested her hand on his arm, sending a message she didn’t mean to convey, at least not consciously. She eased it back and toyed with the sugar container to hide her embarrassment. Please don’t let him read anything into it. “Don’t take it personally, I’m just not out to connect with anyone at the moment.”

His eyes held disappointment. Odd how she experienced the same emotion. 

“I only wanted to chat, but hey, I’m honestly not a stalker so I’ll let you be. Enjoy the rest of the convention.” 

“Thanks, you too.”

He gulped down his drink and stood, sending one last glance her way before he left. When the milling crowds in the enormous hall swallowed him up she realised she’d been holding her breath. Eager for him to leave or hoping he’d stay? She had no clear idea. First impressions seemed favourable, but even a ferocious man-eating tiger could purr like a kitten before it moved in for the kill. 

She couldn’t fault his smile though, or his polite, gentle manner, and he’d impressed with how he backed off the instant she’d said she’d no interest. He seemed the kind of man who would swim through treacherous waters to rescue a drowning puppy if required. 

Around her couples wandered hand in hand, enjoying the convention and their relationships. If she could only let go of her fear who knew where it could lead? Pity, because his personality appealed, and as much as she didn’t want to admit it, they’d certainly generated great chemistry.

Once upon a time, before her life changed beyond all recognition, she’d have considered connecting with this man, but she wasn’t a cat with nine lives to spare. She only had one, and that already lay damaged beyond repair. No denying though how nice he seemed. Sweet, handsome, funny, and charming – all the qualities she loved in a man. 

But didn’t it always start that way, until they morphed into monsters trying their best to kill her?
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JARED SQUEEZED PAST people getting comfortable in the huge auditorium and found an empty seat. Enthusiastic voices surrounded him and excitement hung in the air as the large crowd waited patiently for the big movie stars to appear. Perfectly situated, he sat close enough to the action to be able to hear and see all the stars clearly without the aid of the two big screens hung either side of the stage. He got out his notebook and pen ready to take notes for the article he’d write for his magazine, yet his mind still fixated on Emma Harrison, and not on the world famous actors coming on stage and taking their seats. 

Emma’s name suited the first woman he’d taken any real interest in since he and Lauren called it a day, and the moment he spotted her the urge to get to know her better took priority. Unusual for him as he didn’t really have the confidence or suave charm needed to instantly captivate a woman, but something about her drew him to her and he found his courage to try and win her over. Her rejection should have put him off, but it only made him more determined, although she did make it crystal clear she didn’t want his attention. Except, she placed her hand on his arm before making a hasty withdrawal. Did she feel as relaxed as him when they spoke? Despite her words, did she secretly want him to pursue her?

Hard to judge her height when he’d only seen her sitting. He guessed from what he could see hidden beneath the table she had a slim figure. Her fair hair tied back in a pony-tail suited her face and enhanced her hazel/green eyes, making her cute button nose even more endearing. She had a sweet smile too. Sexy, in a non-suggestive kind of way. Hell, now even his thoughts made no sense, but after Lauren, who possessed just two speeds when it came to him, either indifferent or full-on, Emma’s subtlety intrigued him. 

Without a doubt she was an alluring specimen of the very species he’d sworn himself off,  and an instant attraction he couldn’t wrench his eyes from. She’d checked him out too, but he’d responded the way a gentleman should and offered no comment when she told him politely to get lost. Yet he couldn’t miss her obvious interest. And what about their handshake? If he’d grabbed hold of the wrong end of a live wire he wouldn’t have received a bigger shock.

Technically, would it still be classed as stalking if he scanned every face wherever he went purely in the hope of seeing her again? Even if he did manage to accidentally on purpose bump into her she would remain a challenge, so he’d better get his ‘A’ game on and come up with a plan. Perhaps if he restricted his activities close to the food court he might get lucky. 
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THE GODS OF FORTUNE favoured him because two hours on as he clutched tight to a polystyrene cup filled with coffee, he found Emma at a two-seater table back in the food court studying her phone. The chair opposite her sat empty. 

“Hi,” he said, hovering by her table. “This must be fate.” 

Her head jerked up and a hesitant smile warmed her eyes. “Finding me back here taking another break? I’m not sure. Did you ever leave?”

Her voice held a tease, and he smiled back. “Of course. After our last meeting, I caught a couple of interviews and took in the trailers for the new sci-fi offerings coming later in the year.”

“I saw those trailers too. What did you make of the mind-melding alien?”

“Must have missed it.” 

