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Mid-March

The rain hadn’t let up. Ann Gibson had experienced nothing like it since her childhood. She sat staring out her classroom window watching the water relentlessly fall from the gray clouds hanging over the city, and similarly her mood. Silently, she wished she didn’t have a blind date that night. It had been raining for three days. She wanted nothing more than to go home, pull on a pair of pajamas, and curl up with a bottle of wine and a good book. It was Friday, and it had been a long week, especially since her kindergarteners couldn’t go outside and play.

She checked her cell phone hoping to have a text or missed call from her blind date asking to reschedule it. No luck. So now, it was time to head home to transform herself into an eleven on a scale of one to ten. Why she allowed this blind date to take place, she honestly didn’t know. Wait, yes, she did. She hadn’t had a date in over a year, and that’s why she agreed. Especially when Jenny, the school secretary, assured her, the man was one who was worth the wait—her very single, very tall, very dark, and very handsome cousin who was a model.

The drive home was thankfully uneventful despite the relentless rain. Usually, she was lucky enough to get a parking place up front because her day started and ended earlier than most of her neighbors. Today was obviously not the case. Some rude person took up two spots right up front. Making a mental note to grab the big umbrella instead of the small one a gust of wind had just turned inside out, she sprinted across the parking lot from her car to the stairway—while silently cursing the individual who took up two spots—and let her soaking wet self into her modest one-bedroom apartment.

“Hi Furball,” she greeted the white and brown cat who met her at the door each time she returned home and was now zigzagging between her ankles. Furball was small for a cat; in fact, many people mistook her for a kitten because she was a dwarf or miniature cat. The cat had adopted Ann two years ago. She showed up at the front door of the apartment and wouldn’t leave—of course, her short legs wouldn’t let her navigate the stairs well either. A few days later, the cat met Ann at her car. Ann noticed her white belly fur had a new color in it: a rusty red color. It surprised Ann when the cat walked straight into her hands and allowed her to take her to the vet without complaint. She’d gotten into a fight with something and had taken a few serious licks.

Furball was good company on nights like this. She liked to curl up on Ann’s feet while Ann read or watched TV. “Sorry girl, but tonight mama has a date. Let’s get you fed, then I need to get ready and turn myself into someone worthy of an evening with a model.”

Furball mewed in response and followed Ann to the kitchen. Ten minutes later, after going through the mail, Ann was in the shower washing her plain brown hair and mentally reviewing her closet for comfortable clothes that would still wow her date.

After rinsing her hair, she washed the rest of her body in sour apple shower gel, rinsed, then turned off the water. Reaching for her towel, she decided to leave her hair curly since it was raining. No sense wasting time and product to straighten her hair in weather like this. Besides, she had the bone structure for curls since her hair was naturally curly. As she applied the coordinating lotion to her now dry skin and followed that with body spray, she mentally narrowed down the clothing options she selected in the shower. Inhaling the scent, she remembered why she loved to layer the scents. This month’s scent was sour apple. Next month, she was considering cherry blossom or the new sexier scent moonlight glow. It all depended on if she had someone to make her feel sexy.

At barely five foot four, she wasn’t model material, but could honestly say she was in good shape. Chasing after kindergarteners would do that to you, as well as having an exercise routine she tried to do regularly—keyword there being tried. Walking to the closet, she pulled out a pair of brown leggings, her brown shit kicker knee-high boots, and a green and brown crocheted cowl neck sweater she could let slip off one shoulder if she wanted. It was also long enough to reach mid-thigh making it appear as if she had some nice curves. From the dresser next to her, she pulled out an ivory lace bra and panty set as well as a green tank top to wear under the sweater and a pair of wacky green socks. She loved her socks. Mostly chosen to entertain her students, her socks were comfortable—tonight she wanted comfort and sometimes that was a little wacky. Wacky socks, sexy underwear, what a combination! Shaking her head at herself, she pulled on the underwear, fastened the front hook bra, and went back into the bathroom to complete her hair and makeup.

Half an hour later, she was locking the door and starting towards the parking lot. Opening the large umbrella, she ran as best as she could in three-inch heels—at least they were solid heels and not some silly stiletto things. She fought her way into the car, with the large and now closed umbrella, getting her leggings wet in the process. “Oh, bunny it,” she grumbled as she started the car, “it’s raining, and no one’s dry.”

She drove to Mama Rosa’s where they agreed to meet. She climbed out of the car with the umbrella again and locked the car after snatching her purse from the seat. She was a little early, but she could have a glass of wine to relax. She was a little nervous; mostly because she hadn’t had a date in a while.

“Hello, welcome to Mama Rosa’s,” the hostess greeted her.

“Hi. I was just going to sit at the bar while I wait for the rest of my party.”

“No problem.” She smiled. “I’ll take your umbrella,” she said, offering Ann a tag to claim it when she was ready to leave.

“Thank you,” Ann replied, giving her the umbrella and turning towards the softly lit bar area. There was just one place left at the crowded bar. She sat and requested a glass of Chianti and waited out her blind date by watching the basketball game on the television. The annual championship tournament started today, and she was looking forward to seeing how her bracket made out compared to those of her brothers.

Graham Adams walked into Mama Rosa’s Italian Restaurant and brushed the rain off his dark gray suit clad shoulders. It had been dry for the past several weeks in LA, and he was thankful for the rain, but would rather not be out driving in it. Besides, he was soaked just from walking to the front door of the restaurant, even though he’d snagged a parking place right up front just as a previous patron pulled away. Tired from his trip to South Carolina, he wanted food and a drink.

He walked up to the hostess, “I called in an order under Adams. But I think I’ll sit at the bar and have a drink first if that is ok.”

“Of course, Mr. Adams. Just let me know when you are ready to go. I’ll go back and see if they can just leave it in the warming oven.”

“Thank you,” he smiled and turned towards the end of the bar where he could stand. The woman seated there glanced at him and then went back to her wine and the television screen. “Hey Tina, could I get a bourbon on the rocks?”

“Sure thing. I think there’s an available barstool at the other end. Kinda crowded that way though; if you can get through, you can bring it down this way.”

“Nah, I’ll stand for now. I’ve been traveling all day. Some standing would be good.”

The woman next to him turned to look at him again. He smiled and nodded towards the television over the bar. “Who’s winning?” he asked, referring to the basketball game on the screen.

“UCLA is up by two,” she responded, “but they just keep going back and forth.” She picked up her glass to take a sip while still looking at him.

He glanced her way and saluted her with the glass Tina had just sat in front of him, “To UCLA winning.”

