
        
            
                
            
        

    
Jerrold

She's haunted by high school experiences but that
won't stop him!

A sexy
pregnancy romance by Katie Dowe of BWWM Club.

Billionaire
basketball player Jerrold Littman is enamored by his beautiful
physiotherapist Noelle.

But when
he finally confesses his love after sleeping with each other, Noelle
refuses to be with him!

After a
horrible teenage experience Noelle is left with a shattered
self-esteem.

Despite
her gorgeous looks and her impressive education and work experience
she still feels like that awkward teenager who was bullied
constantly!

And when
Jerrold comes into her life, she can’t help but think he’s
like the rest of them!

But now
that she’s pregnant with his child she doesn’t know what
to do…

Especially
since she’s starting to have feelings for him!

Can
Jerrold convince Noelle that she is beautiful—inside and out?

And will
they be able to start a family together?

Find out
in this emotional yet sexy romance by Katie Dowe of BWWM Club.

Suitable
for over 18s only due to sex scenes so hot, you'll start dreaming
about your own basketball billionaire!

Tip:
Search BWWM Club
on Amazon to see more of our great books.








Free: Get Jason from the Members From Money
series where YOU'RE the star!!

Hi
there. As a special thank you for buying this ebook, for a limited
time I want to send a copy of Jason free
of charge directly
to your email! It's a personalized
story, meaning
you'll add a few details about yourself (these won't be shared with
anyone else) and you'll become the star of the story!! :D

You'll
be emailed a new chapter once a day for 7 days. You can get it by
clicking the cover below or going
here:







Direct
link: www.afroromancebooks.com/personalized-jason-members-from-money

This
book is so exclusive you can't even buy it. As well as sending daily
emails with the story, I'll also send you updates when new books like
this are available.

Copyright
©
2019 to Katie Dowe and AfroRomanceBooks.com. No part of this book can
be copied or distributed without written permission from the above
copyright holders.




Contents

Chapter
1

Chapter
2

Chapter
3

Chapter
4

Chapter
5

Chapter
6

Chapter
7

Chapter
8

Chapter
9

Chapter
10

Chapter
11

Chapter
12

Chapter
13

Chapter
14

Chapter
15

Chapter
16

Get
Another BWWM Ebook Free

BWWM
Book Of The Week

More
Hot BWWM Books You'll Love





Chapter 1

“I am so happy
that you have decided to join me.” Robert Buckner glanced at
his daughter as he handed her the glass of wine. “The work is
getting too much for me and I really need the help.”

Noelle accepted the
glass of wine and followed her dad into the cozy living room where a
cheerful fire was burning in the hearth. She had given up her
practice in town to come back to the small town of Lakeside to work
alongside her father who was the resident physiotherapist for the
famous basketball team, the Lakeside Bears. She had spent years after
leaving medical school playing a little more than a masseuse to
spoiled rich socialites and celebrities and realized that she was
extremely tired of it! When her dad had called and offered her the
position, she had quickly jumped at it and had moved within a week.
But she had told him that she needed her own space and had rented an
apartment in the busy town area much to his disappointment. She had
told him that she had spent too many years living on her own to live
with someone else even if that someone was her own dad. Today was the
first Thursday in December and the weather had turned decidedly
chilly with the possibility of snow further in the month. “I
must say that I had quite forgotten how enchanting the place is and
how quiet,” she murmured as she curled her feet beneath her and
sipped the wine.

Robert glanced at his
beautiful daughter and hid his concerns. She had followed in his
footsteps and became a physiotherapist and he was so proud of her,
but he had realized since her high school days and college as well as
university that she kept to herself. She had never brought home a guy
to introduce to him and when he had asked her recently about a
relationship she had shrugged and told him that she was not ready to
settle down yet. When she was away all those years he had always
called to check on her and jokingly asked what her plans were for the
weekend. She had always told him that she intended to settle down
with a good book until she fell asleep. She hardly ever smiled and
was far too serious for someone so beautiful. He was well aware that
she had had a pretty traumatic experience all through high school
where the students had been cruel to her, but he figured that she
should be over it by now. He also marveled at how the former gawky
and lanky teenager had been transformed into a beautiful woman with
gentle curves, thick shoulder length dark hair, and a complexion that
had become flawless after her endless battle with acne. Now Noelle
was a tall, willowy, graceful woman with a white smile that gave no
indication that she had had to wear braces for so many years. “The
team is throwing a party on Saturday and it would be a great chance
for you to meet the members. Jerrold Littman, the owner and one of
the players, is down to earth and does not behave as if he is one of
the most successful team owners in the world.”

“You don’t
have to sell them to me, Dad,” Noelle told him with a slight
smile. “And you know how I feel about crowds.”

“Darling, you
are young and beautiful and should be going on dates!”

“So you are
trying to set me up with one of the players?” she asked him
teasingly.

He shook his head
seriously. “No fraternizing with the players.”

“You have no
fear of that happening.” Noelle glanced at her watch and
realized that it was time to go. She had arrived back in town a week
ago and was still getting settled. Work for her started on Monday and
there were still some things needed to be done. “I will let you
know about the party.”

Her father followed
her to door. “I wish you would also considering giving up the
apartment and coming back home. This house is way too big for one
person.”

She leaned up and
kissed his lined cheek. “I promise to come over for dinners,
but I need my own space. I do better by myself, Dad.”

“That’s
what I am afraid of.” He sighed as he hugged her briefly.
“Drive safe.”

With a wave, Noelle
bounded down the steps and went to her car. She warmed up the
interior first before driving out of the cobbled driveway. The
apartment building was only two miles away so she decided to take it
slow, driving through the town and eyeing the Christmas lights
glittering on most of the houses and along the white picket fences.
The streets in the town of Lakeside were almost identical, with
identical frosted pink houses and white picket fences, and gave the
impression of living in a candy world. She smiled as she remembered
bicycling along the streets and stopping every now and then to greet
the neighbors who always looked out for her. 


The expression on her
face sobered as she remembered her childhood and deliberately strayed
away from that part of her life. Turning on the music, she listened
to the mellow tones of John Legend as she made her way home.

*****

Jerrold Littman
tugged off his thin merino, grimacing at the sweat soaking through
the material before throwing it over one of the chairs in his
bedroom. His workout had been almost brutal, but he had games all of
next week and needed to lose some of the kinks in his muscles. He had
been planning to retire when he reached the age of thirty this past
April but his love for the game had urged him to stay on. He had been
playing since high school and was very good at it. The game was his
passion as well as his outlet for the passion and sexual tension that
was present every morning he woke up. But unlike the other players he
did not give in to the temptation of taking up the offers from women
who flocked around them even when there was not a game going on.
Jerrold was focused on his game and the training they always put into
it and did not allow anything or anyone to make him lose focus. He
had achieved phenomenal success and fame as a result of his excellent
plays over the years and had bought the Lakeside Bears when the then
owner had lost interest and the backings of other investors. Jerrold
did not only own the team but had also heavily invested in apartment
and commercial buildings in and around town. He had been portrayed on
the covers of sports magazine and his rugged handsomeness a magnet
for the opposite sex! He had successfully fended off the advances of
women and had only been in two semiserious relationships in the past
ten years. He was tall, topping six-feet five-inches. and his body
finely tone and well-muscled. He had thick coffee dark brown hair and
blue eyes that crinkled with humor and was considered the nicest rich
guy anyone had ever met. His mother and dad were still alive and as
soon as he had made it big he had set them up in a house on the edge
of town where he had Sunday dinners with them whenever he had a
chance.

He stripped off the
rest of his sodden clothes and pulling the partition aside he stepped
into the huge shower install and turned the shower jet on, dunking
his head beneath the spray and closing his eyes as the water beat
down onto his skin. He pressed his palms against the tiles and let
the water beat the kinks out of his muscles. He had realized a few
months ago that something was missing from his life. He had seen the
way the members of the club he belonged to looking at the women in
their lives and found himself longing for something like that. He had
gone to a function just a few weeks ago at the club and watched the
latest married couples and had found himself wanting more. That had
been the reason he had given up his latest relationship more than six
months ago. It had been sexually satisfying, but apart from that
something had been lacking. Samantha had tearfully asked him if it
had anything to do with her and he had told her that he was sorry but
the relationship had become stagnant which had been true. He had not
wanted to hurt her, but he could not very well stay into a
relationship that had him wanting the evening to end whenever they
went somewhere together. That was the reason why he had decided
against entering into another unsatisfying relationship. He was
holding out for the real thing no matter what it took!

*****

Noelle sipped the
champagne from the flute and tried her best not to look as bored as
she was feeling. She had come against her better judgment and because
her father had asked her again if she would accompany him. So she had
reluctantly taken out a simple dark blue pants suit and carelessly
putting her thick dark hair in a chignon she had made her way to the
huge auditorium where the party was being held. She had also been
introduced to most of the players who had looked her over like a
particular delicious morsel of food that they intended to nibble on
at a later time, but instead of giving in to the resentment and anger
boiling inside her, she had given them amused smile that conveyed to
them that she was above the message that was coming across. Her dad
had gone to mingle with the team members and had left her alone for
the moment. Several of the team members’ wives had struck up
conversations with her, but she had merely replied in monosyllables
because she did not have the slightest interest in the latest fashion
trends and the rounds of parties that were planned for the holiday
season. She had just made her polite excuse and was looking around
for her dad when he came up to her. Her dad had told her that Jerrold
Littman was the owner of the team and that he had not arrived yet,
but as soon as she saw the tall man towering over her she knew
exactly who he was!

“Robert said I
should come over and introduce myself.” He extended a large
hand to hers, his ready smile coming as he stared down at her. “I
am Jerrold Littman.”

“Noelle
Buckner.” She had to tilt her head back to look up at him and
the minute he shook her hand, she removed it immediately. 


“The new physio
and Robert’s daughter.”

“Very nice to
meet you,” she said politely, trying to find a way to make her
escape without it being too obvious. 


“You are not
leaving already, are you?”

Noelle stifled a
sigh. He was standing right in front of her with people milling
around them. In order for her to pass him, she would have to squeeze
through and either end up touching him or the other people crowded
around them. There was no escape for her right now! “I am not
much for large crowds.”

“You cannot
leave yet.”

She looked up at him
startled as he took her elbow and guided her away from the crowd.
“Why not?”

“The fun part
of the evening is not here yet.”

“What part is
that?” she asked, stifling her impatience.

“The impromptu
karaoke. Jermaine has a pretty amazing baritone,” he said,
gesturing to an unnaturally tall African American man who was
surrounded by a group of females who were hanging on to his every
word.

“I think I will
pass.”

“Please stay.”
Jerrold had no idea why he was insisting on her staying; he only knew
that the minute he had spotted her across the room trying to look as
if she was having fun, he had been drawn to her. Robert had
intercepted him as soon as he came in and told him that his daughter
was there and had pointed to her. 


“Why?”
she asked him bluntly. For a few seconds, he had no idea what to say
then he came up with a feasible reason. 


“I happen to
hate the crowds myself and you would be doing me a big favor if you
stayed and kept me company.” He prayed that she did not know he
was lying!

A smile came and went
on her beautiful face and he had an idea that she had seen through
him! “I will stay for a few more minutes.”

“Thank you.”
A wide smile came across his ruggedly handsome face and he quickly
looked away. He grabbed two flutes of champagne from a passing waiter
and handed one to her. She was about to decline but took the drink
when he pressed it into her hand. After a few minutes, the man he had
called Jermaine ran up to the makeshift stage and announced the
beginning of the entertainment section. Noelle watched in idle
amusement as several of the members went on stage to try and sing
along to the words running on the screen. She even laughed as two men
kept jumbling the words, unaware that she was being watched by the
man next to her.

She jumped as he
spoke to her. “Now you are in for a real treat,” he said
with a mischievous grin as he abandoned his glass on a table next to
them and walked away swiftly as his name was called. 


“Okay, ladies
and gents,” Jermaine said in amusement. “Not only is he
handsome and very rich and a reasonable player of basketball, but he
also has a voice!” He shook his head as Jerrold came alongside
him. “I often said that this guy here has the devil’s own
luck. Now let’s give it up for Jerrold Littman!” He
handed the mic to his friend as the thunderous applause sounded
through the huge room. Jerrold gave a mock bow and turned to the
screen waiting for the music to start and the words to begin singing.
Noelle’s eyes widened in surprise at his rich baritone voice
singing along to Luther Vandross’ hit song A House is Not a
Home. She stood rooted to the spot as he sang along, his voice
blending like a professional. Suddenly, he turned to look straight at
her as he continued singing and she could not tear her eyes away from
his. He finished the song and bowed to the sound of applause again as
he made his way back to where she was standing. 


