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	Six-foot plus, blond Adonis types did not ask Alex on dates. So when JJ Vanzant did just that, it made her suspicious and snippy. What did he—in all his sexy glory—want with a run-down single mother of two who was currently unemployed? What she needed was a job, not a fling. Unfortunately, the best and only job available was at his private detective agency. His ego would just have to take the rejection because she’d been hired and was going nowhere.

	JJ didn’t know if he’d been blessed or cursed when Alex showed up in his office, but she couldn’t stay there. So his friend, Nance, was tasked with finding her another job. Meanwhile, all he had to do was keep his hands off her... which proved damn near impossible. In the time it takes for him to fall for the dark-haired minx, he would have to help her keep custody of her two adorable boys. But what will happen if she doesn’t need him anymore? Will his heart get broken like it was when he was a child?
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Prologue

	 

	 

	JJ stepped into the kitchen of Viv Wilder’s home and faltered momentarily at the sight of a pretty brunette rinsing dishes at the sink. With the water running to mask the sound of his footsteps, he was able to study her thoroughly before she noticed his presence. She was petite, about five-five, and he figured she’d weigh no more than a hundred pounds sopping wet. Her coal-black hair was curly and tumbled just past narrow shoulders.

	His gaze wandered to a curvy bottom encased in well-worn jeans, perhaps not as curvy as he suspected it would be if she gained a little weight. She appeared too slim even for such a small person, her fine bone structure a tad too pronounced in the glimpse he’d been given of her delicate wrists as she twisted a cup under cascading water.

	The sweatshirt bagging haphazardly around her hips was faded to a dull navy, its material having obviously seen the inside of a washing machine more times than it was meant to.

	His detailed perusal was threatened to be cut short when she shut off the tap and dried her hands on a towel. She had turned slightly toward him, and he traced her profile with an avid gaze. Her brow was creased in concentration, and her finely arched eyebrow twitched as it seemed to be tickled by a stray ringlet. Her long, dark lashes were lowered against high cheekbones that were a touch too prominent in her lovely face.

	Desire shot through him when she unconsciously wet almost-red lips, her pink tongue tracing the fullness of the lower one. Her mouth would be soft to kiss and generous in a smile, but he had a feeling she rarely laughed.

	He struggled to contain his shocking arousal, glad that his bulging fly was hidden by his own shapeless sweatshirt. He’d been months without female companionship, which was the only explanation for this sudden itch to grab a complete stranger and kiss the living daylights out of her.

	Petite brunettes were not his type. He liked his women blonde and long in the leg. Or he had, until this enchanting entity turned the full force of her gaze on him and he realized what he’d been missing.

	She took a step back and gripped the edge of the counter. The most beautiful brown eyes JJ had ever seen widened in surprise, thickly fringed with black lashes. He could drown in those eyes.

	JJ snapped out of his trance when she blinked, clearing his throat to let some air pass. He set his load down on the table and remembered why he was there.

	“Sorry to startle you,” he said gruffly. “I’m installing Viv’s security system.” He waved a big hand at the box he’d carried in before shoving it through his blond hair. Was he ever nervous around women? No. He kicked himself for acting like a schoolboy.

	“Oh,” said the vision, her shoulders relaxing. “You’re JJ Vanzant, the private investigator.” She extended a small hand which was engulfed in his. “I’m Alex Manning. I live up the street.”

	Dumbly, he nodded and reluctantly released her. “Nice to meet you,” his mouth obediently told her. “I’ll try not to get in your way while I’m here.”

	“That’s fine. I’m about ready to leave anyway.” Her lips quirked into a semblance of a smile, and he was fascinated by it. Alex shuffled her feet awkwardly. “You’re staring.”

	“I’m sorry,” he mumbled, heat racing up his neck. “You’re quite beautiful.” He darted his attention to her ring finger, relieved to find it bare.

	Alex’s hand fluttered to her hair, her lips parting on a stunned gasp. “That’s very polite of you, considering the state I’m in.”

	“I’m not being polite. In fact,” he swallowed, not believing his nerve, “I was wondering if you’re not too busy this weekend—maybe you’d like to go out somewhere?”

	Something in her expression changed, hardened. “You’re joking, right?”

	“Certainly not.” He was confused by her reaction, her stance becoming defensive as she folded thin arms. It was only a casual invitation, but she glared a fair bit over it. Mentally, he whistled, thinking it was a good thing she didn’t know what was happening in the nether regions of his anatomy. She’d likely deck him.