“What?” Ann asked. Holy moly, he was hot! He stood at just six-foot-tall, had dark brown hair that was graying at the temples that made him look very distinguished. His jaw was strong and had probably a few days’ worth of growth—if he only knew how much she liked that rugged look; and boy, he wore it well. His eyes were a piercing and intense blue that his blue button-down shirt and tie set off; the shirt fit tight across his chest, and his jacket tight across his shoulders. He wasn’t slim, nor was he built like a linebacker—he was just right and downright hot.

“The game finished, they just won.” He smiled and toasted her.

She giggled, lifted her glass, and clinked it against his. “Guess I should have checked the clock, huh? But they just made my bracket!”

“Mine too,” he said with a smile.

They both sipped and went on to talk about basketball and the upcoming tournament known as March Madness. Almost an hour and two glasses of wine later, Ann glanced at her phone and realized her blind date hadn’t shown up nor had he bothered to call and cancel. The man she had been chatting with, Graham, had requested his to-go order and had gone to the restroom. The bartender set a third glass of wine in front of her. Obviously, the blind date didn’t have the decency to let her know he wouldn’t make it or just wasn’t interested.

“Oh, bunny it!” she exclaimed under her breath.

“Excuse me?”

Ann turned to see Graham standing next to her grinning.

“I think I got stood up.”

“Bunny it?” he asked again.

Ann smiled. “Well, we’ve talked sports, and not much else. I grew up with several older brothers, so I learned many colorful words growing up. Since I’m now a kindergarten teacher, I’ve learned to curb my language. Unfortunately, or fortunately whichever way you want to look at it, it bleeds over into my non-teaching life.”

“Well, I hate you got stood up. Why don’t I sit and have another drink since you just got another glass of wine and keep you company?”

“I’d like that,” Ann responded softly.

“Great. Hey, Tina, can you set my food back to warm again?”

“Sure, but your salad’s gonna be a little wilted.”

“Never hurt me before. Thanks,” he smiled at the bartender and then turned his mesmerizing blue eyes on Ann again. “So, you’re a teacher. How long have you been doing that?”

“Well, not as long as most people my age. I finished my bachelor’s in early childhood education, and then immediately went for my master’s. I’ve only been teaching for two years. I enjoy it. The kids are entertaining and curious.”

“So, you’re in your mid-twenties?”

“Yep. What about you? What do you do?”

“I’m a lawyer with a firm that has a wide variety of specialties, but I mostly deal with real estate, estate planning, and the entertainment business. Occasionally I have to deal with the divorces of my clients and a few other court appearances because of some poor decisions.”

“Interesting,” Ann murmured as she sipped her wine. “Did you always want to be a lawyer?”

“Yes, and no. When I was five, I wanted to be a superhero, at seven a racecar driver, and at nine, a police officer. In my early teens, I realized I came from a long line of attorneys, so when I started researching careers and joined the debate club, it sparked my interest.”

“Your parents didn’t push you in that direction?” she asked with genuine curiosity. “I already have parents pushing their children toward certain things. They’re five for crying out loud.”

“No, they were supportive, even when I wanted to be a superhero,” he chuckled. Noticing she downed that last glass, he offered, “Do you want another glass of wine?”

“I shouldn’t since I’m driving. I should probably go,” she replied, pulling out her wallet.

“No, my treat,” he waved his hand indicating to put her wallet away. “Please,” he added when she hesitated.

“Thank you,” she said as she slipped it back in her purse and watched him pay the tab for their drinks and his takeout.

“Come on,” he said, picking up the food that magically reappeared thanks to the attentive Tina. “I’ll walk you out.”

“Oh no, it’s still—”

“And I have to leave at some point,” he interrupted. “I’ll take the food out to my car, I got a spot right at the door, and then I’ll come back and walk you out. Stay here. Tina, how about a couple of waters to go?”

“Sure thing Graham.”

Ann watched as he walked out the door and was back in just a few seconds.

“Ready?” he asked, looking at her and accepting the plastic cups from Tina.

“Sure,” she responded. She slid off the bar stool, collected her umbrella from the hostess, and proceeded him outside. It was still pouring, and she was thankful for the umbrella.

At her car, she unlocked the doors. “Thank you for a pleasant evening.”

“Thank you. I’m sorry you got stood up.”

She smiled. “Yeah, thanks for keeping me company.”

He reached for the car door, held it until she closed the umbrella and climbed in. 

“Drive carefully,” and he closed the door and walked away.

Well, I guess he wasn’t interested.

She put the key in the ignition, turned, and nothing happened. She tried again. Nothing. Bunny! 

Graham was watching from the awning near his car. His expression changed as he walked back to the car.

He opened her door and stuck his head in. “What’s wrong?”

“It won’t start,” Ann responded, trying the key again.

“You really should lock your doors when you get in. Pop the hood. Let me make sure everything’s connected then I can try to jump the battery and see if that helps.”

Two minutes later, he’d moved his car closer and had the jumper cables attached to the battery. Thirty seconds after that he was back at the driver’s side door, opening it. “Nope, looks like it’s probably the alternator or starter. Come on; I’ll call a tow truck for you. Come back inside and share my pasta with me. There’s more than enough and Tina won’t mind since we’re the only people left at the bar, anyway. We’ll wait for the tow truck.”

“Are you sure?” she asked. She hated to be a burden, “I could call one of my brothers. He’s a mechanic and has a tow truck.”

“Come back inside and then you can call him.”

“Okay,” Ann agreed and got out of the car and walked into the restaurant while he grabbed the food from his car.

Back in the restaurant, Graham arranged for them to eat there instead. It surprised Ann how accommodating the restaurant was. Either they were just incredibly understanding, or he was an excellent customer. Considering the bartender knew his name, she decided on the latter.

Selecting Austin’s number from her phone’s call list, she put the phone to her ear and waited while she watched Graham set out the food at a booth in the bar area. Ann noted, even though it was still relatively early on a Friday night, only 9:00, the restaurant was mostly empty. Must be the rain.

“What’s up, Peanut?” Austin answered on the third ring.

“I’m at Mama Rosa’s and my car won’t start. I already had someone try to jump the battery and no go.”

“Probably the alternator or starter.”

Ann smiled, exactly what Graham had said.

“I’m out on the interstate picking up at an accident. Nita and Jay are with me along with the other two trucks. Nita dropped the baby off at Mom and Dad’s when the call came in about the second accident. Leave the key in the driver’s rear wheel well; I’ll go by after we drop these off at the shop. It might be a while. I’ll call tomorrow after I look at it.”

“Thanks, Austin, love you.”

“Love you too, Peanut,” then the line went dead as Austin disconnected the call.