She gave a knowing smile, as well as she might. He really did see the trailers, and no aliens with mind-melding abilities featured in any of them. “Is it okay to join you?”

Her gaze flitted around the area. “I guess as this place is pretty much full I can’t refuse.”

“I’ll sit somewhere else if you’d rather.” Damn, too late to take it back if she changed her mind.

Her thoughtful expression studied him and she took a deep breath as if reaching a decision,  

“No. Please stay. Fate has designed to put us together today, so let’s not disappoint her.”

“Fate is female?” he queried, claiming the seat fast. 

“Oh yes. You couldn’t trust people’s lives in the hands of a man.”

“Because?”

“This is probably only a woman’s view, but men often lack finesse. The ability to paint those light touches of genius able to connect one person to another, or pave the road ahead for a better way of life.”

“Not sure I’d pick an argument with your comment,” he said, gripping his coffee ready to take a sip. “We men do tend to be a bit heavy-handed sometimes.”

“Mmm,” she murmured, leaning back in her chair and studying him for a few seconds. “Should I worry when someone I’ve just met agrees with me so easily about his gender?”

“You’d have a point if we were strangers.”

Her eyebrows lifted a fraction. “And we’re not?”

“We can’t be. I know your name and you know mine.”

Straight face she nodded. “True, I guess. So Jacob, are you still enjoying the convention?”

Jacob! Her serious expression held fast, but the smile in her eyes gave her away. Well, two could play that game. “Yes, thanks Emily, so far it’s living up to my expectations.” Her smile, the one that already captured his heart and lit him up like a beautiful sunrise, slowly spread across her lips. 

“Okay, you win,” she said softly. 

Silence hung between them for a slow heartbeat and then she gave a sweet, melodic laugh, reminding him of crystal wind chimes caught in the breeze. He laughed with her, aware of the rarity of having such an instant connection with a woman. 

“So, tell me, Jared.” She emphasised his name with a smile. “What have you enjoyed the most so far?”

“Well, Emma,” he began, doing the same. “Where do I begin? I thought the True Life Space setting came across well, and the trailer with the new alien cowboy star, whose name escapes me, seems promising.”

“I know who you mean. I read about him online last night. I missed it due to queuing for a photograph with Travis Archer.”

Hard, but he resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “Travis Archer? Is there a woman alive who doesn’t fancy him? You missed some good interviews, but can you guess where I’ve had the best time?”

Interested she rested her elbows on the table and leaned in closer. “Where?” 

He caught the hint of her perfume, sweet and subtle, like her. “I’ve had the best time meeting you.”

Shocked, for an instant her grin faltered, and then just as quickly she fixed it back in place. “It’s really nice of you to say, but I meant it when I said I’m not making any new friends at the moment.”

“You didn’t say why though.”

“Should I have to?” Her quick come back held a challenge. 

Whoa. Back off, Chambers, you’re scaring her. “No. I’m sorry, of course, you don’t. Forgive me, I’m a numbskull behaving badly because this isn’t going my way.”

She said nothing and left him to his embarrassment, taking hold of her drink as she scrutinised the food court. Searching for a quick exit maybe?

“So, do you work, Emma?” Feeble, but he had to get her talking.

“Yes, in an insurance company. Typing, answering phones, the usual stuff. How about you? Are you as sad as me and planned a day off to wander this massive place to listen and meet your favourite people we see on television and the big screen?” She sipped her drink and grimaced. “Cold,” she said, by way of an explanation. 

Which meant he could buy her another and keep her talking for a bit longer. “I pretty much did the same as you. I work for Best of Sci-Fi Magazine. Before you get too excited I’m quite low on their radar. I got in for free with the proviso I do a review of it all. I’d have come anyway, but they’re being cheap and using my enthusiasm to save money.” 

“Sounds more interesting than my job.”

“It pays the bills, as they say. Tell me, if I gave you my number would you call if you decided a new friend could be on the horizon?” A bold move, considering her determination to be alone, but he couldn’t let her leave without having one last try. One final effort to tempt her into his world. A world, he felt sure, would be a better place for her to be in. 

She focused her attention on him for a long moment. “Are you always this persistent?”

“Yes. Are you always this hesitant?”

She softly sighed and a slow grin spread across her face, lifting his spirits and offering hope. 

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I have my reasons.” She sent him a look he couldn’t fathom. Half anxious, half curious. “My Mocha has gone cold so I’m going to get another. Can I get you something too, by way of an apology for not playing ball?”