	“I am busy, actually.” She grabbed her denim jacket and hurriedly shrugged into it as Viv entered the room.

	Viv introduced her to JJ’s university buddy, Jonas Mackenzie, before Alex scuttled out the back door claiming she had to rush home to her sick mother.

	Whew! You’ll have to brush up on your social skills, Vanzant.

	That was the oddest reaction he’d garnered from a woman in his adult life. Usually, he got a little consideration on the matter before being turned down. He doubted her mother was ill at all. His boldness must have spooked her into fibbing that excuse and making tracks.

	Viv was still frowning worriedly after seeing Jonas off to work. JJ had sensed his friend was becoming involved with the striking blonde woman, an association he applauded wholeheartedly.

	After telling Viv he may have insulted her friend by asking her out, he proceeded to set a sensor on the window casing. His gaze rested on the closed gate outside that Alex had disappeared through, and he grimly wondered what he’d said to upset her. Of course, perhaps she just found his interest too forward and downright rude, as he’d assumed—or maybe he wasn’t her type at all.

	“She’s had a rough time of it lately.” Viv’s soothing tone placated his bruised ego somewhat, allowing him to get back to what he was doing.

	Unfortunately, his work only distracted him for so long and then he was left with the puzzle of Alex Manning to ponder all that day, and several days after, those haunted brown eyes following him everywhere he went.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Why, oh why had she agreed to be Viv’s maid of honor? Alex stood stiffly at her friend’s side clutching a tiny bouquet of pink roses and baby’s breath nervously. Dressed in her pale-blue pant suit, she felt like a midget next to the blushing bride’s statuesque radiance. Her hands were sweating, and she was sure the elegant upswept hairdo that had been expertly fashioned at a salon that morning would explode from its pins any second into a riotous cloud of black.

	Of course, to make matters worse, one of the groomsmen had to be that irritating blond Adonis from the kitchen incident. The one who’d taken one good gawk at her washed-out self and decided to offer a pity date.

	Viv had been having problems with an unwanted would-be suitor and had opted to have an alarm system installed. One look at the man responsible for the task, and Alex knew he spelled trouble. She’d removed herself from his company as fast as her legs would carry her, fearful that those magical blue eyes would have her thinking he was actually serious about having dinner together.

	“Dearly Beloved,” intoned the minister, “we are gathered here today...”

	As if JJ Vanzant of the broad shoulders and lean-hipped swagger would ever be interested in a skinny, perpetually exhausted, unemployed, widowed mother of two.

	“... to join this couple in holy matrimony.”

	She might be only twenty-seven, but Alex had no illusions about her attractiveness to men. Her husband had made sure of that long before he’d died.

	Focusing on her friends, Vivian and Jonas, she continued to ignore the sapphire gaze that had locked on to her when she’d arrived at the Mackenzie estate.

	“Do you, Jonas...”

	The expression on the groom’s face caught Alex’s attention. The big, gruff redhead stared solemnly into the eyes of the woman he adored, pledging his eternal love. A watery smile trembled on Viv’s lips as she answered in kind.

	“By the power vested in me...”

	Alex blinked away a tear as they kissed and the small group of family and friends in the solarium erupted in applause. She glanced up and immediately regretted it when she encountered JJ’s intense stare.

	“Now, since this is our belated Thanksgiving,” Eleuthera Mackenzie announced to the room at large, “we shall adjourn to the dining room for a feast and an absolutely stunning cake prepared by Cook.” She dabbed her eyes once more before embracing her son and his new wife.

	Jonas had been near-fatally wounded in early October, and no one had really felt like celebrating the holiday until he’d recovered. The postponed event then became an opportunity for him to surprise Viv with an impromptu ceremony—once he’d convinced his somewhat recalcitrant love that it was meant to be.

	Alex stood chatting with Cassandra and Caroline, Viv’s twin cousins from Bay de Chance, as the rest of the Kincaid clan filed out behind their hostess. The large family had come down to St. John’s for the surprise wedding at a moment’s notice, more than happy to see their adopted sibling tie the knot.

	The best man, Jonas’ uncle Michael, and the other groomsman, Steven Kincaid, escorted the twins out. Alex reluctantly gave her arm to JJ and followed in silence, thinking somehow that he’d smoothly maneuvered it so that the best man was paired with the wrong woman. She didn’t point out the untraditional match as it would probably draw awkward attention.

	“Boisterous bunch, aren’t they?” JJ murmured.

	“Mmm-hmm.”

	“You look lovely, by the way.” He slid her a sideways glance. “Or am I not allowed to say that?”