Graham watched Ann make her call and then talk to the hostess as he set out the food. He asked for a bottle of the Chianti Ann was drinking earlier to go with their pasta and salad.

“Here are some garlic knots to go with dinner,” Tina said from over his shoulder. “Don’t argue with me. I think you two make a cute couple, and her blind date stood her up. He must be a special kind of ass to do that to someone as cute as she is. Hell, if I thought she’d go for it, I’d ask her out.”

“Back off Tina,” Graham chuckled; they’d had this discussion before.

Tina laughed and sauntered off back behind the bar to restock. He felt bad the blind date stood Ann up too, but as he said earlier, he thought he’d gotten lucky because of it.

He slid into the booth after he watched Ann swing back in the direction of the restrooms. Five minutes later, she slid onto the bench across from him. “My brother is out picking up at an accident on the interstate, evidently there are two, and all three of his trucks are out there. He’s gonna come by and get it later, but it might be a while.”

“If he isn’t here by the time we finish eating, I’ll drive you home. Let’s just enjoy the wine, good food, and good conversation,” he said, lifting his glass in a toast.

“What should we drink to?”

He studied her eyes for a minute, and then smiled a slow half-smile. “To the rain, broken cars, no show blind dates, and delayed flights.”

WOW! She smiled in response and touched the rim of her glass against his. “And helpful strangers. Thank you.”

They spent the next hour and a half talking, eating, and finishing the bottle of wine. She told stories about growing up with six older brothers who were severely protective—even now. He told stories about being an only child. Graham paid for the bottle of wine they had with dinner while Ann texted Austin to determine his ETA. The reply was he was still out there and just leave the keys and call a cab.

Well, even if her car started, she’d have to call a cab; she had too much to drink to drive herself home.

“Come on, Cutie, I’ll take you home,” Graham said, holding out his hand. She placed her hand in his and giggled. “What?” he asked with a genuinely puzzled look on his face.

“No one has called me cutie in a long time,” she said as she focused on putting one foot in front of another. Yep, clearly too much wine. How much did I drink?

“Well, you had three glasses earlier, and you finished off most of that bottle with dinner on your own. I had about a glass and a half.”

“Can you read minds, or did I say that out loud?” she asked as she stopped walking and peered up at him with wide, serious eyes.

Graham chuckled and gave her that half smile again. “Out loud.”

“Ok, so the internal filter isn’t working. Don’t ask me anything too personal; I’d probably tell you.” She also had to reinforce her knees to keep from hitting the ground. The effect of that half smile was knee-weakening.

“How about your address so I can get you home?”

“Oh, that I can do without an issue,” she answered and told him as they stepped outside. “Hey, it stopped raining,” she stopped walking and held her hand out palm up as if to indicate that nothing fell from the sky. She tipped her face up towards the stars peeping through the clouds.

Graham chuckled again. “You’re even cuter when you’re drunk.”

After settling in the passenger seat of his luxurious SUV, Ann reached around and fastened her seatbelt. She watched as Graham slipped her car key into the wheel well of her car, then sat himself in the driver’s seat and entered her address into the car’s GPS system after she told him. Ann settled back and peered out the window as he pulled out of the parking lot. Her eyes fluttered closed as she listened to the soft purr of the engine and the equally soft music from the radio.

“Wake up sleeping Cutie,” she heard in her ear and turned her head in the direction of the sound. “You’re home.”

Ann opened her eyes and looked into Graham’s bright blue eyes. He gave her another one of those half smiles, and confirmed, again, that it did strange things to her knees—if she hadn’t been sitting, she presumably would be after that smile. “Oh, I’m sorry!” she exclaimed and opened her purse to retrieve her keys. “Thank you for the ride home.”

“You’re welcome. I’ll walk you to your door.” Ann watched as he climbed out of the car, strolled around to the passenger side, and opened the door. Together they walked up to her third-story apartment, where he unlocked the door then passed her the keys. “I’m sorry you got stood up, but I had a nice time tonight.”

“Thanks, I did too. And thank you for the ride home, I really appreciate it.”

“Good night,” Graham said and turned to go back down the stairs.

Ann watched him go. Part of her debated about calling him back and asking for his number. But since he didn’t ask for hers, he evidently was just being polite by claiming he enjoyed the night. She closed the door on his departing back and locked it. Stumbling into her bedroom, she stripped down, and crawled into bed, where she promptly passed out.

Meanwhile, Graham drove home on autopilot. He was thankful when he pulled into the private underground parking garage of his condo building. Tired didn’t even define how he felt. Even though he had a pleasant evening, the day had exhausted him.

He rode the elevator to the lobby, since it went nowhere else, and said an extra prayer for Liz. He had thought little about her all evening, and now he felt just a little guilty.

In the lobby, the building concierge greeted him. Security was a requirement in L.A. when you were dealing with the rich and famous. No, he wasn’t famous, but many of his clients were and therefore that made him famous with the people often trying to reach his clients. But many people considered him rich. The law firm paid him well for his time, and he had invested wisely. Additionally, one other advantage was the concierge performed an array of services for the owners in the building—such signing for grocery deliveries and putting them away in the apartment, running some basic errands, etc. With his schedule, he often required help with those things.

“Hi Mitch,” he greeted the twenty-something-year-old who ordinarily worked evenings. “Anything I need to know?”

“Glad you’re back Mr. Adams. Nothing except Mr. Michaels came looking for you earlier today. He supposed you’d be back yesterday.”

“That was the plan, but there was a situation that kept me from returning yesterday, and then I had a weather delay today with my flight. I’ll call him later. Thanks, Mitch, have a good evening.”

“You too Mr. Adams,” Mitch turned and went back to whatever he was doing to kill time on the computer until the end of his shift. Graham just hoped it was legal.

In the elevator, Graham studied his reflection in the reflective coating on the closed doors. He considered his dark brown hair and wondered when the gray had taken over. Hell, even his beard had gray in it. He’d just turned thirty-five a few months ago. He’d made partner at the firm earlier than he’d anticipated, and had been working long hours, and even longer ones before he made partner. The man reflected back at him looked tired, wet, and old.

The doors slid open on his floor; he stepped out and turned to the right towards his apartment. The only other person he knew who lived on this floor was the son of a client. Derrick was seldom ever here due to his travel schedule. Graham let himself into his condo and dropped his keys on the counter. He rolled his luggage into his bedroom and left it there. Deciding to change clothes before getting another drink and calling it a night, he stripped his suit jacket off and threw it in a chair. The wet suit had to go to the cleaners, but he’d have Mitch take it. He undid his tie and threw it on the jacket—the silk probably shouldn’t have been wet either, he hoped they could get the color evened out. Next, he tugged his shirt from the waistband of his trousers and removed his cufflinks. Eventually, the rest of the wet clothes were in a heap on the chair for the cleaners, save his socks and boxer briefs. Those went into the dirty clothes hamper for the laundry service. He pulled a pair of sweatpants over his long legs and a t-shirt over his head then headed back to his living room, poured a drink, and turned on the television. Remembering Taylor came by; he fired off a text message stating he’d catch up with him later.