“That was quite
a performance,” she murmured the minute he was next to her.
“Was that why you wanted me to stay?’

“Part of the
reason,” he told her with a grin. “What do you think?”

“I think you
belong on a stage,” she told him with a shrug. There was
something about him that kept the bad memories from her childhood
resurfacing! She knew that it was the way he looked and the easy
confidence that he had about him. With an abrupt movement, she placed
her half-empty glass on the table and made to turn away.

“Leaving?”
There was a hint of disappointment in his voice as he watched her.

“I am. Thanks
for the performance.” With a wave, she was gone. He watched as
she headed to the closet to get her coat and watched as she whispered
something to her dad before she left. Unconsciously, Jerrold took up
the glass she had been drinking from and emptied it before putting it
back down, a thoughtful expression on his face.

*****

Noelle hung her coat
on the peg just inside the doorway and slipped out of her boots
before padding into the kitchen to go and find something to eat. She
had not eaten anything before she left for the party earlier on and
had not bothered with the finger food that had been passed around
while she was there for the short time. She wrinkled her small nose
as she looked at the contents of the fridge and realized that she
needed to go shopping and pretty soon. Dragging out a tub of rocky
road ice cream, she reached for a spoon and dug into the tub. Ice
cream had been her go to solace when she had been a teenager and had
had a particularly rotten day at school which was almost every single
day! She had been plain and awkward looking with pimples, braces, and
had been as skinny as a rail. She had spent hours staring at herself
in the mirror as if doing so would somehow magically cause the image
in the mirror staring back at her to disappear and a much more
attractive one take its place. But that had never happened of course
and she had been stuck by the girl she had come to despise because
she had been teased endlessly about the way she looked. The only
attractive thing to her back then had been her large dark brown eyes
and her thick black hair, which even then had fallen into lustrous
waves past her shoulders. 


“Darling, you
are going to surprise those mean children who keep picking on you one
of these days,” he mother had told her when she had just turned
fifteen and had complained about the way she looked. 


“Why couldn’t
I look like you?” Noelle had asked her.

“Because you
have not grown into your looks yet,” Nicole Buckner had told
her gently. “Right now you are all arms and legs and hair, but
one day you are going to stare into the mirror and be shocked by
transformation.” Her mother had been right, but it had taken
several more years for that to happen and by then her mother had died
of an aneurysm when she had just entered college leaving her
brokenhearted and lost. Noelle pushed back a thick lock of hair from
her face as she bent to scoop some more ice cream from the container
and lick it off the spoon. She had toyed with the idea of seeing a
therapist to help her get past the cruelty of her school members and
especially how she felt and still felt about Joey Virgil who had
damaged her beyond repair by his callous words and his need to hurt
her whenever his friends were around. She had spent days and nights
crying for the boy she had spent two years crushing on and who had
ended up crushing her very soul! Noelle put the spoon away and
covered back the container before putting it back inside the freezer.
It was late, but she never really put on weight which made it easy
for her to pretty much eat anything she desired and besides she
exercised like a fiend! The memories had come crashing back because
she had been in a room full of grown up jocks! Closing the door
firmly she made her way to the bedroom to change her clothes and get
some sleep. She had work Monday morning and still some packing to do
as well!

*****

“So what do you
think of my Noelle?” Robert Buckner’s voice dripped with
pride as he looked at Jerrold who was standing at the bar with him
and waiting for his drink.

“She is quite
lovely,” Jerrold said seriously. “Not the party type
though.”

“She is
something of a loner,” Robert admitted as he accepted the beer
from the bartender. “I am hoping that will change as soon as
she settles back here.”

“She was born
here?”

Robert nodded. “Born
and bred until she left for college.”

“I find it hard
to believe that a beautiful woman like her does not like the social
scene,” Jerrold murmured as he sipped his scotch and looked
around the room. His interest had gone out of the evening and he had
come over to the bar to avoid the advances of several single women
who had gathered at the party with the intention of trying to snag
the single members of the team of which he was the most eligible one
of them, with his money and looks. He was weary of women trying to
show him how good it could be between them!

“She did not
have an easy time growing up.” Without explaining what that
meant, the man excused himself and went to talk to some of the other
members. Jerrold sat at the bar and sipped his drink slowly, his mind
going back to what Noelle Buckner looked like. She had been skittish
and aloof, something that he had noticed from the beginning. And very
beautiful and untouched! And for some reason he wanted to get to know
her better!





Chapter 2

“Are these guys
bothering you?” Jerrold asked as he wandered into the room
reserved for the two physiotherapists. She had been there a week now
and seemed to fit in very well. He also noticed that his team members
feigned all kinds of bruises to get the chance to be in the room with
her and they were requesting that she be the one to take care of
them. It was amusingly obvious that they were trying to get her
attention and her coolness and aloof and untouchable attitude made
them try even harder. Jermaine seemed to be the most determined of
them all. Jerrold had stayed away because he did not want to be
grouped in with his other team members. 


She looked up as she
finished massaging the team member’s ankle and stepped back to
snap off her gloves. Her father was busy attending to another team
member who had come in with a dislocated wrist. A number of the men
were gathered around her and she knew that they were not necessarily
injured but found ways to try and get the chance to strike up a
conversation with her. She was always professional and handled their
persistence with a cool smile and stuck to her job. “I can
handle them.” She did not smile at him and he wondered what he
could do to change that. He had seen her from a distance coming onto
the field several times to led assistance to the players as they lay
there on the gurney and had watched as she attended to them. Injuries
were a part of the game and he had gotten a few scrapes and bruises
but never serious enough to seek her help. He did not want to play
the game his other team members were playing to get her to notice
them and besides he realized that she was not impressed by what they
were doing.

He nodded as he
watched her walked over to a desk to make notes on her device. He had
outfitted the room with all the modern conveniences there were and
aside from a very serious injury, his team members could be treated
here. He walked over to her desk and without even glancing in her
dad’s direction he spoke to her softly. “I did not get a
chance to come and welcome you officially to the team.”

She looked up at him
and nodded. “I quite understand.”

His eyes searched her
face. Her thick dark hair was caught back into a very neat ponytail
and she did not have makeup on. Gold knobs glittered at her lobes and
her uniform, a shirt with the team’s logo on it, and her badge
with her name and her profession were pinned onto it. She was wearing
denims and looked very young and very professional. “The winter
ball is coming up. I hope you will be there.”

“I heard about
that. Is it a requirement?”

“I am afraid
so,” he told her with a smile. “It is usually a fun event
and the entire town turns out for it. We put it on every winter this
time of the year to involve the community into what we are doing,
making them a part of the team effort.”

She nodded. “I
will be there.”

He stood there
feeling awkward, not knowing what else to say to her but not wanting
to leave. There was something about her that drew him to her and he
could not put a finger on it.

She looked up at him.
“Was there anything else?” Her tone was polite and
distant and he knew he was being dismissed.

“I will see you
later.” With a smile, he walked away from her, summarily
dismissed.

On the other side of
the room, Robert Buckner watched the scene, his expression
thoughtful. He had noticed the owner of the team watching her
whenever he thought she was not looking, he had also noticed how the
team members gathered around his daughter but had noticed it and had
been amused by how much they tried to get her to notice them. But
with Jerrold it was a different matter altogether. Jerrold stood at a
distance and watched her, he did not pretend to be injured like the
rest of them, but whenever she was not looking he would stare at her.
Today was the first time he had approached her. Robert hid a smile as
he leveled a look at his too serious daughter. He wanted her to open
up and be with someone who could love her and who will be able to
make her forget the cruelty of her high school years. He had no idea
that she had been damaged so badly, but each time he had suggested
that she get professional help and each time he had tried to get her
to open up to him, she had changed the subject. His daughter was
stubborn and willful and did not take kindly to people interfering in
her life. Robert looked over to where Jerrold stood talking to a
member and noticed how often his gaze strayed to where Noelle was
sitting. His expression became thoughtful and with a smile he went
back to what he was doing.

*****

“Dad, I will be
fine, I just want to finish up my report on what I did today,”
Noelle reassured him as he picked up his bag to leave. It was
Thursday and he had a standing dinner with a friend of his that he
was running late for, but he had not wanted to leave her alone. The
team members were still practicing in the covered area they used in
winter and he had no doubt that she would be okay with them around.
Besides, Lakeside was a place that was completely safe.

“Okay, my
dear.” He bent over to kiss her on the head and stepped back.
“I will ask Jerrold to keep an eye on you.”

She looked up at him.
“You really don’t have to do that.”

“It will ease
my mind,” he averred. “Don’t stay too long.”
He waved at her and was gone.

Noelle went back to
her report and after a time she became absorbed on what she was
doing. He came into the large area quietly and stood there watching
her head bent over her device, a frown on her forehead. Jerrold
walked quietly towards her and stopped just at her desk. “I
hope it is nothing life threatening.”

Her head lifted and
for a moment he wondered if she recognized him before her expression
cleared. “No.” She shook her head and her eyes went to
the package in his hands. 


“I grabbed
something in the kitchen for us. I figured you would be hungry and
wondered if you wouldn’t mind sharing a meal with me.”

“Dad should not
have-“

“I don’t
mind in the least.” Before she could voice further objection,
he pulled up a chair and placed the bag onto her desk. “Can you
take a break?”

She put away the
device with reluctance and made room on her desk. Jerrold removed the
food cartons from the bag and she smelled the delicious aroma coming
from them, realizing that aside from a hurried sandwich at lunch she
had had nothing else to eat. 


“Shrimp salad,”
he told her as her eyes strayed to the cartons. “Our resident
chef, Manuel, is a genius in the kitchen.” He handed her a
carton and a fork. “As you have probably discovered.”

“Thank you.”
She eyed him as he sat back against the chair and stretched his legs
out. “I hope I am not keeping you from practice.”

“Not at all,”
he told her quietly as he dug into his meal. “We have a game
coming up on Saturday, but I think I have what I need to play a fair
game.”

“You are being
modest,” she commented. “I happen to know that you are an
excellent player.”

“So you have
seen some our games.” 


She shrugged. “This
is my hometown and I was proud when the team made it to the
playoffs.”

“Have you ever
been to any of our games?”

“No,” she
admitted as she dug the fork into the shrimp and studied it for a
moment. “I watched it on TV.”

“Played any
sports in high school?”

“Volleyball,
but I was never good at it.”

“How about
cheerleading? I bet you nailed that,” he teased.

She stiffened and put
the fork down. “I was never accepted on the squad and no one in
their right mind would have put me on the team.” Her voice was
cold and he had a feeling that he had somehow touched a very raw
nerve.

“I bet you did
not want to be a cheerleader anyway.” He tried to make up for
his gaffe, but somehow made it even worse!

“Oh, I did
actually,” she said with a short laugh, her dark brown eyes
glittering. “I prayed every single day that God would somehow
find it in him to change the way I looked so that I could be accepted
and be part of the squad but it never happened.” She met his
puzzled look as his eyes roamed over her face. “I was a very
late bloomer.”

“High school
has a way of bringing out the mean spirit in us.” He tried to
sound casual but failed.

“How was your
high school experience? Were you bullied for looking different or
were you one of the popular guys?”

He wanted to lie so
that he could form some sort of bond with, her but he knew that she
would not respect him for doing so and he needed her respect among
other things. “I was,” he admitted reluctantly.

“Let me guess?”
she injected a note of amusement in her cultured voice. “Captain
of the basketball team and the one who dated the head cheerleader,
both of you becoming king and queen of the homecoming dance. Am I
right?”

Somehow Jerrold knew
that the answer he gave her would have him dropping a notch in her
belt and he wondered how to get out of answering. “That was so
long ago-“

“So the answer
is yes?”

“It is.”
He saw the look on her beautiful face and wanted to change the
subject, but he wanted to find out what was it that still had such an
impact on her after all this time! “I was never a bully, as a
matter of fact I hated even the thought of it and when I was in high
school I did my best to stop it.”

“So you were
one of the good jocks?” Her tone was amused. “How
unusual.”

“I am pretty
unusual,” he told her lightly. “And I hate that word.”