	Stiffly, she muttered, “You can say whatever you like.”

	“Well, I seem to recall the last time I tried to pay you a compliment you nearly snapped my head off.”

	“I did not snap, and could you pick up the pace a bit? The way you’re walking, we’ll never make it to the dining room door before Christmas.” Alex tried pulling her arm free, but he tightened his hold.

	“Tsk, tsk, Mrs. Manning. Aren’t we a little touchy for such a joyous event?”

	Relenting, she said, “It’s Alex, and I don’t use the Mrs. anymore.”

	She knew he was watching her intently but said nothing more as they joined the others. Grateful when he released her arm, she left him to find her seat, only to realize she’d been placed next to the bothersome man at the head table. Another cagey move, but then she chided herself for being paranoid.

	“Relax, will you? I’m perfectly aware that you dislike my company,” JJ grimly informed her. “Just so you don’t have a heart attack, I should probably warn you that we’ll be expected to dance later. Together,” he tacked on with a shameless grin that made his dimples so deep they were more like grooves in his cheeks.

	No man had any right to look so good. She tried not to notice how he settled his six-foot frame in the chair beside her with a grace that was reminiscent of a cat. Or that his cologne was a subtle woodsy scent that she found very appealing. Or that his tux fit him to absolute masculine perfection. Or that his hair curled close to his well-formed head and stayed obediently off his brow. She tried not to notice—and failed.

	Alex also fell short of feeling completely at ease among this group of people—she, an out-of-work secretary with two young sons to feed while subsisting on public aid. Thankfully, the only person there who knew of her dire financial situation was Viv, who had befriended her while they worked on their neighborhood breakfast program. Alex had been faintly ashamed of having to avail of charity, but Hank and Billy needed the extra nourishment to stay healthy and do well in school. She felt badly enough about mooching off her elderly parents by living with them. She couldn’t expect them to dole out precious retirement income to their single daughter.

	If only she hadn’t contracted that awful flu virus a few months back and subsequently lost her job. Heck, she’d never have been able to attend the wedding if Eleuthera Mackenzie hadn’t insisted on picking up the tab for the bridesmaids’ outfits.

	Then there was Darryl’s credit card debt. Her husband had been dead for two years, but Alex was still up to her neck in overdue payments for his habit. Too bad he’d gambled away all of their savings before he’d gotten sick. Swallowing bitterly, she chastised herself for the selfish thought. The man was gone, after all.

	The sound of utensils tapping on crystal brought Alex out of her reverie, and she couldn’t help smiling as the happy couple stood and kissed, cheered on by hoots and wolf whistles.

	“Make your teeth ache?” a deep voice rumbled in her ear.

	Startled, she frowned at JJ. “What?”

	“All that sweetness and happy-ever-after stuff,” he clarified, nodding at Jonas and Viv. “I never went for it myself.”

	“No, your type wouldn’t.” After that dampening statement, she went back to eating her cake.

	“What exactly does that mean? Your type?”

	“The footloose, carefree, chase-anything-in-a-skirt type.” Alex knew she was baiting him, perhaps unfairly. He was a successful PI with his own firm—he must be responsible some of the time. As for the skirts, well, she’d let that stand. It was plain that her dismissal of a date with him had rankled—that was most assuredly the reason behind him getting in her face now.

	“I suppose you’re all for that commitment tripe,” JJ grumbled after such a long pause that she’d been on the verge of apologizing for her rudeness.

	“As a matter of fact, I am, when two people are right for each other.”

	Just because it didn’t work out for me doesn’t mean it can’t for them.

	Something flickered in his eyes when she looked at him.

	“I’m sorry, I forget you’re a widow. That was insensitive.” He seemed so sincere that Alex could only turn back to her plate without saying anything, certainly not that her own dream had turned to dust.

	It was no business of his that her marriage had been one disappointment after another until she’d finally had enough. She refused to justify her feelings about relationships or anything else to calm his ruffled feathers. The man was simply toying with her, trying to aggravate her as much as possible while she had to endure his company for the sake of mutual friends.

	Certain that JJ would grow bored with it, she finished the cake and pretended to be very interested in the bubbles in her glass of champagne.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Damn! He mentally kicked himself. You had to bring up something that obviously caused her great pain. Way to go, you jerk!

	JJ sighed and gulped from his wineglass. If the way she’d turned from him was any indication, he’d put his foot in it good. It wasn’t bad enough to give her the impression that he had little respect or admiration for the sanctity of marriage, he had to remind her of her loss. It was apparent she still had feelings for her dead husband or she wouldn’t have flinched like that.