He thought back to his trip to South Carolina. He’d been out there to drop off the paperwork to Elizabeth White, or Liz as she told him to call her, on her property purchase and meet with a local attorney regarding some other contracts for another client. While out there, he planned to take Liz to dinner. He was a little surprised at the connection he initially felt with her. While working on settling the movie rights for her book, they spent a pleasant lunch at Mama Rosa’s. He was genuinely interested in the beautiful and friendly woman. The one-hour lunch meeting turned into a three-hour chat session. It ended on a positive note and had him considering transferring her case to someone else in the firm so he could pursue her in a nonprofessional manner. He’d never really felt as strongly attracted to someone as he had to her. Now, he knew she had a long road ahead of her and was unlikely to move out here as planned and he couldn’t consider moving to South Carolina just on the off-chance things went somewhere. It also surprised him to feel a little protective of her. His ex-girlfriend had called him an ‘alpha.’ Maybe he was an alpha male: always needing to be in control, taking care of and protecting people. There was a certain vulnerability about her that called to him. He was sure that’s what made him feel connected to her.

He took a generous sip of his bourbon as he remembered when he arrived to pick her up. Instead of the sweet, southern woman he was expecting, a friend of hers met him along with the police, and some FBI agents. The night before someone attacked Liz, and she was in intensive care.

“You’re Graham?” the blonde friend asked.

“Yes, we were having dinner tonight since I was in town for a meeting.”

“You met with Richard Wood?” the blonde asked. At his surprised expression she held out her hand and said, “Jane Smith. I’m friends with Richard’s girlfriend too. He mentioned meeting with someone from L.A. who had dinner plans with Liz tonight. Come on; I’ll take you to the hospital. She needs everyone she can get right now.”

Graham spent the rest of the day at the hospital trying to help explain the legalities of everything to the concerned friends and sighed in relief when Liz’s parents finally arrived from Charleston and learned her father was also an attorney. He needed to escape from the situation. He felt sorry for Liz and helpless at the same time. Graham didn’t like feeling helpless. He took care of people—he always did. She was so small in that hospital bed with all the machines, wires, and tubes connected to her. He couldn’t forget her pale face, her expression slack with unconsciousness. It was such a contrast to the animated one ingrained in his mind.

His thoughts strayed to the woman he met at the restaurant and had a surprise dinner with—Ann. She was funny, adorable, and probably fell into the area of off limits. But, damn, she was fantastic with her shoulder length curly brown hair, green eyes with flecks of gold and brown, and the woman knew her sports. Of course, being the youngest child in a family of six older brothers, it wasn’t astonishing—considering most of them had played a variety of sports. Hell, even further, one was a pro football player, one pro basketball, one pro baseball, one pro hockey, and one a collegiate football coach. Then to top it off, her father was Brandon Gibson. The Brandon Gibson, who had played for the L.A. Stars!

His cell phone interrupted his musings. He looked at the display and noticed it was Taylor. “Hey man, what’s up?”

“Everything ok? I thought you were coming back yesterday. We had a tee time today. Of course, the rain canceled those plans, anyhow.”

“Yeah, I got held up in South Carolina, and then the rain delayed my plane today. I got in a few hours ago and had dinner at Mama Rosa’s on the way home. There isn’t shit on television tonight.”

Taylor chuckled. “What’s wrong? The only time you say there isn’t shit on TV is when there’s something on your mind.”

“Nothing I really wanna talk about right now,” he responded wondering if Liz had woken up yet. At this point, she’d been unconscious for roughly 48 hours. He wondered if Ann had passed out yet. Damn! He’d forgotten to get her number.

“Did she turn you down? I know you were meeting with a girl out there.”

“I didn’t get to see her. Plans changed.”

But he’d met one here who had certainly captured his attention.

“Well, if it weren’t raining so badly, I’d say let’s get a drink.”

“Nah, I have an early meeting in the morning, and it’s late. Did you get your bracket done?” Graham asked, finally selecting an all-sports channel that was recapping the games in the March Madness tournament.

“Yep, finished it yesterday afternoon. You?”

“Yeah, finished it on the plane today and emailed it as soon as we landed. I’ve got to get the money over to James, but I think it’s my year.” Each year, several of them ran a pool with a $2000 ante—one grand for professional and one grand for college sport—after completing their bracket. The winner chose which charity the purse went to after winning. Last year Taylor won both professional and college basketball brackets and gave over $20,000 to the children’s hospital of which he was a long-time supporter. They did this for several sports, both collegiate and professional, and if it was a World Cup year—which it was—they did a bracket for that as well. Right now, it was March Madness. Soon it would be baseball, then football, then basketball again. “How’s the shooting going?”

“Good. I’ll be glad when this one wraps. I tell you, I’m tired and need a vacation.”

“Where are you thinking about going this year?” Graham asked knowing Taylor took about a month off in between films if he could.

“I was thinking about going to the Caribbean. I checked on the yacht today. There are no charters scheduled for May, so it might be a good time to relax.”

“Yeah, that would probably be good.”

They chatted for another few minutes then hung up after making plans to meet on Sunday for golf.

Graham picked up a book he’d wanted to read. It was Liz’s latest book, pure mystery/thriller, and already a best seller. He turned off the lights after fixing himself one last bourbon and went to lay in bed and read a while.
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Chapter 2
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BAM! BAM! BAM! BAM! BAM!

Ann groaned. Her head ached so bad she heard the pounding rather than just feeling it. Cracking open an eye, she saw daylight peeking through the sides of her curtains. The banging continued, and she realized it wasn’t her head, but her front door.

Cautiously getting out of bed, she slipped her robe over her nakedness and slowly made her way down the short hallway to the front door. Without looking through the peephole, she opened the door and immediately regretted it as the sunlight shot tiny rays of pain into her head as it reflected off a bright white golf shirt.

“You should check the peephole before opening the door,” a deep voice chastised her, “but since it looks like you feel pretty bad, I won’t beat that horse just now. Step back, I’ve got hangover remedies with me, and you look like you need them.”