“Jock? But
that’s what you are, and still are by the way.”

“I would like
to think that I am more than that.” He kept his tone level,
trying not to make her see how important her opinion of him was!
“Basketball has been my passion since I was a child and grew
into a way of life for me. It became my career, but I branched out to
other things as well.” He put the carton onto the desk and
realized that he had lost his appetite. “I would like you to
believe that.”

“It’s
none of my concern.” The shutter had been dropped over her face
and the coolly beautiful professional woman was back. Jerrold had a
feeling that he was not going to get anything else out of her for the
rest of the evening. As a matter of fact, she was packing up. “Thanks
for the meal and the company.”

“You are most
welcome,” he told her casually as he got to his feet. “If
there is anything you need, please let me know.”

“Thank you.”
She nodded as she grabbed her laptop bag and walked over to the coat
hanger to get her coat. “I will see you tomorrow.” 


He nodded and watched
as she left the room, closing the door behind her. He stood where he
was, shoving his hands inside his pockets as he stared at the closed
door. He had watched her talking and had seen the expression on her
beautiful face. Someone had hurt her and it had been during high
school, and not only that but the hurt had cut pretty deep. She had
said that no one in their right mind would have picked her to be on
the cheerleading squad which meant that she had been very plain in
high school. His mind drifted to the girl he used to date in high
school: Sylvia Perkin, a bouncy and very pretty blonde with dark blue
eyes and flawless complexion. He remembered how mean she had been to
those who were not as beautiful as she was and how he had hated her
behavior. He had spoken to her about it several times, but she had
tossed her thick blonde hair and told him that they deserved to be
treated like that because they did not make the beautiful cut. He had
broken up with her shortly after that and she had started spreading
rumors that he was gay. But he had been too popular and had had too
many loyal followers and friends for her lies to take credence. But
he had a feeling that it had been the opposite for Noelle and he felt
his heart breaking for what she had endured during those years.

“Hey, man! We
are going to Sal’s to get a drink. Coming?”

Jerrold turned to
look at the tall African American man walking into the room and
nodded. 


“The doc just
left?” Jermaine asked him.

“She did.”
He picked up the cartons with the half-finished meals and put them
back into the bag. 


“What do you
think my chances are with her?”

Jerrold looked up at
the taller man startled, careful not to let his irritation of the
subject matter showed. “I don’t think she is interested
in any sort of relationship.”

“Maybe you are
right,” Jermaine said with a careless grin. “But I am
still going to try.”

“Don’t
you have enough women vying for your attention?” Jerrold asked
him mildly.

“Yes, but the
doc is not only beautiful but she is not impressed by my looks and my
money, which makes it all the more interesting.”

Jerrold gave him a
dry look and did not respond to that. “Let’s go.”

*****

Noelle felt like
beating herself for her loss of control when she was talking to
Jerrold Littman. She had unwittingly admitted that her high school
experience had been so terrible. Usually she did not reveal that to
anyone, but there had been something about him that had pulled it out
of her! She shook her head and she made her way into the kitchen to
make some hot chocolate. He was right about something though –
high school was years behind her and she should be able to put it
behind her, but years of trying to do so had proven to be a complete
failure!

She put the kettle on
and picking up a book she had left on the counter this morning she
turned the pages and very soon forgot her annoyance.

*****

“You are asking
me out on a date?” Noelle wrapped the bandage around the man’s
ankle before looking at him in amusement. 


“I guess you
could call it that,” Jermaine said with a grin. “It’s
this bar where the team members hang out on Fridays to blow off steam
and get rowdy.”

“And you want
me to go to somewhere like that?”

He tested out his
ankle by stretching his long leg out before responding. “I will
be there to protect you.”

“Protect me
from what exactly?”

“The lecherous
gazes of the other men there,” he said with a teasing grin.

“I am going to
have to pass.”

“Oh, come on,
doc! Give a guy a break.”

“I am sure
there are other more willing females who are just dying to go out
with you,” she pointed out.

“You are right,
but I have bestowed the honor on you,” he told her with a
cheeky grin as he followed her over to her desk.

She actually laughed
at that, the movement transforming an already beautiful face into an
exquisite one and that was what Jerrold saw when he walked into the
room, his gaze arrested. He also noticed that Jermaine had been the
one to make her laugh like that! He could not hear what was being
said because he was too far away, but he saw the man leaning over her
desk with an intimate smile on his face and felt his body tighten
with resentment. He wanted to walk over there and tell him to back
off, but he could not very well do that so he did the next best
thing. 


“You are needed
for the lineup, Jermaine,” he said as he came over to them. “I
trust that your injury is not too bad?”

Jermaine straightened
and looked at him and then rotated his ankle experimentally. “The
doc here fixed me up good so I guess I am okay. I was trying to
invite her to Sal’s later, but so far she has refused my
offer.”

“I see.”
Jerrold felt relieved that she had not said yes to the man. “You
need to go now.”

Jermaine nodded and
sent a wide smile to Noelle. “If you change your mind, let me
know.”

Jerrold lingered and
watched her as she sat down. “Are you going to change your
mind?”

She looked up at him.
“Should I?”

“It’s up
to you,” he said stiffly. “But I have to warn you that
Jermaine is not a one-woman kind of guy.”

She looked up at him
and an amused smile creased her lips. “He did not ask me to
marry him.”

“Of course
not.” Jerrold could have kicked himself! “I just wanted
you to know-“

“You are
looking out for me, that’s sweet but not necessary. I am not
interested in anyone,” she told him coolly.

“Good to know –
I mean these guys are not-“

“Not the kind a
girl would want to get involved with?” she asked him, lifting
tapered brows.

“Something like
that.”

“Thank you.”
Her pointed look told him that the conversation was over and he stood
there for a moment feeling like a fool.

“I will see you
around.” With a nod, he walked away.

*****

Noelle toyed with the
sandwich she was having for lunch. It was already two PM, but things
had been pretty hectic until now. For the moment, the room was empty
except for her and her dad who was seated across from her having his
lunch. 


“Honey, you are
not eating.”

Noelle made an effort
to bite into the tuna sandwich. “I am not really hungry.”

“What’s
on your mind?”

“Mom.”

He looked at her
sharply. His wife had been dead for twelve years now and he had never
had the need to replace her with anyone else. He could not bear the
thought of doing so. He was seeing someone else, but as far as he was
concerned it could never lead to marriage while he was still in love
with his dead wife. “Why?”

Noelle shrugged. “I
was just wondering how my life would have turned out if she was still
alive.”

“I think your
life turned out pretty great. She would have been proud of you.”

“In terms of my
career, it did turn out great, but I am twenty-eight years old and I
am still single.”

“Why are you?”

She shrugged again.
“I cannot seem to get past certain trauma in my life and even
the thought of going out with someone makes me want to run and hide.
Jermaine keeps asking me out and he is a sweet guy and all, but I am
so paranoid when it comes to men that I cannot accept a simple
invitation.”

“I am not sure
that is not a good thing.” Robert smiled as his daughter looked
at him in surprise. “Jermaine is not the type of guy a father
would like to see his daughter with, honey.”

“You mean
because of his reputation?”

Robert nodded. “He
has different women every week.”

Noelle laughed at
that. “He would be the last person I’d get involved with,
Dad. I know the type of person he is. But that is not the point, the
point is that even a simple invitation like going to a bar to have a
drink makes me want to run and hide and I am sick of it.”

“Sal’s is
no place for a nice young lady like you.”

Noelle reached across
the table and clasped his hands. “I really can take care of
myself.”





Chapter 3

Jerrold showed off
for her on Saturday. He had been happy that she had not taken
Jermaine up on his offer for her to come to the bar and had spent the
night drinking lemon water and eating peanuts as he watched for her.
His parents were at the friendly match as usual and he had had them
seated in the VIP section of the huge auditorium. He knew that Robert
always attended the matches but was not sure she would be there but
he had seen when she came in with her dad, wearing the team shirt and
black denims. Her hair was loose around her face and she had a team
hat on her head. She was armed with bucket of popcorn and a can of
beer. It was very hard to take his eyes off her and he had done so
reluctantly as he got ready to get the usual group lecture from the
coach.

He dribbled the ball,
concentrating on the opposing team crowding him as he played inside
his position as a forward. But his concentration was off and as he
made to pass the ball to the other team member, his left ankle
twisted and he fell hard on his knee, the pain stinging through his
legs with a force that had him falling all the way to his side! He
vaguely heard the referee blew the whistle and closed his eyes only
to open them as his team members crowded around him. “Way to
get out of the match, Littman,” Coach Bleaker said with a
sardonic smile as he tried to get to his feet. “Don’t try
to stand, you will only do more damage. The doc is on her way down.”

*****

“I have to get
the swelling down,” Noelle told him as she examined his left
knee. “Your ankle is slightly sprained so that’s good,
but your knee is swollen.” She took of the basketball hat and
bundling her thick dark hair up, she used a rubber back on her wrist
to secure it into a ponytail before continuing her examination.

“I am sorry to
get you away from the game,” he gritted as she pressed against
the swollen skin.

“That’s
okay.” She smiled at him. “When one of the team’s
star players gets injured, I figure the game will go downhill after
that.”

“Not likely.”
His blue eyes wandered over her face and for a moment he forgot about
his discomfort.

“I am going to
ice it and then elevate your leg.” Her touch on his skin was
causing him to feel uncomfortable, but he managed not to show it.
“You are going to have to stay off your feet for a bit.”

“I can deal
with that.” He watched as she went to the fridge to get a cold
compress. “It’s just embarrassing being injured so early
in the game.”

“Why is that
embarrassing?” He sat on the side of the cot and placed the
compress on his knee. She did not get up but sat there looking at
him.

“I was
careless,” he admitted.

“Or accidents
happen,” she pointed out.

“I want to run
with that, but I was careless.” He did not add that he had been
careless because he had been thinking about her. 


She shrugged and
pressed he compress on his knee, giving it some pressure. “Would
you like to take the edge off the pain?”

“What do you
recommend?”

She got up and went
to a cabinet next to the fridge and opening a door she took out a
bottle of scotch and held it up.

A slow smile lit his
face and he nodded. “You read my mind.”

She found two glasses
and poured the amber liquid in and came forward to hand him the
glass. To his disappointment, she did not sit back on the side of the
bed, but taking a chair she pulled up to the side of the bed and
sipped the drink, trying to hide the grimace.

“Not used to
it?” he teased her as he took a sip. The pain was already
fading and the drink made him feel mellow.

“I had it once
or twice, but I am yet to acquire the taste for it,” she
admitted as she took another sip.

“The trick is
to sip it slowly.” He demonstrated by showing her.

She did as he
suggested and shook her head. “It still tastes lousy.”

He laughed at that.
“It’s an acquired taste.”

“That much I
gather.”

They fell into
silence for a moment before she spoke. “What does owning the
team mean?” she asked him suddenly.

He contemplated on
that for a moment before he responded. “A hell of a lot of
responsibility,” he said dryly, staring at her in surprise when
she laughed, his heartbeat quickening as he watched the whiteness of
her teeth against her lips. 


“But you love
it.”

“I do.”
He stopped a moment to fish his phone out of his pocket. “I am
sorry, it’s my dad.”

She nodded her head
and he answered the phone. “Dad, I am fine, I am in very good
hands.” He listened for a moment. “I am expecting you and
Mom to stay at my place until tomorrow.” He listened again and
then said. “I will see you later.”

“They are at
the game?”

“They try not
to miss any,” Jerrold said with a fond smile. “You asked
me about owning the team and what it means. I got a lot of
recognition in high school and was picked up by a coach who had been
visiting and scouting out talent. I knew I was good but not NBA good
and was really surprised when I got noticed. Suffice it to say, that
it changed my life. Mom and Dad were skeptical and wary about my
going off to basketball camp, we were from a small town and we hear
all sorts of horror stories of kids who have been messed up by the
very people who were supposed to be looking out for them but we were
assured that it was all strictly legit and there was a signed
contract to verify all that. The game consumed me and I never had
time for anything, but I loved it. I started to play professionally
when I was only seventeen and that was just the beginning. I decided
to use the money I made and invested it into a team of my own among
other things.” He stared into his glass for a moment before
continuing. “I am going to be hanging up my basketball shoes
shortly.”

She looked at him in
surprise. “Why would you do that?”