	Damn and double damn.

	Well, at least he’d gotten her attention. He’d become heartily sick of being ignored by the dark-haired vixen. If he hadn’t noticed her sneaking those looks at him now and then, he’d accept that she wasn’t interested.

	How many times since that morning at Viv’s had he wished he could go back and undo whatever it was he did to offend her in the first place? Grief, he’d only asked her out! He was good company and far from over the hill, although his thirty-five-year-old body had not craved any female companionship for several months.

	It wasn’t as if he’d never been turned down. It happened seldom but it had happened. Normally, he’d shrug it off and go on about his business, but even weeks after meeting Alex he had trouble concentrating without having an image of her flash through his memory at odd moments. She was disrupting his work and his pitiful social life. The one date he’d had in months had seemed too blonde, too brassy, too not Alex Manning. He’d taken the woman to her place and hugged her goodnight—hugged her, for God’s sake, and left her at the door!

	He’d been in his glee to learn she was Viv’s maid of honor, thinking he’d finagle a dance or two at the reception. How pathetic. Here he was, a grown man with his own thriving company, trying desperately not to peek down the cleavage of this gorgeous, stubborn woman.

	Sighing again, he drained his glass.

	Once the remnants of the meal had been cleared, the waiters that had been hired by Eleuthera efficiently transformed the great dining room into a softly lit ballroom. Tables were arranged just so to allow space for dancing, candles placed strategically to enhance the romantic mood.

	Mr. and Mrs. Mackenzie took to the floor for the traditional first waltz. Jonas’ fiery red head bent close to his bride’s, and he gently brushed his lips over hers.

	JJ stood off to one side in the semi-darkness and fought a pang of envy as he witnessed the happy couple’s embrace. His friend deserved to find contentment with a good woman and get started on raising a family.

	It had always seemed inevitable to JJ that his college buddies, Jonas, and Viv’s cousin, Steven Kincaid, would one day find that someone special to share their lives. While Steven had not yet followed the redhead in the pursuit of happiness, JJ was certain it would eventually come to pass.

	His friends had been brought up in the secure structure of a family and found comfort in the knowledge that their relatives would support them in times both good and bad, unlike the orphan JJ somehow sensed he would always be. True, he had his longtime companions who were as close as brothers to him, but the feeling of being disconnected had stayed with him ever since his alcoholic mother had dumped him on the steps of an orphanage without bothering to sign the papers necessary for him to be legally adopted. Not that many people had been looking to adopt an eight-year-old, moody little boy with a penchant for finding trouble.

	He jiggled the ice in his empty glass and decided against a refill as he watched the couple separate, Jonas leading his mother to the floor while Viv took her Uncle Jon’s hand.

	Loneliness swept over him, and he automatically stepped farther into the shadows, hoping his presence would go unnoticed as he indulged in old and painful memories—the nuns with their falsely bright smiles telling him they’d found a new foster home, one of his foster mothers locking him in a closet for so long that he’d wet his pants at the ripe old age of eleven, having to bite the arm of his second foster father so he’d be sent back to the orphanage and not have to worry that the pervert would put his slimy hands on him.

	Of course, they hadn’t all been bad. Most had treated him well, but they just didn’t think of him as their child. He’d learned to maintain a certain distance because he soon realized that eventually he’d have to leave. No, family for JJ was just something he’d come to accept was not in the cards.

	Lost in the past, he didn’t notice the music change until she stood before him and offered her hand. Alex’s eyes, for the first time since he’d stumbled upon her in Viv’s kitchen, had lost their haunted look and were glowing softly, large and dark and possessing a light that sparked a response in his soul. Hope.

	“I think this is where we’re supposed to dance,” she whispered, wiggling her fingers at him.

	Now, what had made her change her attitude so radically and so fast? Twenty minutes ago, she’d treated him like the lowest on the totem pole. Oh well, why question it?

	Shoving back the reminders of his past, JJ placed his glass on a table and fitted his palm against hers as she led him toward the music.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Weddings always had this effect on her. Just the simple act of watching two people so devoted to each other created an illusion of serenity in her own jumbled life. Problems seemed insignificant for a little while, and she got caught up in the moment. There were no resumes to mail, no bills to pay, no worries whatsoever.

	Apparently, the sight of matrimonial bliss did not affect JJ Vanzant the same way. She’d gotten a glimpse of him practically hidden behind a darkened fern, staring into his glass with a too-somber expression on his face. His broad shoulders had risen and fallen slowly, as if resettling an invisible burden. For long minutes she’d watched before her feet made the decision to walk over to him.