“I’d rather you let me get them. I promise to keep my hands visible at all times so you can make sure I don’t slip anything into your drink.”

“Ooh,” she muttered, shocked. “I’d...um...not given that idea any consideration.” 

"Well done, Jared, now you’ve managed to frighten her.” He spoke aloud for her benefit.

“I don’t scare easily.”

“Then be brave. Make a new friend and come out with me tonight.”

. “What!” She stiffened, a catch in her breath. “Tonight?” 

“My motto, handed down from generation to generation and emblazoned on my family crest, translated from the original Latin reads, ‘boldness means jumping without hesitation.’ Unless, of course, you’re in an airplane with no parachute, and then I don’t recommend following it.” 

She giggled, amusement showing in her eyes, highlighting the green and bringing out the want in him. 

“Do you have a family motto?”

“No, nor a family crest, but I wanted to make you laugh.” 

“And where would you take me tonight?”

Hope sprang to life again. “To the cinema, dancing, a meal, a museum, an art gallery, an all-male strip club if that’s your fancy. I’d even suffer the sewing exhibition currently showing at the Victoria and Albert Museum if you’re into that kind of stuff. I don’t mind. Any of those things, or something else you’d rather do? Come out with me is all I’m asking.”

She gave him a long, hard stare, and then said. “The cinema sounds good. Would you sit through the latest Jane Austen classic revival?” 

“I’d sit in mud up to my waist in the middle of a sewage farm watching the stars if it’s what you wanted.”

Her nose wrinkled cutely. “Mud and a sewage farm? Should I be worried?”

“I’d prefer it to the sewing exhibition.” 

Her melodic laugh came unforced and easy, lifting his heart again. “Okay, Jared you have a date, but I still insist on buying you another drink.”

He suppressed a triumphant punch in the air. “Then how can I refuse? Coffee please, two sugars, and not too much milk. And before you call me fussy, I know exactly what I like.”

He’d risked a compliment, and the blush filling her cheeks said she knew. 

“Won’t be a moment.” 

She rummaged inside her bag, took out a folded-up walking stick, and gave it a shake. It straightened and locked into place, but she didn’t check it opened correctly, only kept her eyes fixed on his face.

“Before you ask, I can manage two cups okay with a tray, but I must tell you straight from the off this is permanent. So, if you want to bail tonight then I totally understand, and it’s fine. I’d rather you did it here, than leave me at the cinema hanging around for a man who has no intention of showing.”

She left without waiting for an answer, and only then did he remember to close his gaping mouth.  
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Emma joined the orderly queue waiting to buy their food and drinks. The next stage of her and Jared’s relationship, should there be one, lay totally in his hands. She longed to sneak a crafty peek his way, but the initiative sat with him, so she stayed resolutely looking front and centre. Only one problem bothered her. She liked him. If she didn’t, she’d have moved Heaven and Earth to ensure their paths never crossed again. He appeared sweet, gentle, funny, and honourable, in an old-fashioned, courteous kind of way. If he decided she came with too many complications...well, no denying her disappointment would be huge. 

The nearer she shuffled to the counter the more the smell of toasted sandwiches wafted in the air. She even detected a hint of bacon to tease her taste buds, but nothing detracted from her thoughts about Jared.

But seriously, had she gone mad? Sure, he seemed nice, but so did Daniel for the first four months they were together. Could she really trust a man again? More importantly, did she want to? What if he turned out the way Daniel did? That couldn’t happen again, could it? But for the first time in three years she’d met a man who truly appealed. A man, who from their first meeting seemed genuine. Someone she didn’t feel a need to pull herself together and date because she should make an effort for her friends and parents, and at times it felt like the whole world. Of course they understood her predicament and sympathised, but that didn’t stop them from nudging her forward, wanting her to get back into life and start enjoying herself again. What they didn’t understand. What no-one could, unless they’d been in her situation, was the fear she felt whenever she met someone new. That terrifying notion going round and round in her head that asked ‘what if it happened again?’  

Now, here she stood actually considering doing what any therapist would be happy to hear, but the nagging worry she’d jumped too quick into the unknown by agreeing to a date bothered her. Bothered? She found it downright terrifying. But, how would she ever know if she could trust Jared if she didn’t take that first hesitant step? To move forward, and she did want to do that, took courage. An enormous, giant chunk as it turned out. 

Except, what if she read him wrong and the man he seemed didn’t match who he pretended to be? How do you tell when caution starts and paranoia takes over? When do you know if your overprotective defences are making you look at people another way. That a man might not be who he appeared haunted her since Daniel showed his true colours. 