He smiled slightly.
“I have been playing the game since I was twelve and as much as
I love it, there comes a time when it is time for something more
meaningful. I want a family and I want to travel the world, take in
sights and scenes that I have not been able to do before. We follow a
strict regimen when we are practicing and there are certain things we
are not supposed to eat.” He lifted the glass. “Alcohol
messes with our concentration and slows our movements. I want to be
able to eat what I want when I want without feeling guilty that I am
going to have to do fifty push-ups or more to burn off the calories
and be at my best. I just turned thirty and I want more in life.”

“That makes
sense,” she murmured as she stared at him. “I am thinking
that I should not have handed you that glass. I think I broke some
sort of rule.”

He laughed at that.
“But we are alone in here so I won’t tell if you won’t.”

She nodded and looked
at him thoughtfully. “You made millions playing the sport?”

He nodded. “And
then there is all the endorsement deals we get from sports affiliated
businesses and even beverage companies. There is even cologne made
especially for me.”

“You mean the
exorbitant scent by the name of Litt D’Or?” she asked him
dryly.

“I am afraid
so,” he said with a grin. “It is also flying off the
shelves or so I am told.”

Noelle shook her head
as she finished the drink. “How many bottles of it do you own?”

“Just one,”
he told her with a grin. “I happen to have a varied taste in
colognes and do not stick to just one scent.”

They listened to the
muted shouts in the nearby auditorium for a moment. “Who do you
think is winning?” she asked him.

“Us of course,”
he told her loftily.

“Of course,”
she said with a smile. He wondered how long she would stay with him
and wished that they would not be interrupted right now. He was
enjoying talking to her and spending time with her and he did not
want anyone coming in the room to spoil the fun. But she got to her
feet just then and taking the empty glass from him she carried them
both over to a counter before coming back to check on his knee. “The
swelling has gone down.” She removed the cold compress. “Do
you think you can stand?” She held out a hand to help him up
and he wrapped his large hand around hers, before swinging his legs
off the cot. He did not let go of her hand as he got to his feet and
put pressure on the injured knee feeling the slight dart of pain. 


“It’s not
bad,” he told her. Either she did not realize that he was still
holding her hand or she did not mind and he did not call her
attention to it because he did not want to let her go. 


“How about
taking a few steps before sitting back down?” she suggested.
She walked with him for the few steps and walked back with him as he
sat on the side of the cot. “How do you feel?”

“Like a brand
new person,” he told her with a grin. She let go of his hand
and stepped back much to his disappointment even though her nearness
had been unnerving him.

“I recommend
that you stay off it for a couple of days.”

“Noelle?”
His deep voice stopped her as she went to put the stuff she had used
away.

“Yes?”

“Thank you.”

She nodded without
saying anything.

*****

“Mom, you do
not need to fuss,” Jerrold protested as his mother went to get
an extra cushion to elevate his knee. It was Sunday morning and she
had already prepared breakfast and brought it to him in bed. Usually
Jerrold slept naked, but he knew they were coming over for the night
so he had put clothes on. Jackie Littman was a petite woman with her
son’s cerulean blue eyes and his coffee brown hair as well as
his straight nose, but he had gotten his height from his dad who was
seated in a chair in one corner of the room, his greying head buried
in the morning paper. 


“That’s
like telling her not to breathe,” Jack Littman grunted as he
looked at his son and his wife with a fond smile before looking back
at the paper. “It says here that the win for your team was
achieved in spite of your injury.” He looked at his son who was
sitting back against the pillows at his back and was staring at the
contents of the tray his mother had brought him. “You really
took a hell of a fall there, son. I thought the injury would be more
severe.”

“So did I.”
Jerrold took up the coffee and sipped it slowly. “Noelle did a
good job taking care of it.”

“You are
talking about that really sweet looking gal who rushed onto the court
to see to your injury?” his father asked him curiously.

“She is really
beautiful.” His mother looked at him curiously. Ever since her
son had become of age and had proven himself to be a very successful
man, she had wanted nothing more than to see him married and have
children and had been constantly disappointed when it did not happen.

“Mom,” he
said mildly as he ate his scrambled eggs. “She is the
physiotherapist assigned to the team.”

“So what?”
she challenged him.

“You cannot win
this argument, son, so might as well give up,” his father told
him dryly. “When your mother gets it into her head that she
smells romance, nothing will stop her.”

“She is not
interested in a relationship,” he said without thinking and
brought an inquisitive look on his mother’s face.

“Does that mean
that you are?”

Jerrold gave her a
wry look. “I am just going to enjoy this breakfast and pretend
that you did not just ask that.”

*****

“How about a
game of chess?” Robert suggested as they finished dinner and
retired to the living room to sit in front of the fire. Noelle had
slept late and had woken up wondering if Jerrold was okay and if
there were aftereffects of the injury. She had every intention of
calling him later as soon as she got home. For some strange reason,
he had been on her mind when she woke up this morning.

“The last time
we played chess and every time before that you cheated,” she
reminded him dryly. “So how about a game of Scrabble instead?”

“Are you
calling your old man a cheater, young lady?” he asked with mock
gruffness.

“To your face,”
she said with a smile as she went to get the box of Scrabble.
“Remember when Mom used to play this and the words she used to
make up and insist that those words were in the dictionary?”
Noelle moved the board and handed a bag of letters to her dad.

“She used to
make them into sentences to prove her point.” A gentle smile
hovered at his lips as he selected his letters. “And they made
perfect sense.”

“Until we
looked them up and the words did not exist,” Noelle added as
she studied the letters she had selected. She placed the letters onto
the board and looked at him. “You never remarried even though
she has been dead for so many years.”

He shrugged and
frowned in concentration as he tried to come up with a word. “She
is very hard to replace.”

“I am actually
happy that I was not stuck with a stepmother,” she said lightly
as she looked at the word he had made and tried to come up with one
and then handed him some more letters as well as taking some for
herself.

He smiled at her. “I
have been seeing someone for the past year.”

“I know, Dad,
and somehow you never seem to be able to introduce her to me.”

“You were not
here.”

“I came home
almost three weeks ago,” she pointed out as she made another
play. The game was bringing back so many memories that they filtered
through her mind at intervals. “Are you ashamed of her?”
she asked him teasingly.

“I am ashamed
of the fact that I cannot commit to her,” he admitted. “She
is a decent enough woman who does not deserve me stringing her
along.”

“So why are
you?”

He shrugged, his
expression somber. “When I am with her I feel as if I am
cheating on Jackie.”

“Dad, that’s
crazy!”

He sighed. “I
know, honey, but I cannot seem to help myself. She wanted me to
invite her over for dinner with you so that she could get to at least
know you, but I made some sort of excuse.”

Noelle made her play
and sat back to stare at him. “You are going to have to tell
her the truth you know.”

“I know.”
He placed the letters onto the board and sat back. “She does
not deserve anything less.”

*****

Jerrold met with his
financial advisor regarding the new apartment building he had just
acquired. Now that he was more or less on bedrest, he had decided to
take care of some business that he had been leaving in the hands of
his very capable administrative assistant for the past few months.
The new year was fast approaching and he had some decisions to make.
He could put pressure on his knee without too much discomfort, but he
had told Coach Bleaker that he was going to take a couple weeks’
break before starting back up. He sat back in the chair in the place
he used as his office and studied the image of the building in the
uptown area, a building that he planned on restoring by the early
months of the coming year. He was alone for the moment as Marco, his
assistant, was seeing to procuring some meetings with potential
investors. His mind drifted back to the phone call he had received
from Noelle two days ago. She had called him Sunday night after his
parents had left to go home. He had been decidedly surprised and
delighted when she had called to check on him. “I hope I did
not disturb you,” she had greeted him.

“Of course
not,” he had told her swiftly. “My parents just left and
I was contemplating whether to torture myself and watch a replay of
the game that showed my ignominious moment for all the avid
basketball fans to witness or just play it safe and watch a movie.”

She had laughed at
that and the sound of her laughter had brought a smile to his lips.
“You were hailed a fallen hero,” she had told him.

“I rather like
the sound of that.”

“So how are you
doing?”

“Very well,
thank you. My mother made a huge fuss and insisted on waiting on me
hand and foot.”

“She sounds
like a really lovely person.”

“She is, when
she is not trying to get me married and hurrying to give her
grandkids.”

“Sounds like a
typical mother.”

He had waited a beat.
“Thanks for calling.”

“It was no
problem at all.”

“Tell me that
you are planning to attend more games even though I won’t be
staring on the court,” he had teased her.

“I have no
intention of playing favorites so I will be attending.” She had
paused. “Will you be?”

“I never
usually miss a game.”

She had told him
goodbye much to his disappointment and he had sat there reliving the
very trivial conversation as if it had been of the utmost importance.
He fiddled with the paperweight on his desk for a moment, his
expression thoughtful. He wanted to ask her out, but he was afraid of
being shot down by her. He had seen her do it with gentle but firm
authority to his team members and even though they had taken it in
stride he was not sure he could do the same. The winter dance was
coming up and he wanted her to save several dances with him. He
smiled grimly as he realized that all his life he had been confident.
In the past he had never had to be nervous about anything. His
parents had raised him to be open minded and confident and his looks
and talent as a sports person had done the rest. In high school as
well as college he had been popular and never had to endure rejection
from girls who caught his interest. He had lost his virginity with
Sylvia who had been far more experienced than he was at that time and
had taught him a thing or two. He had hated that she appeared to know
everything and that the moment had lost its magic. He wanted that
magic and he found to his surprise that he wanted it with Noelle! He
shook his head at the fanciful thought and tried again to concentrate
on the image in front of him. The building was derelict and some
parts would have to be gutted, but he had a team who did an excellent
job so he was not concerned. He doodled on a notepad absently as he
mentally saw the building up and functional. It was in the uptown
area which meant that business professionals would be the ones
renting the apartments. He wondered idly if he could suggest that she
accompany him to take a look at the place and get her input. It was a
lame excuse to be with her, but he had to take any help he could get!
With the idea taking shape in his head, he decided to go for it. He
looked up as Marco came into the office armed with his device and
forced himself to get down to business. He wanted to talk to her and
was going to find an excuse to do so when he got back to his
apartment.





Chapter 4

“You are still
here. Good because I need a favor.” Noelle looked up as Jerrold
strode into the area she and her dad used to see to the team players’
needs. He had been absent for close to a week and Noelle had to admit
that she had missed seeing him around. It was Friday and was
approaching seven PM, but she had wanted to get some things out of
the way before she left for the night. There was no practice going on
and her father had urged her not to stay too late.

“You are back.”
Noelle greeted him with a smile. “What’s the favor?”

“Come with me,”
he urged her with a persuasive smile.

She hesitated a
moment and then abandoning the report she had been writing, she left
her desk and followed him. He led her to the vast auditorium where
the indoor games were held. 


“What are we
doing here?”

Jerrold selected a
ball from the ones on the rack and started bouncing it off the shiny
floor. “I am asking for help to work out the kinks in my knee.”

“I don’t
understand.” She looked at him puzzled.

He grinned at her. He
had come up with a solution to the problem of asking her to be with
him. Get her to help him out and go from there. It was a small thing,
but it was a start. He had spent the days away thinking about her and
wondering how he was going to get her to see him and not think of him
as just another team member or her boss. He wanted more and he was
determined to have more. He knew that there were obstacles to cross,
but he was not going to let that stand in his way. He dribbled the
ball over to her. “I am going to teach you the rudiments of the
game and in doing so I get to exercise my knee.”

Noelle grabbed the
ball automatically. “I have never played basketball in my
life.”

“That’s
why I am going to teach you,” he told her with a determined
look on his ruggedly handsome face.

“Don’t
you have some other team members to help you do this?” Noelle
hugged the ball to her chest and stared at him. He looked boyishly
handsome in a team shirt and a sweatpants, his coffee brown hair
slightly tousled and a rakish smile on his lips.

“They are all
unavailable. Come on, try and dribble the ball across the court and I
will do my best to get it away from you.”

“I am sure you
won’t have to put out much effort,” she told him dryly,
but to his relief she started to bounce the ball on the court. He
waited for a few minutes as she did so before he made his move. She
never saw him coming and gasped in surprise as he swiped the ball
from her and started off into the opposite direction. She threw her
hands up in the air and looked after him in exasperation. “See
what I mean?”

He looked back at her
and grinned. “The utmost concentration in the game, that’s
the first rule. Come on! Try and get the ball from me and shoot it
into that net.”