She didn’t pause or think twice. Opening the door all the way, she let Graham into her apartment then closed the door behind him. “Kitchen to your left,” she directed in a dry, cracked voice as she followed him down the hall saying a silent prayer of thanks that her kitchen didn’t have a window.

He set a few plastic sacks on the counter and rummaged through them.

“Could you do that a little quieter?” she asked when the rustling of the plastic bag echoed her head.

“Sorry,” he apologized and flashed her that sexy half smile again as he stepped in front of her. She felt so bad, her knees didn’t even wobble in response. “Does your head hurt that bad?”

She started to nod when the dizziness caught up with her. Looking a little panicked, she tried to shove him out of the way.

“Here,” he said and thrust a bottle into her hand. “Drink it now.”

She took a big gulp of a lukewarm liquid. Her stomach slowly stopped rolling, but she still felt a little green around the gills. He leaned against the counter and readjusted her until she stood between his spread legs, his hands resting on her hips. “Ginger tea is the best thing for nausea. I learned it on a sailing cruise where we were at sea for fourteen days, and we had a few rough nights that even seasick medications didn’t help.” He twisted his torso around to pick up a banana, peeled it, broke off a bite and raised it to her lips. “I read somewhere bananas help to replenish your body faster than just water or those sports drinks after a night of drinking. It’s also relatively easy on your stomach.”

She opened her mouth, and he slipped a piece of banana inside. He fed her half the banana piece by piece, and she drank the rest of the tea while they stood just inches apart in her kitchen.

“Last recommendation,” he said, handing her two tablets. “Aspirin,” he clarified, “and a beer. I should have told you to take the aspirin last night before you went to bed. I forgot. I’m sorry.”

She felt well enough now that she gave him a little smile, “How about the aspirin, and that bottle of cola I see behind you. You drink the beer.” He smiled and reached back behind him, picked up the bottle of cola and opened it for her. “What time is it?”

“Noon,” he answered after taking a sip of the beer. “I waited until I thought you might be up. I had a quick meeting at the office and caught up on some paperwork.”

“So, do you do this for all the women you meet in bars and have to drive them home because their car wouldn’t start and then they had too much to drink?”

“No, just the cute ones I forget to ask for their number, and when I try to get it, I learn they’re unlisted.”

“You tried to get my number?” she asked, a little surprised.

“Yeah,” he said looking straight into her eyes. “Normally, if I’d been in my right mind last night, I would have asked for it and the second date when I dropped you off.”

“So, you do pick up many women that way,” she teased. She really was starting to feel better.

“That didn’t come out the right way,” he said as he shook his head and flashed that sexy half smile. That time her knees wobbled just a little. Good thing his hands were still on her hips holding her up or she’d be on the floor right now. “I just flew in from South Carolina where I had dealt with a terrible situation and was a little tired. I would have asked for your number at the restaurant before we went to your car. I would have asked you for a second date when I had to drive you home.”

“Then you’re here to deliver hangover remedies and to ask for a second date?”

“Yes, and your phone number. I thought about taking the sailboat out today since it’s gorgeous, and I came by to see if you wanted to go with me. But since you’re feeling a little green, that won’t be an option.”

“Well, I am feeling more human. But I think the boat might be a little much. Is there an option B?”

“Oh, I think I can come up with something for option B.”

“Well, you think about that, I’ll take a shower. Make yourself at home,” she gestured towards the living room where she had a particularly comfortable sofa and television.

“It doesn’t bother you for me to be here while you do that? After all, you barely know me.”

“I’ll lock the bathroom door; besides, I figure if you were going to kill me, you probably would have done it last night.”

“Not necessarily, but I promise not to kill you today.”

“Deal. I’ll be back soon. You work on that option B,” she said and turned down the hall and closed herself up in the bathroom. Catching her reflection in the mirror, she let out a groan. Last night’s mascara darkened her eyes in raccoon fashion, her hair stood out in all directions, and finally, the kicker, she had dried drool on her cheek! “Well, I guess he still wants to see you after greeting him looking like this. That’s a good sign,” she told her reflection. She reached through the shower curtain and turned on the shower. Dropping her bathrobe, she snagged a comb; it looked like a deep conditioning kind of day and then stepped into the warm spray.

Thirty minutes later, feeling much more human, she walked back into the living room in her bathrobe to the sound of masculine voices. She stopped short at the sight of her two oldest brothers standing with their arms crossed in front of Graham, who was standing in front of the couch.

“So, if you drove her home last night, what are you still doing here?” Austin asked.

“I came by to check on her because she’d had quite a bit to drink last night,” Graham answered coolly.

“So, you got her drunk?” Adam asked.

Of course, it would be the oldest twins to come over and discover this situation. Austin, the mechanic, and Adam, the head football coach at UCLA, were the oldest of her siblings, at just eight little years older than her but they were the most protective of her. The only married sibling, Austin, and his identical twin, Adam, recently divorced, could be intimidating.

“Alright, knock it off,” she said walking further into the room. “Graham didn’t get me drunk; I got myself drunk after I got stood up by a blind date and my car broke down. Graham was a gentleman and fed me and then drove my drunken ass home.”

“Since when did you start saying ass again?” Adam asked. “I thought you had some cutesy word for it. And why are you in your bathrobe?”

“Yeah, my brain still hasn’t quite caught up with my mouth. Now move away from Graham and sit down. And I’m in my bathrobe because I just got out of the shower.”

Both brothers proceeded to stare at Graham.

“She may be the baby of the family and a tiny little thing, but she’s so damn bossy. And she can give a dressing down as good as our mother.” Austin finally shared.

Adam hugged her. “Yeah, Peanut here can certainly give you what for when she wants to. We figure that’s how she controls the kids. Put some clothes on Peanut.”

Graham looked at her. “Peanut?”

“Yep, we called her that before she was born. On the ultrasound, she looked like a peanut for so long we boys didn’t think she’d ever turn into a human. Then even after she started to, Peanut stuck.” Austin answered before she could.

“Graham, this is Adam,” she said, indicating the brother whose arm was still around her, “and Austin,” she said gesturing towards the brother still standing in front of him, “my eldest brothers.”

“I’ll save the pleased to meet you for now,” Austin said.

Austin turned and walked towards her and pecked her cheek. “I brought you Nita’s car until I can get yours fixed. I have to order both an alternator and starter. Your starter is about to go, so I’m going to take care of both of those things at once. You need a new car, Peanut. The transmission looks like it’s about to need work.”

“Alright. I’ll look into that. What is Nita going to do if I have her car? I can get Mom’s. You know she rarely drives anymore by herself.”

“Up to you. That’s another reason we’re here. Barbeque tonight, Mom and Dad’s, seven. Drew requested your special S’mores for dessert. Maybe you should bring Graham,” Austin said, looking at Graham again.