	Now, as one big hand rested in the small of her back and the other cradled hers against his chest, she wondered if giving in to the urge to wipe that troubled look away had been wise. His cologne mingled with another, more elusive scent that she knew was distinctly his—a bit spicy and very sensual. Without thinking, she edged closer, the top of her head brushing his chin. He leaned down and pressed his cheek to hers, and she knew she ought to back off. After all, she’d spent the entire evening trying to stay out of his way, so this was definitely sending the wrong signal. She considered putting some distance between his slightly rougher cheek and hers, but her traitorous face would not cooperate. This really wasn’t wise.

	JJ was careful of her, his touch almost tender as they swayed to the love song being played by the string quartet. Alex fancied he was very respectful of her smaller, less substantial frame. Skinny, she ruefully corrected. She’d lost a lot of weight while she’d been ill and hadn’t gained much of it back. Her wrists were too thin, and her ribs were too prominent to anyone with a mind to examine them. Thankfully, no one had.

	She closed her drooping lids and sighed. Who was she kidding anyway? A whiff of the man was all she could afford with so much on her plate—and JJ was way out of her league. No handsome, successful, fun-loving guy in his right mind would take on a relationship with someone who carried a load as big as hers. Certainly not one who, by his own earlier admission, was commitment-shy.

	“Song’s over.” JJ’s arms remained around her. “Want another, or is one dance all you can stomach with me?”

	“I don’t mind one more—but I’ll probably fall asleep on you.”

	He laughed softly and tucked her head under his chin. “I’ll chance it.”

	So they stayed that way until Steven Kincaid asked to cut in. The glare JJ sent him was ignored with a grin, and he glided with Alex across the floor.

	The reception lasted almost ‘til midnight, everyone waltzing with everyone else. Finally, the long-awaited moment for the tossing of the bouquet and garter arrived.

	Alex was dragged into the laughing group of single women, stunned when the bride threw the rose blooms directly at her. It thunked on her chest, and she automatically put her hands up to save the lovely creation from crashing to the floor. The other guests roared in appreciation and shouted for the groom to get rid of the scrap of something blue in his hand, and her face burned.

	Jonas flipped the garter over his shoulder in the opposite direction of where the bachelors had gathered, seemingly oblivious to the fact that JJ had deliberately held himself apart from the rest. The blond man was startled to find the lacy thing on his head and grinned sassily as he plucked it from its resting place.

	Grateful that she was wearing pants, Alex complied with tradition, and she extended her leg for JJ to do the honors. The suit was fashionably loose, however, which enabled him to slide the fabric above her knee. And was it just her imagination, or did those warm hands linger unnecessarily on her bare skin?

	Disregarding her flaming embarrassment, he rose and gallantly brought her hand to his lips, blue gaze burning into hers amid more cheers. She scowled back, not comfortable at all with the predatory gleam there.

	“Lighten up, Alex. I don’t bite.” He smiled down at her and added, “Well, not very hard and only in private.” Wiggling thick eyebrows, he leered comically.

	“Forget it, Romeo,” she told him, “I’m not your flavour.”

	“I’m all for trying new things.”

	“I’m not,” Alex said truthfully and turned away from his wicked grin.

	But he wasn’t finished. “Can I offer you a lift home?”

	“I have a ride, thank you. Cass and Caro are staying at Viv’s house, just up the street.” She hurried out into the hall where guests were saying goodnight to the couple. They would spend the night in their home and depart for a short honeymoon in the morning, Eleuthera having tactfully checked herself and the out-of-town guests into a hotel to give them privacy.

	Alex hugged the newlyweds warmly and went to find her coat, only to have it placed around her shoulders by JJ. She muttered a stiff “Thanks” and searched for the twins. Desperately, she tried to pretend Mr. Dimples wasn’t right on her heels.

	“We’ve decided to go to the hotel for a little post-party party. Everyone’s invited,” Caro told her. “Or we can drop you off first if you’re tired.”

	“I am tired,” Alex said, unable to hide a yawn, “but I’ll get a cab.”

	“Nonsense,” interjected the aggravating man behind her. “I can drop you.” He slipped an arm around her and grinned affably. “I know the way.”

	That was it. She was boxed in. Smiling as brightly as she could, she let him lead her off.

	“I don’t know what it is about me that offends you,” he groused as he fired up the sporty jeep. “I mean, an invitation to supper or
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