She rolled her eyes
and ran towards him, but he blocked her every move and with a
graceful and effortless move he dunked it into the net. He bounced
the ball to her. “Your turn. The trick is to fool your
opposition and lull him into thinking that you are giving in and then
you make your move. And concentrate.”

Noelle rose to the
challenge and for a full two minutes she enjoyed dribbling the ball
along the court and parrying, her movements quick and lithe and
drawing an admiring look from him. “You are a natural!”
he shouted just before he swiped the ball from her and running
swiftly towards the opposite net, he dunked the ball into it. With a
determined look on her beautiful face, she grabbed the ball from him
and made her way gracefully across the court. He watched her with a
smile on his face as she put out every effort and actually stood
aside so that she could score one point. He was rewarded by the
animated expression and her whoop of victory as she jumped around and
did a dance. He would have allowed her to get past him again and
again just to see that look on her face, but she caught on to him
when she made the third dunk into the net and with her hands on her
hips she stared at him sternly. “You are making me win.”

“Or you are
just that good,” he responded unabashedly. “I am going to
have to talk to Coach about getting you on the team.”

“Don’t do
me any more favors,” she told him loftily as she tried her best
to get the ball from him.

“Okay, I
won’t,” he told her soberly. He kept his word and ended
up winning the game by a whopping ten to three in his favor.

“Enough!”
she cried, bending forward to put her hands on her knees, taking deep
breaths to recover. 


“I never tagged
you for a quitter,” he taunted.

She raised her head
and gave him a dirty look before falling to the floor in exhaustion.
“I feel as if every bone in my body has been pulverized.”


“Want me to get
the physio?” he teased as he joined her on the floor.

“Very funny.”
She stretched full length and putting her hands behind her head to
cushion it, she stretched her legs out.

He sat next to her
and pulled his knees up, resting his hands on them. “Want a
massage?” he asked her casually.

She turned her head
to look up at him. “I will be fine after a while.” Her
brows creased a little bit. “You are actually very good.”

“Why thank
you,” he said with a grin.

“And I also
know that you allowed me to score those three times.”

“I did no such
thing,” he retorted. Her tapered eyebrows lifted and he
laughed. “Want to know the history of basketball?”

She nodded.

He told her that the
game was invented by a physical education teacher by the name of
James Naismith, in the year of 1891-92 and explained how it came
about that the game was invented. “A group of students with
restless energy who were required to participate in indoor games.
Football season had ended and they had nothing to do to burn off the
energy.” He paused as she turned sideways to look at him, her
head propped on one elbow. He continued the story, telling her that
the game had originated. Before long, they were both so caught up in
the story that two hours had flown by without them realizing it! He
glanced at his watch reluctantly and then at her. “I am afraid
it is getting late.”

She looked at her
watch and realized that it was after nine. “You tell a very
good story.” She rolled over and got to her feet, waiting until
he did the same.

“You are a very
good listener,” he murmured as he walked alongside her. “You
will be at the ball tomorrow?”

“You have
persuaded me so yes I will be there.” She turned and looked at
him as they entered the room where she worked. “So this is a
formal thing?”

“Very,”
he said with a smile. “It is the time of year when the people
of Lakeside get to dress up and show off their fineries.”

She wrinkled her
nose. “Then I am going to have to go shopping.”

“I am sure
whatever you wear will be perfect.” His voice was sincere and
his gaze admiring.

She stared at him for
a moment and then nodded. “Thank you. And your knee is fine by
the way.”

“It feels
fine.” He bent the leg to show her. “You did a good job.”

He waited until she
had gathered up her stuff before walking out with her. She waved at
him as she drove away and left him standing there, with the cold
boring through the t-shirt he was wearing. He finally moved to go
back in and get his coat, lingering along the court, bouncing the
ball absently as he remembered her being there with him a few minutes
ago. He had watched the rapt look on her face as she listened to him
and had felt himself wanting to pull her into his arms to kiss her,
but they were far from that right now. He knew that he had gotten
through to her in a small way, but it was going to take time for him
to break down the barriers before he got her to where he wanted her.
In his arms and in his bed!

*****

Noelle twisted the
skirt of the sheer ice blue material of her gown a little
self-consciously as she stared around the vast ballroom of the
Wiltshire Hotel. She had read up on the place and realized that it
was a Littman investment, one of several in Lakeside. Her dad had
called her and had told her that he was bringing the woman he had
been seeing. She had told him that she was looking forward to meeting
her. Her eyes scanned the crowd and realized that Jerrold had been
right. The women were all dressed in various degrees ranging from the
ridiculously sumptuous to the simply but tastefully elegant. The
dress she was wearing was very expensive and she had hesitated before
buying it but had finally done so after she tried it on. The top was
close fitting and left her arms and shoulders bare and she had
decided to leave her hair loose around her face, brushing it until it
fell into graceful waves past her shoulders. Her makeup was flawless
and her lipstick a bright coral that looked startling against her
skin. She clutched the little beaded reticule in her hand as she
looked around the room trying to find her dad. 


Jermaine was the
first person to see her and he left the women standing around him to
come towards her. “Dang, girl! You put every other woman in
this room to shame.” His dark brown eyes were frankly admiring
and Noelle could not help but smile. 


“You do not
look too bad yourself,” she told him, admiring the black
custom-made tux he had on.

“Thank you.”
He drew her hand through his arm and walked through the crowd. “Would
you believe that I dressed especially for you?”

“Not in the
least, but I am flattered that you said that nonetheless.” 


He sighed long and
loud. “I can see that I am going to have to work very hard to
get you to realize that I am serious.”

“Why don’t
you do that?” she suggested, her eyes caught by Jerrold who was
making his way over to them. She felt an unfamiliar tug on her heart
as she stared at him. He was not as tall as Jermaine was, but he
exuded a certain power and authority that was unmistakable! He had on
black tux as well and the material stretched tautly over his broad
shoulders, the snowy white shirt inside shirt a distinct contrast to
the dark material and his tanned skin.

“I see you made
it,” he said with a smile before swinging his gaze to Jermaine.
“I think your groupies are getting restless, man. They need
you.”

Jermaine lifted her
hand to his lips and kissed it before letting go. “I will be
back.”

“How about a
drink?” Jerrold asked her, taking her hand in his. 


“I would love
that.” She looked up at him. “What about your groupies?”

“I never quite
like the idea,” he told her with a grin. He stopped a passing
waiter and letting go of her hand he grabbed two champagne flutes,
handing her one.

“Why not? I
think being a famous basketball player means that you get to do
basically anything you want to do.”

“I am not like
that.” His cobalt blue eyes held hers and his expression was
sober as if he wanted her to believe him above anything else. “I
want you to believe that.”

“I do,”
she responded seriously, her eyes holding his as she sipped the
champagne. “What is the winter ball in aid of?” For some
reason, she wanted to change the subject.

“The two
children’s homes in the downtown area. The members of the
Baptist church several blocks away are putting on a drive to try and
get the children there adopted and they are going out of their way to
do so. The team decided to come on board by donating the proceeds
from the ball to equip the homes with better rooms and sufficient
food as well as purchase the latest technology for the children to
have at their fingertips. For the older ones who find it hard for
people to accept them into their homes, we want to make it a home for
them and to make them feel comfortable.”

She stared at him
thoughtfully. “For a jock, you are not so bad.”

“That word
again,” he said with a twinkle in his eyes.

“Okay, how
about I call you an athlete?” she teased him.

“Much better,”
he agreed. He tried to stop his eyes from wandering over her
exquisite face and wondered how she would react if he told her that
she was the most beautiful woman in the room. Instead, he did the
next best thing – he asked her to dance.

“I am not a
very good dancer,” she protested as he took her glass from her
and placed it along with his on an empty tray.

“I don’t
believe you.” He drew her onto the floor where several dancers
were already waltzing to the slow music.

“You are the
one who is going to be feeling the effects of my shoes all over your
feet,” she warned him as she put her hands on his shoulders and
moved with him.

He quirked a brow at
her as she fell into step with him easily.

“You are a very
good teacher,” she told him airily.

His hand held her
waist slightly, wanting to pull her even closer to him but resisting
the urge to do so. “Of course I am. With a few steps, I have
managed to turn you into a professional dancer.”

“I am
impressed,” she told him cheekily.

He chuckled at her
attempt at humor. He finally did what he was longing to do. He pulled
her closer into his arms and closed his eyes as she closed her
fingers over his and slid her arm around his shoulder, her head
resting on his chest. He had to fight the desire raging inside his
body so that she could not find out how he felt. He wished he could
continue dancing with her for the entire night after which he would
take her back to his place and make love to her for the entire night.
Taking a deep breath, he eased back just as the song ended. “I
see your dad just arrived,” he said casually as he stepped
back. 


“I was looking
for him.” She hesitated as she looked up at him. “I guess
I will see you later.”

“I insist on
it.” He took her hand and squeezed it before letting go and
walking away from her. Noelle watched him for a little bit before
making her way over to where her dad and his date were standing.

*****

“Darling, you
look absolutely lovely!” Robert Buckner greeted his daughter
with a hug and planted a kiss on her cheek. 


“Thank you,
Dad.” Her eyes went to the woman standing next to him
nervously. She was a middle-aged, attractive African American woman
with thick dark hair with liberal amounts of grey and was wearing
stunning slate grey dress with a high collar.

“Noelle, this
is Marjorie Hamilton, a very dear friend of mine. Marj, this is my
beautiful daughter Noelle.”

“Very nice to
meet you, my dear. Robert has told me so much about you,” the
woman said in her soft cultured voice.

“Very nice to
meet you too, Marjorie,” she said, shaking the woman’s
hand. “Dad tells me that you manage the library?”

“Yes, I do.”
she looked up at Robert, pleased that he had spoken about her to his
daughter.

“She is the one
who has encouraged me to take up reading again,” her father
said with a fond smile.

Noelle looked at them
both and realized that even though her father would never get over
her mother, he was very fond of Marjorie and she was obviously in
love with him! 


“How about
going to the buffet table and getting something to eat?” he
suggested as he extended an arm each for the ladies to take.

“I am
starving!” Noelle admitted as took his arm.

*****

Jerrold watched her
broodingly as she stood at the table and ate while she chatted with
her dad and the woman he had brought with him. He also saw when
Jermaine asked her to dance as well as several other team members. He
had danced with several of the women who had come up to him but had
done so out of a sense of duty. He found himself watching her having
fun and just wanted to be with her. 


“Darling, you
look as if you are not enjoying yourself,” a familiar seductive
voice said at his elbow. He closed his eyes impatiently and forced
himself to be cordial as he turned to face the woman there. 


“Selena, how
are you?” he asked her politely.

“Wondering when
you are going to ask me to dance,” she purred. She was a
beautiful brunette and a constant hanger on, whether the team was
practicing or when they had matches and had one desire in mind: get
Jerrold to notice her, which she had not succeeded so far. For one,
Jerrold knew that she had slept with several team members already and
as beautiful as she was, she was not his type.

“I was of the
impression that your dance card was already full,” he told her
sardonically.

“And you know I
would clear it especially for you,” she said with a pout.

“Please don’t
go to that trouble on my account.” He looked away from her and
noticed that Noelle was coming his way. With a muttered excuse, he
went to meet her halfway.

“Hi.”

“Hi.” She
looked over to where the woman he had been talking to was still
standing where he had left her so abruptly and said to him. “I
hope I did not interrupt?”

“No,” he
told her immediately. “Did you come to claim our next dance?”

“I did.”
She tucked her hand through his and smiled. “I rather enjoyed
our first one and wanted to see if the second one is as good.”

“Let’s
put it to the test, shall we?”

He managed to keep
her with him for the rest of the evening as he entertained her with
conversations about the people he knew there. He caught her stifling
a yawn as the hands on the clock turned twelve and teased her. “I
would hate to think that my supposedly entertaining conversation is
putting you to sleep.”

She laughed up at
him, her dark brown eyes twinkling. “I am afraid I am not much
of a night person and it is way past my bed time.”

“So I take it
this is the time your beautiful dress will turn into rags?” he
queried, his thick brows lifting.

“As my fairy
godmother advised me when she waved her wand and decked me out in
this beautiful gown,” she said with sham gravity. “I have
to get out of here before my carriage turns into a pumpkin.”