“I think that’s an excellent idea,” Adam seconded. “The others will want to meet you; especially when we tell them about finding you here this morning and her still in her bathrobe.”

“That’s it! Out!” Ann pointed to the door. “And don’t you even think about hanging around for Graham to leave, or there will be no S’mores for dessert tonight. I know Drew isn’t the only one asking for them.”

When neither brother moved, she walked over to the apartment door and opened it, “Now. I’ll see you tonight.”

Slowly Adam and Austin exited the apartment.

“We’ll talk more tonight, Peanut.”

“No, we won’t. I’m a grown woman, and if you bring it up again, I’ll tell Nita about the nudie magazines hidden in the garage bathroom.” Austin sucked in a breath. “That’s right, I know where they are. Don’t try me. I’ll tell Mom where you kept them in high school,” she warned Adam. “I know they’re still in that hiding place and I’m not above blackmail.”

With that final threat, she closed the door in their faces and turned back to Graham. “You were that kind of little sister, weren’t you?”

“How would you know what that kind of little sister is, only child?” she smiled.

“My best friend has a sister who is much younger than him and snoops through everything. She probably blackmails him.”

“When you have six older brothers who think of you as fragile, annoying, sweet, and sometimes cute, you learn how to take advantage of it. They went all protective when I started dating at sixteen. I learned quickly what their vices were. I have dirt on all six. Some old. Some new. Of course, most of it, they confirm by their reactions, I just guess and read the response. I think a better word is manipulative. It works for my students too.”

“I think I’m glad I was an only child,” Graham smiled, absorbing this new information. “Since it sounds like you have dinner plans, how about lunch with me? You don’t look as green around the gills as you did earlier. I know an excellent Mexican place.”

“Sounds good. And maybe you can drop me at the grocery store so I can pick up things for my famous S’mores. I just tease them, but I wouldn’t dare show up without them,” she said as she turned back towards her bedroom to change. “Give me a few minutes to change and then we can go.”

“No problem. I’ll make a few phone calls while you do that,” he said drawing his cell phone from his pocket.

Fifteen minutes later, Graham had reservations for them at the restaurant for a patio table where they could watch people while they ate. Ann dressed in a flirty sundress, and they were cruising down the road with the windows of the luxury SUV down and sunroof open. At the restaurant, they talked about their favorite things, besides sports, while eating salsa and chips with a Mexican beer in front of each of them. They watched the people stroll down the street—some vendors, some actors quoting Shakespeare or other great playwrights for a donation; while wannabe musicians strummed guitars and sang covers of songs with their guitar cases open at their feet for spare change. It was a common sight in L.A. A little over two hours later, they were heading to the grocery store.

“So tell me what it is about this S’mores recipe that makes them so famous?”

“Well, they aren’t S’mores in how most people describe them. I make a chocolate and marshmallow crème dip with tiny marshmallows mixed in, and you dip the graham crackers in it. It’s probably closer to a fondue. You keep it just warm enough that it’s liquid, but not hot enough that the tiny marshmallows melt. I’ve tried some variations like using caramel and chocolate or peanut butter and chocolate. Today I thought I might try to add some fruit. I was thinking maybe raspberries. At Christmas time, I’ve been able to alter it into a bark recipe too. Sometimes I add peppermint too. And of course, I use white chocolate then.”

“Yum,” Graham stated as he pulled into a parking spot at the grocery store. “Why S’mores?”

“We used to have them a lot during football season. Mom would make the traditional ones and bring them to games. Whether it was junior high teams, high school teams, college teams, or even pro ball, it was the only snack to keep me satisfied besides a hot dog. The concession stands closed early, and she could make them and take them with us. Despite the lack of melted marshmallows, it worked. When I started to help in the kitchen, I came up with some variations. Now I keep playing with it depending on the situation; it’s what most people ask for when I attend dinner parties. They are also kid friendly and a great activity for the kindergarteners. Of course, the version they make is the traditional S’more Sandwich.”

Walking into the grocery store, Graham picked up a basket and carried it for her as she selected her items for the dessert. After she’d paid for them, Graham drove her back to her apartment. In her kitchen, he unloaded the groceries for her and settled down on a barstool to watch her work.

Selecting her typical cooking playlist—Rock—from her MP3 player, she got down to business with a double broiler to melt the chocolate. For a while, she forgot he was there until his finger appeared in the mixing bowl and scooped out a taste of the chocolate, raspberry, and marshmallow mixture. Their eyes met while he put his finger in his mouth and sucked the mixture off with a low “mmm” that made her insides melt.

After a few seconds of non-stop eye contact, Ann asked, “Can I bum one more ride from you since my brother took the keys with him?”

“Of course.”

“And since you agreed to that, why not stay for dinner as a thank you? Mom is a great cook, and Dad knows his way around the grill,” she asked as he walked around the counter and stood directly in front of her.

“I’d like that,” he said softly and slowly leaned forward to press his lips lightly against hers. The kiss was incredibly brief, but there was certainly more underneath. “I kinda figured I needed to do that before I met the family and caught slack for it happening anyway.”

Ann smiled slowly. “Probably,” she said and relaxed against him as his head came back down and their lips met and engaged in a much longer kiss.

Graham’s ringing cell phone interrupted them. He stepped back and checked the caller id and with an apologetic smile he said, “Hello?”

“Graham?”

“Yes.”

“This is Jane Smith, Liz’s friend. I just wanted to let you know they took her back into surgery. Apparently, there was some internal bleeding. She still hasn’t woken up.”

“Thank you, Jane. Please keep me informed. Take care of yourself,” he said and disconnected the call. He turned to see Ann packing the dessert into containers. “Sorry. I guess the simplest explanation is a client of mine is in critical condition in a hospital in South Carolina and hasn’t woken up.”

“Oh, Graham, I’m sorry. Were you two close?”

“To be honest, not really. She’s a new client, and I flew out there for a meeting and to see her. Instead, I discovered what happened. I had just gotten back to town when I stopped at Mama Rosa’s last night.”

“Would I know her?”

“You might, she’s not an actress, but an author and I’m being kept in the loop because it will be an ongoing situation. The upside is they have the guy in custody.”

“Wait, I saw this on the news. Are you talking about Elizabeth J. White?” she asked as she stopped packing up the dessert. 

“Yes, and apparently she’s back in surgery again for internal bleeding. But please, tell no one; let the press do it.”

“Oh, no problem. I hope she is going to be ok,” she said, looking around to see if everything was ready. “Let me feed Furball, and then I’ll be ready to go,” and reached into a cupboard.