She found herself at the front of the queue and quickly conveyed her order. Whatever her decision, she’d never know if she didn’t push past her fear, take a chance and find out. Yes, it held an element of danger, but he didn’t offer anything other than a simple date. He might turn out to be a complete bore and all their instant chemistry a weird fluke of nature. She couldn’t deny though there most definitely had been a bonding of sorts between them, at least it felt that way to her. Wait. She’d put the cart before the horse. Had she forgotten all this consideration only mattered if he still sat at the table waiting for her? It all depended on how Jared reacted to her disability, and she’d had previous experiences with men of things not going how she’d like.

Since Daniel, after that first rush of trying to find out who she now was, they’d been a few men she’d tried to get to know better, and each of those let her down, but Jared had a different feel to him. Despite his dogged persistence to take her out, worry didn’t completely dominate her senses. If anything, she fought an overwhelming attraction to him. An excited, arousing sensation the like of which she’d never experienced even before Daniel. But, helpless to alter her situation and make her disability go away, she could only wait and see. 

She stepped to the side to allow someone else to be served and placed her change in her purse. Jared could have sprinted away without so much as a backward glance the moment she left. No point lying, the more they spoke, the higher her level of hope rose. Not managing her disability would be difficult to take, but disillusionment and a walking stick made for a mutual fit, and one she’d more or less come to expect. If his bad response dragged her down a black hole then she’d pick herself up, overcome it and find her way back into the light. It’s what she always did, although meeting Jared had a righteous feel about it, so if he ditched her it would be a tougher challenge.  

But, if Jared did remain she needed to establish the rules and see how he accepted her lecture. That she’d go too far with her outspoken regulations brought concern, but best for all involved if she stated a few facts from the off.  

She grasped the cardboard container masquerading as a tray, hoped against hope he’d still be there and prepared herself to expect the worse. 

He sat where she’d left him, his gaze following her every move and his expression fixed in neutral, but the tense set of his shoulders told another story.

****
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HE FOUND HIMSELF UNABLE to take his eyes off Emma’s slim frame as the queue shuffled closer to the counter. She moved effortlessly with her stick, but disabled? It never crossed his mind, yet why would it? When she sat at a table she appeared the same as everyone else. Truly a stupid way to think, because she was exactly the same as everyone, except presumably for a problem with walking.  

He’d love to know her story. A woman her age shouldn’t be so cautious. For certain something bad happened. Did she get hurt, not just physically, but mentally and emotionally too? Now that he could understand.

He’d never dated a disabled person before, but then he’d never met anyone who lit him up with a simple glance either. He’d known her less than a few hours, yet they’d bonded without hesitation. 

A worry she’d disappoint the way Lauren did hovered at the back of his mind, but she didn’t seem like Lauren. Not that he’d seen Lauren’s dirty tricks coming, which said nothing good about his judgement when it came to women. How would he handle that soul-destroying situation if it occurred again? But, what if she and Lauren were poles apart and he never had to worry about a repeat of what happened? The idea of love at first sight he found absurd, so seeing Emma and being drawn to her sent his conviction into a dangerous wobble. The more they talked, the more he found her smart, humorous, classy and so very sexy, with no idea she held any of those qualities. 

Disabled or not, she definitely lit a fire deep within, and only a fool would let a walking stick get in the way of knowing her better. 

****
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“YOU’RE STILL HERE,” she said, happy when he rose and took the drinks. Dodging people and balancing a flimsy container made an empty boast of her bold statement she could cope. “Thanks. There are too many bodies weaving in and out of tables trying to sabotage me today.” 

“It’s all those Travis Archer fans rushing for their next session.” 

She sat, knowing what question would come next.

“So, what’s the story with the walking stick if you don’t mind me asking?”

“A car accident a few years back.” She folded up her stick and popped it back into her bag. “Just to reiterate, its permanent, and not going anywhere.”

“O-K-A-Y.” He sounded out the word slowly, as if puzzled as to why she’d made a point.

“I’m stating this up front because there are guys who assume I’ll be fine in a few weeks, then get stressed when they discover I won’t.”

He nodded. “It must have been quite an accident. Another car?”

An accident would never describe Daniel’s actions, but her experience with him she kept to herself. “No, a stationary lorry filled to overflowing with building materials.”

“A what? Did you say a lorry? How did you manage to hit that?”

“Let me tell you it takes a special kind of driving skill to hit an object so large and stationary. But for the record, and before your conclusions get you into a hole you
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