“I could offer
you a ride if that happens,” he told her as he played along. “I
have a Porsche parked outside that is guaranteed to get you back to
your place.” 


She looked at the
slim gold time piece on her wrist. “I have five minutes before
that happens.” She touched his arm briefly. “Thank you
for a lovely evening.”

“My pleasure.”
He did not want her to leave, but he could not stop her. “Would
you like to accompany me to the children’s homes tomorrow
afternoon?” he asked her suddenly.

She looked at him in
surprise. “You visit them?”

“I actually do.
I take gifts to the kids as well as the members of staff. I am the
unofficial Santa,” he told her with a grin.

She tilted her head
and stared at him. “I would so love to see you in that red suit
and the white beard.”

“For you I will
do just that when they host the Christmas Eve party at the center.”

“What time
tomorrow?”

His heart skidded at
that! “How about three in the afternoon?”

“I will be
ready.”

He watched her walk
away and realized that his night had just been revived!





Chapter 5

Noelle opened her
eyes slowly, trying to come awake but still feeling groggy. She had
barely managed to take off the dress and pulled on an old t-shirt
before tumbling into bed, falling asleep as soon as her head hit the
pillows. She shoved the comforter off her and climbed out, steadying
herself as she stood up. She had forgotten to do something with her
hair and now it was going to be a tangled mess! A glance at the clock
showed that it was almost ten and she could not believe that she had
slept the morning away! She had not been able to do any housework
yesterday because she had been out for most of the day and she had
promised to go visit the homes with Jerrold a few hours form now
which meant she had to try and get some things done before the time
was here for her to leave.

On her way home last
night, she had tried to identify what she felt about him. She had
been prepared to dislike him on principle, but she realized that even
though he was rich and handsome, that he was also very human and
happened to care about people. She walked into the kitchen and put
the coffee on, deciding to make a sandwich before going to do some
housework. And he was very friendly to her which she appreciated. She
had left Lakeside so many years ago and had not made friends apart
from the neighbors who still lived in her neighborhood. She did not
have a girlfriend she could confide in because no one had wanted to
befriend a girl who had looked the way she did in high school so she
had become a loner and had kept to herself mostly. Even when she was
in college and had grown into her looks, she had still shied away
from making friends with girls her age, preferring to have her head
buried inside her textbooks and keeping to herself. She got up to
pour the coffee and set about making the sandwich, determined not to
spoil her day by thinking about the past!

*****

She was ready when he
came by to pick her up. He got out of the car and came around to open
the door for her, waiting until she got in before going around to the
driver’s side. She snapped on the seatbelt and turned to him as
he drove off. “I told you that I am definitely not a night
person.”

“What
happened?” He spared her a glance, wanting to tell her that he
loved the way the snug green sweater fit her and how he wanted to run
his fingers through her thick hair! “Did your car turned into a
pumpkin?”

“Much worse!”
she exclaimed as she settled back against the soft leather seat. “I
could not wake up this morning.”

“So you would
definitely survive a late night game.”

“Definitely
not.”

He sent her an amused
look before putting his eyes back onto the road. It was Sunday
afternoon in Lakeside and the weather was freezing which meant that
people had opted to stay indoors. The streets were scanty and the low
hanging grey clouds indicated that snow was imminent. 


“We might be
getting a white Christmas after all,” he murmured.

“When was the
last time there was one here?”

“Too many years
to count.” He put his left indicator on and turned into a wide
yard with the starkness of the bare trees surrounding a large
unpretentious of white building with a swing on the porch. A peeling
sign identified the place as The Progressive Home for Children.

The front door swung
open and a large black woman with iron grey hair stood just inside
the doorway, clutching her coat. Jerrold wet around to the trunk and
opened it, taking out several packages. “Could you grab a few
of those?”

Noelle nodded and
wrapping her coat around her, she reached into the trunk and pulled
the packages out that he had not been able to take and stepped back
as he closed the trunk and waited for her to follow him. The woman
greeted him enthusiastically as if he was a very welcome guest and
Noelle supposed he was! “Gertie, this is Noelle Buckner, the
team’s physiotherapist. Noelle, this is Gertrude Cummings, the
awesome person in charge of the home.”

“Mr. Jerrold,
you and your flattery,” she said with a beaming smile as she
hugged him. “Very nice to meet you, Miss Noelle.”

“Oh, please,
call me Noelle,” the woman was told. “Where are the
children?”

“Watching a
movie and drinking hot chocolate.” She indicated for them to
follow her, taking some of the packages from Noelle. A huge Christmas
tree was in the living room and a fire kept the cozy room warm. They
were shown into a room where children of various ages were seated on
throw rugs on the carpeted floor with their eyes were glued to a
large flat screen television attached to the wall, with foam cups in
their hands. They looked up long enough to greet the adults before
turning their attention back to the screen. Several members of staff
were seated in the room as well and greeted them.

“They are
usually well-behaved children and polite as well, but when they find
something interesting to watch, they become absorbed,” Gertie
whispered.

“No need to
apologize,” Noelle whispered back. “I am the same when I
am watching my episodes of This is Us.” She felt Jerrold’s
eyes on hers and turned her head to look at him. “I binge watch
episodes when I am interested in a series and yes, I love the
series.” 


“Good to know,”
he whispered back.

They spent two hours
at the home and Jerrold watched as she interacted with the children,
having conversations with them and putting them at ease.

“She is very
good with them.” He jumped as he heard Gertie’s voice
next to him and turned to look at her. 


“She is,”
he murmured as he looked back at her. He had no idea that a tender
expression was on his face as he looked at her.

“I gather that
she is very special to you?” the woman asked.

“She is.”
He did not bother to deny it.

“She seems to
be a very special woman.”

*****

They visited the next
home and spent another two hours there before heading back to her
place. “I was thinking that we should stop somewhere and get a
bite to eat,” he said casually as they made their way back.

“You read my
mind, but instead of stopping somewhere why don’t I cook us
dinner?”

“I don’t
want to put you to any trouble.”

“No trouble at
all. I could whip up a seven course meal in a few minutes.”

He turned his head to
look at her and saw the amused expression on her face. He had seen
the way she was with the children and had ended up feeling the surge
of desire growing more and more for her! 


“Really?”
he said dryly. “And what would that be?”

“Oh, I don’t
know,” she murmured, stretching her legs out and bracing back
in the seat a little bit more. “Tomato soup for the first
course, maybe a rack of lamb for the second, and for the third and
fourth, I was thinking something with chicken for that and maybe
something with fruit and a beverage for the fifth.” He watched
in amusement as she furrowed her brows. “Maybe just five
courses instead of seven.”

“My thoughts
exactly.” He pulled up outside the apartment building. “We
are here.”

He got out and went
around opening the door for her to get out and taking her arm he
guided her to her apartment building. She opened the door and stepped
inside with him behind her. Jerrold closed the door behind him and
took his boots off without being told to do so, following behind her
and taking off his coat. He took hers as well and hung them on the
coat hanger near the door. 


“So this is
home.” She spread her hands to encompass the living room and
headed towards the kitchen. “There is a bottle of wine in the
fridge,” she told him as she went to get two glasses. “I
was thinking of making Rigatoni with grilled peppers and cheese.”
She took the glass of wine from him and while he sat around the
counter she set about getting the ingredients together. “I saw
the meal on Pinterest and decided to try it.”

“So I am to be
your tester?” he teased. He liked this cozy atmosphere with him
seated in the kitchen as he watched her slice and dice.

She looked up at him
with a laugh. “Yep, and you are going to be totally honest with
me.”

“Absolutely.”
He sipped the wine and watched as she poured the pasta into the
boiling water on the stove top. “Total honesty no matter how
much it hurts.”

“I have every
confidence that it will not hurt because I happen to be a kick ass
cook.”

He stared at her for
a moment and then laughed. “We will see.”

“How about
you?”

“You are asking
me if I am a kick ass cook?” he teased.

“Yep.” 


“I can make a
decent meal because my mother insisted that I learned, but I hate
cooking for myself.”

“Me too,”
she said wryly. “I cook because I am forced to and I don’t
particularly like takeout meals.”

“I live for
takeout,” he admitted as he reached for the bottle of wine and
poured some more into his glass as well as hers. “Whenever I am
at my place and remember that I have not eaten for several hours, I
grab the phone and order something.”

“A rich guy
like you and no chef?”

“I have a
housekeeper who comes in several days a week and will cook something
when she is there, but sometimes I end up not remembering and the
food goes to waste. I am usually busy and sometimes I have dinner
appointments. The team tends to travel a lot as well.”

“You said you
wanted to give it up. Are you sure you can?” Noelle had
finished what she was doing and had come to sit across from him, the
scent of her cooking permeating the air.

“Positive,”
he told her soberly. “I told you that I wanted something more.
What about you? What do you want?”

She stared at him
before looking into her wine glass. “A month or two ago, I
would have told you that I would want to be left alone. Just do my
job and come home to my apartment and do it all over again the next
day, but I find that I want something more as well.”

His heart hammered
inside his chest. “What changed?”

She shrugged. “I
think coming back here and having actual conversations with you - I
mean with others and realizing that this is where I belong.”

If he noticed her
slip, he did not mention it but stared at her quizzically. “I
am happy to hear that,” he told her quietly.

She nodded and
hopping off the stool she went to see to the meal.

She insisted on them
eating around the dining table even though he said he would be
comfortable at the counter. “It’s not every day I have an
illustrious guest so humor me,” she told him with a smile.

She waited until he
had taken several mouthfuls before she asked him. “Please don’t
leave me in suspense. How is it?”

“I thought you
would want me to finish the entire meal before I give you my
opinion.”

“Don’t
make me hurt you.”

He laughed at her and
capitulated. “It’s delicious. You make a great chef.”

“Thank you.
Next time, you are doing the cooking and I will do the evaluation.”

His hands trembled at
her words. “How about the next time you be the one to come to
my apartment?” he asked her casually.

“That sounds
like a plan,” she told him and continued eating.

He was dreading the
end of the evening and was trying to find a way to stay longer even
though it was getting late. But she solved the problem by inviting
him into the living room and offering him chocolate chip ice cream.

“Ice cream in
winter?” he asked her dubiously.

“You are one of
those who do not believe ice cream is for every season?” she
scoffed as she handed him a small bowl and came to sit next to him on
the long sofa.

“I am afraid
so.” He dug his spoon into the frozen chocolate and scooped it
out. “Definitely summer and maybe spring.”

“You have no
idea what you have been missing,” she told him loftily.

He tasted it
tentatively.

“Oh, for
heaven’s sake!” she burst out in exasperation, leaning
towards him and pushing the spoon inside his mouth and totally
missing the mark. He jumped as the icy treat slid down his chin and
headed for his thick black sweater. Before it could find its mark,
Noelle had grabbed a napkin and was dabbing at it. Seeing her hand
wiping his chin and her being so near to him was unnerving more than
he could ever imagine and he felt the tremors sweeping through his
body! His hand closed over hers and his eyes met hers, the expression
in them causing her to go still. She tried to pull her hand away, but
he held fast, leaning over to put his bowl away and to take hers from
her hand as well. He took both her hands in his and stared down at
the long tapered fingers before looking at her. “I don’t
want to make you feel uncomfortable,” he whispered.

“I cannot do
this.”

He took a deep breath
and continued as if she had not said anything. “But I have
feelings for you and I don’t know how to stop them, I don’t
want to.”

“I don’t
know what that means.” She was trembling, but at least she was
not trying to pull away from him.

“I am attracted
to you, Noelle.” His deep voice slid over her skin and she felt
the warmth of his touch and his gaze sending her off balance. His
hands tightened on hers. “I know how you feel about men like me
and I am hoping to change that if you will let me. I want you to know
that I am different and that I would never do anything to hurt you.”

“The ice cream
is melting.” The words were inane but were the only things she
could think of to say at that point.

He almost smiled at
that and realized that she was confused and nervous. “I promise
not to do anything until you are ready, but I just had to let you
know.” He felt the tremor in her long fingers mirroring the
ones in his. “Let me show you that I am different, let me
change whatever awful experiences you had in high school. Just give
me the chance to prove to you that not all of us are the same.”

“What do you
want?” Her words were tremulous and her eyes wide as she stared
at him.

“I want-“
He had been about to say ‘you,’ but he changed his mind,
just knowing that she was not ready for that yet. “I want us to
get to know each other.” He quelled the urge to pull her onto
his lap and devour her mouth with his.