“Furball?”

“I’m surprised you didn’t see her earlier.” The bag of dry cat food crinkled as Ann opened it, and suddenly a white and brown fur ball, literally, appeared at his feet watching Ann scoop food into the bowl. The head lowered, and the cat rubbed her right cheek on the top of his shoe three times.

“Well, that’s an appropriate name. How old is she? She looks like a kitten.”

“The vet thinks she’s three. I’ve had her for about two years. She’s so tiny because she’s a munchkin cat, similar to human dwarves. The vet said this happens to cats, just like it does with humans.”

Graham watched as the small cat walked over to the food dish and ate.

“I’ve done some research, and usually, they still get a little bigger in length, they just have short legs, but her body stayed small too. So, it’s like having a kitten all the time. She’s very affectionate and loves to cuddle.”

Graham watched as the fur ball walked back towards him, sat on her butt, and looked up at him with huge slightly almond-shaped eyes a little further apart than what he imagined a cat would have. One blue eye, one green eye blinked up at him. “Meow,” the cat said and rubbed her head on his shoes. After rubbing her head against both of Graham’s shoes again, Furball turned and walked away to lay in the sunshine coming in through the open blinds of a window.

“We still have a few hours before we need to be there, the boys usually play a game of football before dinner if they all can be there. And if you’re there, they will challenge you to join them. Should you run and grab other clothes?”

“Nah, I’ve got a gym bag in the car’s trunk. It has some athletic shorts, a T-shirt, and my tennis shoes. Do you have any other errands you need to do before going over?” he asked, walking back in front of her in the kitchen.

“Not really,” she answered, backing up against the counter.

Putting one hand on either side of her on the countertop, he leaned in and smiled. “What should we do until then?” he asked huskily.

“Hmm.” She leaned forward, so their noses were practically touching.

Graham closed the distance and kissed her. His hands moved from the countertop to pull her fully against him as her arms snaked around his neck. His tongue invaded her mouth when she parted her lips.

BAM! BAM! BAM! BAM! BAM!

Their lips unlocked, and both were breathing heavily when the sound registered through the haze of desire. Someone was pounding on her door—again.

BAM! BAM! BAM! BAM! BAM!

“Peanut, I know you’re in there, and I know there’s a guy with you. Open up now or we’ll break down the door.”

“Oh, sausage biscuits,” Ann exclaimed, as Graham chuckled. “What?” she demanded testily.

“Really, oh sausage biscuits? Should I go to the door and face your brothers, or do you want to? Let me warn you, though, your eyes are bright, lips swollen, and your cheeks are flushed. You look thoroughly kissed. Probably not the best way to answer the door,” he said as he turned and walked down the hall making the decision for her. Of course, he probably wasn’t much better he thought as he smoothed down his hair from where her fingers messed it up. Just before opening the door, he adjusted the erection in his pants.

Standing there were the other four brothers. Two more sets of twins. She had six older brothers, and they were three sets of twins. What were the odds of that? Better yet, how had he forgotten that?

“You Graham?” one asked looking at him. The guy was huge. He recognized him. Andrew ‘Drew’ Gibson. This brother played pro-football.

“I am. Why don’t you come in? Ann’s in the restroom,” Graham explained, opening the door further.

“Why don’t you come out here? We want to have a word with you,” the other built one spoke. Graham looked at him and recognized him as well. He played for the L.A. hockey team. Anthony “Tony” Gibson was as big as his twin Drew was.

“Oh, for the love of everything wonderful and great!” Ann exclaimed, coming to the door. “Knock it off all four of you. I don’t know what Austin and Adam told you, but obviously, it wasn’t anywhere close to the truth.”

“Aww hell, Peanut, we just want to be sure Mr. Smooth Talker here won’t take advantage of you,” a third brother said.

He was taller than the other two and instantly recognized as well. Alexander “Alex” Gibson. This one played for the L.A. pro baseball team.

“Stop it,” Ann warned again. “Go to Mom and Dad’s house. We’ll be right behind you,” she said, handing Graham the bag with the dessert in it. “Go so that we can get out of the apartment,” she shooed.

“Ride with me Peanut,” the last brother said, “he can follow us.” This one was Augustine “Auggie” Gibson, the pro basketball player.

All the boys had names that began with the letter A. Obviously the parents continued this with Ann.

“No, Auggie, I’ll ride with Graham. Move it, or I’ll let Dad know whose cigarettes he found in the shed when you were a teenager.” She turned and confronted the other brothers who were smiling, “and I’ll tell him whose beer it was in the pickup truck bed, and the box of condoms in the glove box at Grandma’s funeral, and the empty wine bottle found in the car after Prom.” She made eye contact with each one. “That’s right, I know. So, move it and we’ll see you there.”

Graham watched the smiles fade from each of their faces as Ann shared her little bit of blackmail. 

“Peanut, you can’t blackmail us forever with stuff like that. We’re adults now.”

“Wanna bet? I have new stuff too. Wouldn’t Mom like to know what made you four late to her birthday party last month? I believe the name of the club is Pleasures,” she said, cocking her head to the side with an innocent expression on her face and twirling a strand of hair around one finger. “You wanna know the names of the strippers you were with that night?”

All four heads shook in the negative and one by one, each brother went down the stairs but stopped to wait at the bottom. Ann and Graham followed them down the stairs to the parking lot; Graham opened the car door for Ann, and she scooted in and settled the dessert at her feet. After she had buckled herself in, he closed the door and walked to the driver’s side.

“Follow the blue truck,” Tony ordered.

Graham nodded once in acknowledgment and got behind the wheel. After closing the door, he turned to her. “Pleasures? Really? How did you know?”

Ann smiled. “They often forget I’m around, especially after you get a few beers in them. I heard them talking about it after dinner to Austin and Adam. Adam, by the way, had to pick them up because they’d had a few too many to drive over for dinner. Plus, Austin had to take them back to get their cars the next morning after he drove them home because they’d had a few more with dinner.”

“How do you know the strippers’ names?” Graham asked as he pulled behind the blue pickup and another maroon SUV pulled behind him.

“I don’t. It was a hell of a bluff.”

Graham’s head swung towards her.

“Yep, I’m a great poker player, and learned to bluff from them. They just don’t recognize I’m using it against them.”

Graham shook his head with a chuckle.

“What?” she asked.

He smiled. “Right now, I’m thankful I’m an only child. If all younger sisters are like you and Tiffany, I’m sincerely grateful I didn’t have any.”

“Tiffany? Oh, your friend’s sister.”

“Yeah but Taylor is a lot older than Tiffany. He’s almost eighteen years older than she is.”