“Why?”

“I happen to
like you a lot and I want to believe that you like me too.” 


“I don’t
want a relationship.”

“I am not
talking about that yet,” he told her gently. “Just hear
me out before you say anything else,” he pleaded.

When she nodded, he
continued. “I admire you, your generosity of spirit, the way
you care about the people you take care of. You are beautiful and
kind and when I watched you with the children today it made me
realize more how wonderful you are.”

She tugged at her
hands again and still he held fast. “You don’t know me.”

“I want to get
to know you and I am asking you for the privilege and opportunity to
do that. Will you give me the chance?”

Noelle did not know
what to say to him. She felt the shaky sensation in the pit of her
stomach. She had never been close to a man before and had stayed away
from relationships because of the rejection she had had in high
school! She was ashamed to admit to herself that she was a coward
when it came to allowing a man to come into her life. She had come
close one time when she had just started working, but as soon as he
had started to show that he needed something physical, she had run
for the hills! Now with this handsome and charming man, she did not
feel like running, but she was nonetheless very wary. She started to
shake her head and he moved closer to her, causing the breath to back
up inside her throat. “Please.” His hands released hers
but only to come up and cup her cheeks, lifting her face up to his.
He was dying to kiss her but only if she gave the go ahead. He had
never been in this situation before but he realized that being
patient was what he was going to have to be even if it meant that he
would have to take as many cold showers as possible! “I will
not do anything unless you ask me to. I want to touch my lips to
yours, Noelle, but only if you say yes.”

Noelle felt the
tremors inside her body as her eyes wandered over his face and
touched on his lips. She closed her eyes briefly and still he waited
with bated breath, his body poised in anticipation of her response.
He almost sagged with relief when she responded in the positive and
his hands trembled as he used his thumb to caress her cheekbone
slowly, his eyes holding hers as he bent his head to hers. His breath
mingled with hers, as his lips brushed over hers tentatively giving
her the chance to resist him. He fought for control when she opened
her mouth to his, but he deliberately kept the kiss light, as light
as a feather, his mouth moving over hers, the touch like the gossamer
wings of a butterfly. Noelle felt her heart beating against her ribs
frantically as his tongue touched the inside of her mouth, searching
for hers and finding it, tangling lightly, pulling back and then
entering her mouth again. Noelle stifled the gasp as he tilted her
head up and deepened the kiss slowly. Jerrold told himself that he
had to take time; he could not afford to rush her no matter how he
was feeling! His heart was thundering inside his chest and he was
sure she could hear it! He was afraid to deepen the kiss in case he
could not stop with just kissing her. Her bedroom was towards the
back of the apartment and he wanted to lift her in his arms and take
her back there and ravage her! The desire was raging out of control
and he had to find a way of stopping it before he turned her off! He
savored her lips for a minute longer, his tongue darting into her
mouth, retreating and then plundering as he accepted the sweetness of
her response to his passion, but before he could not stop, before he
reached the point of no return, he dragged his mouth from hers and
putting his forehead on hers, he took several deep breaths to get
back some of the control. He let her go as soon as he was able and
stumbled to his feet, his knees weak. “I don’t want to
overstay my welcome,” he told her huskily as she sat there
staring at him. He extended a hand. “Walk me to the door?”

She placed her hand
in his and he pulled her up, drawing her closer to him and keeping
her there for a moment, his eyes wandering over her face, noticing
the parted lips and the wisps of hairs on her forehead. “Think
about what I said,” he whispered before stepping back.

She stood at the door
and watched him bound up the steps leading towards the outside door.
As soon as he reached it, he turned and waved at her and then was
gone.





Chapter 6

But she avoided him.
Noelle knew that she was taking the coward’s way out, but after
he had left her last night she had spent the night in agonizing
thoughts. He was a jock, no matter that he was a very nice one,
certainly nicer than Toby had been, and she was not the same person
she had been back then. She certainly did not look the way she did
and was not the same awkward gangly teenager who had cowered in fear
and humiliation each time she went to school. She remembered telling
her parents that she did not want to go back to school and if she
could be home schooled, but her mother had sat her down and talked to
her about owning her fears and not allowing anyone to intimidate her.
So she had kept to herself, her head buried inside her books and not
making eye contact with anyone. She had heard the snide whispers
about her pimply skin and her gangly body and the clothes she wore
and she had ignored them even though they had bored a hole inside her
each time. The incident with Toby had been the worst. He had spoken
to her while she had stayed back to watch football practice and she
had been so dazzled and shocked that a guy like him had spoken to her
that she had blurted out how handsome he was and how much she liked
him. The very next day, it had been all over the school and the head
of the cheerleading squad, the beautiful blonde Sophia Manchester,
had walked up to her with him on her arms and in front of everyone in
the hall told her that she was a sorry excuse for a female and if she
thought someone like Toby could be interested in someone like her,
then she should have her head examined. They had all laughed at her
and drowning in humiliation she had called her mother to come and
pick her up. It had taken weeks for her to get over the humiliation
and even now she still thought about it. She had looked them both up
on social media and saw that Toby was now a dentist and twice
divorced and Sophie was working at a fast food restaurant. She had
thought about reaching out to them and showing them how she had
turned out, but before the idea had taken flight she had dismissed it
immediately. It was not worth going over it at all. So she had spent
last night going over the touch of his lips on hers and her reaction
to the entire thing. She had wanted him to make love to her and he
had been the one to stop it. If he had not done that she would have
given in.

So with a firm lift
to her chin, she went to work and busied herself writing reports and
treating the various injuries. She saw him come in during the
afternoon and pretended not to see him.

“I can check on
that for you, Jerrold,” Robert told him as he sat there waiting
for her to examine and treat a pull muscle in his left leg.

“I can wait,”
he told the man quietly.

Robert looked over to
where his daughter was studiously avoiding the general area where
they were and made a decision. He pulled up a chair in front of
Jerrold and got the man’s attention. “What happened
between the two of you?”

Jerrold looked at him
with a frown on his brows. “I don’t think that’s
any of your business.”

“It’s
not,” Robert told him mildly. “But if I know my daughter
and I think I do, I would say that she is doing her best to avoid you
and that means that something happened and she does not want to face
it. She is dealing with it the way she always does.”

“What way is
that?”

“By ignoring
the problem altogether.” Robert sighed a little. “Has she
told you of her high school experience?”

“A little bit.”

Robert hesitated a
little and then started speaking. “I am only telling you this
because I can see that you really like her. She was not a beautiful
girl when she was a teenager. There were the usual problems: acne on
her face, braces, and the awkwardness of youth. She hated her body
and would spend hours in front of the mirror hoping that it would
change. She was teased mercilessly and to top it all off she had a
crush on the captain of the football team. When he found out about
it, he told the head of the cheerleading team, who was also his
girlfriend and the most popular girl in school. They humiliated her
in front of the entire school and it messed her up. I wanted to go to
the school and lash out at every last one of them for doing that to
my baby girl, but she begged me not to.” He took a deep breath.
“But she begged me not to and she went back to school after
that and became a recluse, never having friends or attending high
school functions. She has never recovered from it and even though I
have suggested she seek professional help, she refuses to do so.”
His dark brown eyes met Jerrold’s cobalt blue ones. “You
represent what she faced in high school and no matter how much she
likes you, she is going to resist.”

“I am not
intimidated by that.” Jerrold felt the fury simmering inside
him for what they did to her but was determined to change things for
her! “And I am not going to allow her to ignore me.” 


Robert hid a smile as
the man got to his feet and limped over to her desk. She was dealing
with a team member but looked up when he came forward. 


“Gavin, take a
hike, I need to talk to Noelle about this pain I am feeling,”
he said mildly.

The tall gangly
forward got to his feet and lumbered away without a word. “He
had genuine concerns,” Noelle pointed out as Jerrold sat down
at the seat he had vacated.

“So do I.”
His eyes wandered over her face. “I came in here three times
and you would not even look at me. Have I done something to offend
you?”

“No.”
Noelle busied herself with the chart she had in her hands to avoid
looking at him. He had kissed her inside her apartment and she had
wanted him to. She could still feel his lips on hers. “I really
have work to do.”

“I pulled a
muscle in my left leg.” 


Her eyes went to the
leg he had stretched out and found herself fascinated by the play of
muscles and the thick dark brown hairs lying against the tanned skin.
He had pulled up the leg of his sweatpants for her to see. “My
dad can deal with it.”

“I would like
you to deal with it,” he told her softly.

“And if I
refuse?”

“Then I would
just sit here until you do. I am not going anywhere, Noelle.”
They both knew he was not talking about leaving the room.

“I am not
interested.”

“And we both
know that is not true.”

Her eyes connected
with his and he held her gaze. With a nod of her head, she indicated
one of the cots in the corner. “I will meet you over there.”

Noelle sat at the
desk for a few minutes and took several deep breaths before she
walked over to where he was lying on his stomach. She had the
ointment with her and slipping on her gloves she started to touch the
area. 


He winced when she
made the contact and she concentrated on that area. “You are
tense,” she murmured.

“Maybe it is
because you are touching me,” he said softly.

“Stop.”

He turned his head to
look at her. The room was almost empty as the other players had
already left. They had an out of town match on Saturday and would be
gone for the weekend. He wanted to invite her, but he was sure that
she would not agree to come. They would be going to Atlanta and he
would have loved to take her out and maybe escape somewhere they
would be alone. “Have dinner with me later.”

“No.” She
applied the ointment on the back of his leg and rubbed it in slowly,
causing his body to react.

“I promise to
be on my best behavior. I will not even open the car door for you.”

She could not help
but smile at that. “The answer is still no.”

“What are you
afraid of, Noelle?”

“I am not
afraid of anything.” She capped the bottle and put it away
before continuing the soothing movements of her fingers. “I am
just not interested.”

“I cannot
accept that.”

“You are going
to have to.” She snapped off her gloves and stepped back. “You
are all set.”

He turned around and
tested his leg, realizing that the pain was gone. “You have
magic fingers.”

“I am afraid I
cannot take credit for that.” She held up the bottle of
ointment. “This is very good.”

“But your
fingers helped a great deal.” He sat there looking at her for a
moment, reluctant to leave. She had on her usual team shirt and faded
denims and her hair in a ponytail and to him she had never looked
more beautiful or more desirable! “Let me get the chance to
know you.”

“Jerrold-“

“I am not going
to take no for an answer,” he told her firmly as he hopped off
the cot and stood in front of her. “Whatever it takes and
however long it takes, I am willing to wait.”

She lifted her head
and stared up at him, mesmerized by the look in his eyes. 


“Have dinner
with me.”

“No,” she
whispered, feeling her will weaken. “Rumors-“

“So have dinner
at my place.”

She closed her eyes
briefly. “Not tonight though.”

“How about
tomorrow night?”

She nodded. “What
time?”

“Seven. Want me
to come and pick you up?”

She shook her head.
“I will make my way there.”

“Thank you,”
he said softly.

She did not respond
but stepped back from him.

“I will check
in on you later.”

*****

He waited for her
like an eager schoolboy. He had left practice early to come back to
prepare. His apartment was very clean because he had a very capable
housekeeper who took care of the place, but he had come back to start
the cooking. He had looked up a recipe online and had instructed his
housekeeper to get the stuff he needed. She had asked him if he
wanted her to do the cooking and he had told her that it was not
necessary. He did not usually cook, but tonight he was going to make
an exception. He had an exceptionally wonderful woman to impress. He
had meant what he had said to her that he would not do anything she
did not want him to do, but he was sincerely hoping that she would
want him to make love to her! He had showered and changed into khaki
dress pants and a red ribbed sweater and had even put on his
signature scent. He had shaved and spent longer in the bathroom than
necessary, but he wanted to look good for her. She might not want to
go out with him in public right now, but he aimed to make this as
real a date as possible! The table was set with the white tablecloth
he had found in the linen closet and he had placed two candles in the
center as well. A bottle of Costa Light was encased in ice in the
bucket and the smell of the sauce to pour onto the pasta was making
its enticing way around the warm and cozy apartment. Jerrold owned
the apartment building and the three bedrooms, three baths plus the
large kitchen, dining room, and plush living room had been designed
with his taste in mind. He liked wide open spaces so when he had
acquired the building, a lot of walls had been torn down to give the
wide open concept. He was interested in modern art and had several
paintings strewn around his apartment.