“Wait, Taylor? Your friend is Taylor Michaels the actor?” Ann asked as Graham maneuvered the car through traffic keeping up with the blue truck.

“Yes, and I think you and Tiffany could share some stories. Of course, she’s still a teenager, but I’m sure some tabloid would love to know what she has on her brother. Then again, Taylor might not appreciate you two trading stories.”

Traffic picked up, and Graham had to concentrate on the road and follow the pickup. A short while later, they turned into a gated community, obtained a pass for Graham to place on the dash of the car, and continued into one of the rare neighborhoods in L.A. that had estate size lots to afford privacy to the residents.

Turning down a tree-lined drive, he followed the snaking pavement around a few massive, old trees. When the house came into view, Ann swore under her breath, and it wasn’t kid friendly. 

“I thought you didn’t say that word,” Graham teased.

“Yeah, well, it’s appropriate for the this occasion.”

Standing in front of the house were the two brothers who’d shown up at her apartment that morning as well as her father. “Yeah, it’s gonna be fun. Get ready for the grilling of your life. For a technical first date, this will be a doozy. And we’re about two hours early, but I knew they wouldn’t leave unless we left too.”

Graham glanced at her as he put the car in park and turned it off. “Remember, I’m a lawyer, cutie. I’m used to this.”

Ann laughed as she opened the door. “This is gonna be one to remember.”

Five hours later, Graham followed Ann as she drove her mother’s car back to her apartment. It had been an entertaining evening. It began with the inquisition with her father, and that is the only word for it. Ann’s mother tried to interrupt several times by bringing in drinks and snacks. The questioning finally concluded an hour later when the boys came in and needed them both for a game of football.

After Graham changed into his gym clothes, he, the six boys, and their father, were in the backyard and playing a tough but actual game of football with tackling and all possible penalties and a fair amount of mud from all the rain over the past few days. Two hours later, the game ended in a tie, and they ate. The boys seemed more accepting after the game, but Graham still answered questions throughout the two-hour meal. By the time they left, and he’d agreed to ensure Ann made it home okay, he thought the family seemed to have accepted him.

Now, as he pulled in next to Ann at her apartment complex, he thought back through the day and could honestly say he didn’t think he’d ever had a better second date.

“Wanna cup of coffee?” Ann asked as he met her on the sidewalk.

“Can I have some ibuprofen with it? I have a suspicion I’ll need it. Your brothers took me down every chance they could, and the ones on my team let them.” He was becoming sore, and tomorrow he would pay for it.

“Of course. I tried to call them on that as much as I could. They didn’t hurt you too bad, did they?”

“No, just feeling some bruises and bumps that I don’t think I’ve had since I was a kid.”

In her apartment, she went to the kitchen, started some decaf coffee while Graham sat down on the couch, leaned his head on the back, and closed his eyes.

Ann came back to the room and studied him. She couldn’t believe that a blind date that didn’t happen introduced her to this man who, so far, was perfect. His cell phone rested on the coffee table, and it made a noise. He didn’t flinch. He’d fallen asleep. She set a cup of water and the ibuprofen on the coffee table before pulling the blanket off the arm of the couch to cover him up.

The coffee finished brewing, and she returned to the kitchen, poured herself a cup, came back into the living room, and curled up in the matching chair with her book.

Around midnight, Graham stirred. His eyes opened, and he considered the woman relaxing in the chair with a book in her lap and chewing on a fingernail. Apparently absorbed in what she was reading, she didn’t realize he’d woken up. He studied her profile and the rogue curl that hung down the side of her face. The lamp cast a halo around her hair causing some golden highlights to shine in the dark tresses. God, she was pretty. He shifted on the couch, and she still didn’t move.

“Ann,” he said, his voice husky with sleep.

She jumped.

He chuckled. “Is it that good?”

“Oh my gosh, I just reached the part where the killer grabbed the next victim.” She closed the book, and after tucking it between the chair’s cushion and arm, she stood and walked to him. “How was your nap?”

“I’m sorry I fell asleep. Your brothers wore me out today. What book are you reading?” he asked as he slid over and raised the throw from his lap in invitation for her to curl up next to him on the couch.

She did, and he covered them both with the throw and curled his arm around her shoulders.

“It’s Elizabeth’s new thriller.”

“Ah, I started it last night. Obviously not quite as far as you are, though; but it’s a real page turner so far.”

She moved forward and grabbed something off the table. “Here, some ibuprofen. Your phone’s been making noises,” she said, handing him the pills, the glass of water, then setting his phone on his lap. “It didn’t ring, but it’s been chirping since you fell asleep. I figured if it were that big of a deal, they’d call.”

He swallowed the pills and glanced at his phone. There were a few texts from Taylor reminding him about golf the next day, then asking if they could change the time because of surprise brunch plans with his mother and sister. The other texts were from numbers he didn’t know, but he figured out quickly enough to whom they belonged. Ann’s brothers. “You weren’t joking when you said they were protective. How in the hell did they get my number?”

Ann stared at the screen when he said this; she started to giggle, “Where did you leave your phone while we had dinner? Open your call log; I’ll tell you how they did it.”

He clicked on the phone app on the screen, and sure enough, there was an outgoing call to one number from which he’d received a text. “They pulled my phone from my bag, called themselves, and now are shooting me text messages saying if I hurt you, they’ll hurt me?”

“Oldest trick in the book,” Ann laughed. “How do you think I have some of the dirt on them? I used to swipe their phones from their dressers and look through them. That was how I learned the condoms were already in the glove box of the car and whose beer it was. I made sure I never left my phone where they could get it. Ignore them. They’ll stop soon. They did this to the last boyfriend, who apparently was seeing someone else on the side. Tony is the one who saw him. Needless to say, all six paid him a visit, collected my things from his place—while the other woman was there, I might add—and delivered them here to me with a letter of apology from him.”

“Wow. We just met.”

“I know. I’m sorry they’ve pushed it so fast.”

“You know, I don’t think I mind all that much. But I would like to take you out on a real date. Pick you up, take you to dinner, do whatever after, and then bring you home. Do you have plans for Friday night?”

“I do, but I don’t Saturday night.”

“Good. Why don’t you put your number in my phone and we’ll talk this week? I should leave and let you get some good rest tonight.” He handed her the phone and watched as she put her information in the contact list then called her cell.

“Done. I had a good time today.”

“Me too,” he said standing and holding his hand





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
e,
TI.
2|
=
= Sy
e
=

Temptation

“thond Tanes the Chavun

supspared co be

Cloutrt Apace

A cibson Family Holiday





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