His head jerked up
when he heard the sound of the bell. He had made a call down to the
front desk to tell them to send her straight up. He went to the
kitchen to turn the burner off and went to get the door. His breath
caught in his throat as he stood there staring at her. She was
wearing a chunky light blue sweater and a long blue and white skirt
and her hair was loose around her face. “Hi.”

“Hi.” He
took her hand and drew her inside, keeping her hand in his as he made
his way into the kitchen. 


“Something
smells really good,” she said, sniffing the air.

He let go of her hand
and went to get the plates. “I am hoping that it tastes that
way as well,” he told her with a grin.

“Need any
help?”

“No.” He
took the bowl of salad and handed it to her. “You can take this
into the dining area. I’ll be right behind you.”

He was armed with the
bowl with the pasta and the sauce and stopped behind her as she took
in the scene inside the dining room. “I wanted a proper date,”
he murmured as he walked past her and put the bowls in the center of
the table. “Shall we?” He pulled her chair out and she
took her seat. He went around and uncorked the bottle of wine,
pouring the rich red liquid into two glasses and handing her one
before going to take his seat. “What do you think?” he
asked her as she took her first sip of the wine.

“It’s
very good,” she said in surprised delight, taking a few more
sips. 


“Product of
Costa Land. Prince Alexander and Princess Debbie Costa are friends of
mine. The team went there to play several times for charity. They are
planning on forming a professional team and want our help.”

“I have seen
images of the place on the internet. It has an untouched beauty about
it that really grabs you,” Noelle murmured, not really
surprised that he was friends with royalty.

“You would love
it. They live in an actual palace with moats, not really functional
but more for show than anything else and the rooms have been
reconstructed but not much. You can still see the eighteenth century
look portrayed there.”

“I read that
Princess Debbie was just a normal African American girl who used to
work for the mother.” 


“And Alexander
found his princess when she started to work for them,” Jerrold
said with a whimsical smile, his eyes on her face. “Love has a
way of changing the way you look at things.” 


Noelle avoided his
eyes and concentrated on the meal on her plate. “This is quite
good.”

“Thank you, I
did my best.” He had not touched his meal yet but had been
filling himself with her. She was shy and retiring and he had a
feeling that it was going to take some doing to get her out of her
shell. But he was willing to take the time to do it! “What
about you?”

“What about
me?”

“I told you
that I want to get the chance to know you and I meant it.”

“What would you
like to know about me?” She toyed with her pasta absently and
avoided looking at him.

“What are your
likes and dislikes?”

“Really?”
She lifted a tapered brow and stared at him.

He quirked a thick
brow and waited. 


She shrugged and
taking up her glass she sipped the wine. “I like to read.”

“Fiction or
non-fiction?”

“Mostly
fiction,” she said with a grimace. “I spent so much time
buried in books, studying and trying to be the best that I got tired
of heavy tomes and gravitated to light reading.”

“Romance
novels?” he teased.

“Thrillers with
a touch of romance,” she clarified. “I don’t like
flake pieces that give the impression that the world is this
wonderful place where a man and a woman fall in love and they live
happily ever after. There are conflicts and trials that people go
through and that is the reality of the world we live in.”

“But you do
believe that there is one person out there and when you find that one
person, it is that person for the rest of your life right?” He
had leaned back in his chair and was sipping his wine, his eyes on
her face as if searching for her answer.

Noelle took her time
answering. “Like a soulmate?”

“Like a
soulmate.”

She frowned a little
bit. “I don’t know if I can logically believe that there
is just one person, but then again I have seen my parents together
and even though my mom has been dead for a number of years, my dad
keeps hanging on to her memories, making it hard for him to truly be
with anyone else.”

“My parents
have been married for thirty years,.” Jerrold told her. “I
have heard them in their bedroom arguing when they think I have gone
to bed, but the next morning it is like they never were and I often
wondered about that. I remember asking my dad about that one time and
he told me that the trick is to not go to bed angry, it was not worth
it. So yes, I believe in the all-consuming love that blocks
everything out.”

She shifted a little
in her seat, his eyes holding hers. “And when one of you dies,
there is a difficulty in moving on. Maybe it is not a good thing
after all.”

He leaned forward.
“You don’t believe that. I have seen members of the club
I belong to, men who had several meaningless relationships and had
their lives turned around by one woman who mattered. I have seen the
way they look at those women and know for a fact that something like
that exists and that is what I want.” He almost blurted out
that he wanted it with her but managed to stop himself.

Noelle’s
fingers trembled a little bit as she put her glass down. “I
hope you find it,” she said huskily.

“I am on my way
to doing exactly that.” This time, the meaning was clear and
Noelle felt her heart quicken. Her fingers clenched on the white
tablecloth as he got to his feet slowly.

“I am not
finished,” her voice sounded scratchy and her entire body was
trembling.

“I think you
are.” He held out a hand to her and for a wild minute she
thought about not taking it! He waited for her to do so and when she
did he closed his hand around hers and pulled her to her feet. He did
not let go of her hand and stood there looking down at her, feeling
the tremors in her fingers. His free hand lifted and he brushed back
the hair from her face tenderly, his eyes wandering over her
beautiful features. “I want you,” he whispered.

“I told you
that I am not interested in a relationship.” She was trying
desperately not to give in to her treacherous body!

“Is that true?”
He tilted her chin up, his eyes on her parted lips. 


“Yes,”
she whispered.

“So tell me to
stop,” he told her softly.

“I cannot.”
The words appeared to be torn from her lips.

“Neither can
I.” His lips descended and her eyes closed in anticipation of
what she had experienced when he had kissed her two days ago in her
apartment. His lips brushed against hers lightly, his breath stirring
against her skin, causing the tremors to increase. He released her
hand and used both of his to cup her cheeks, holding her in place as
he ran his tongue lightly over her lips. The desire was churning
inside him, increasing the pressure in his body, but he was
determined to take his time. He lifted his head and stared down at
her, taking in the shallow pants coming from her mouth before he bent
his head again, this time his tongue darting inside her mouth and
touching hers. Noelle moaned, her body inexorably drawing closer to
his as she sought the warmth that was already invading hers! It felt
right and wonderful and unlike anything she had ever felt before and
she did not want him to stop!





Chapter 7

He lifted his head
from hers and stared down into her deep dark brown eyes, a question
in his. He was raging with the rampant desire, but he was determined
to pace it to match hers, to give her the chance to back away and
tell him that she was not ready, but fervently hoping that she was
because he could not turn back, not now. “Noelle?” His
voice was a husky whisper as he stared at her. “Would you like
to come into my bedroom with me?”

Her hands were
clenched into fists on his chest as she stared up at him, her body
trembling. “I don’t know,” she whispered back. She
had not wanted him to stop, but now that he had, she was not sure if
she wanted him to continue. 


“Do you need a
moment?” he teased her shakily.

She shook her head.

He started to move
away and she held him, grasping his sweater to hold him in place.
“Tell me what you want, darling.”

“Don’t!”

“Don’t
what?”

“You are
confusing me.”

“That’s
the last thing I want to do,” he told her gently. He took her
fists in his and brought them to his lips. “What do you want me
to do, darling?”

“I want you
too,” she whispered.

His heart thudded
inside his chest. “You want me to make love to you?”

She nodded, the words
evading her.

He stepped back and
took one of her hands to lead her away. They walked through the
passageway where Noelle saw paintings on the wall and then she was
focused on the double doors just in front of them. He stopped there
and looked down at her as if expecting her to change her mind before
he flung the doors open that led them into the breathtaking wide open
area of a bedroom wallpapered in cream and blue. It was mostly scanty
except for the huge bed that she was careful not to look at and the
armoire in one corner as well as a rich brown sofa across from the
bed. The transparent ceiling to floor glass afforded a spectacular
view of the city lights and an even more beautiful view of the dark
blue sky with the thousands of stars. She jerked to attention when he
came alongside her. “There is a balcony where I sit when the
weather is right,” he murmured as he looked outside. He turned
her to face him, his hands running up and down her arms. “You
are afraid.”

“No.” She
took a deep breath and told him. “I have never-“

He frowned and waited
for to continue. “I have never done this before,” she
admitted on a rush.

Somehow, he kept the
shock from off his face as he stared down at her. “Never?”
he asked her gently.

She shook her head.
“If that’s a problem-“

“Why would that
be a problem?”

“Men like you
want to be with experienced women.”

“You don’t
know me well enough to know that, but I intend to change that.”

A sigh shuddered
through her and she nodded. “Are you going to ask me why?”

“Why what?”

“Why I am
still-” She shook her head. “Still inexperienced.”

“Only if you
want to tell me, darling,” he told her gently.

“Do you mind if
we sit?”

“Not at all.”
He took her hand and guided her to the sofa, keeping her hand in his
when they sat down. 


“I had it
pretty rough in high school.” She stared down at the strong
tanned hand holding hers and felt the warmth of his touch. “I
had a severe case of acne and I wore braces as well. I never
developed curves until I left high school and the kids there were
unmerciful.” Her hand tightened in his and he squeezed her hand
gently. “I had a stupid crush on the most handsome guy in the
school, the captain of the football team of all people.” She
laughed hollowly and shook her head. “I was not smart enough to
go for one of the nerds in the science club, but I had to reach for
Toby whose girlfriend was the head of the cheerleading squad. He set
me up by being kind to me and I blurted out how I felt never knowing
that he was going to use it against me.” She gasped as his hand
tightened on hers.

“Sorry,”
he muttered, masking his rage.

She smiled at him as
she realized that he was feeling anger for her and it warmed her.
“They humiliated me in front of the entire school and made me
into a laughing stock.” She broke off and stared down at the
rich blue carpet pensively. “I never got over it and it ended
up ruining my chances of having a relationship.”

“Want me to go
and beat up the jerk?” He tried to tease her, but it did not
quite come out that way.

“He is a
mediocre dentist who has been divorced twice so I think he has been
sufficiently punished.”

“What about the
cheerleader? I could probably get her fired from whatever position
she works at.”

Noelle laughed at
that. “She works at a fast food restaurant.”

“So that takes
care of that.” His eyes searched her face. “He was a jerk
and people like that never end up too well. I am going to challenge
you to do something.”

“What’s
that?”

“Get on with
your life and not let them have any more power over you. The first
thing you are going to do is get into a relationship with me. We
could spread it all over social media so that they can see it. We
could also take out ads in all the papers so that there is no chance
of them missing it.” His eyes twinkled with laughter and Noelle
felt herself relaxing and letting go of the past as she looked at
him.

“Baby steps,”
she said with a smile. “And I am not ready for a relationship
yet.”

“But there is
hope?”

“Definitely.
You had me when you offered to go and beat him up for me.”

“If I had known
that would do the trick I would have offered before.” He used
his free hand to tilt her chin up. “Are you okay?”

She nodded. “Thank
you.”

“There is a way
you can show your gratitude,” he told her lightly.

“What is that?”

“Show
favoritism to me when you are at the team HQ and make the other
players aware that I am your favorite.”

“I thought I
was already doing that?” she teased him.

“Not enough.”
A smile tilted his lips as he stared at her. He became sober as he
used his thumb to smooth her cheek. “I want to be the one to
change things for you, to hold you when things look uncertain, and to
make you forget that creep and those small-minded people in high
school who caused you one minute of pain.”

She trembled as she
stared at him. “You think you can manage to do all that?”

“I am certainly
going to try,” he told her soberly. “Starting now.”
He bent his head to hers and she opened her mouth in anticipation of
the kiss. His mouth touched hers lightly, the caress subtle and
provocative, sending shivers up and down her spine. Noelle dragged
her hand away from his and used them to slide up his chest and around
his shoulders, feeling the bunched up muscles there. His hands fisted
into her hair at the back of her head as he held her while he
explored the sweet crevice of her mouth. His tongue plunged and then
retreated, feeling the tremors of her body against his. He soothed
her with his touch and sent the fire racing through her body as he
deepened the kiss, his fingers massaging the back of her head,
sliding slowly downwards to the back of her neck, caressing the skin
there as he devoured her mouth! Noelle dug her fingers into his
shoulders as her body arched in response to his. He dragged his mouth
from hers, trying to control his breathing as he put his head on her
forehead, his body trembling! He got to his feet and reached for her
hand to pull her up, taking the steps towards the bed. He turned her
around to face him. “I want to see you,” he whispered.
“All of you.”

She nodded. “May
I?” He touched her sweater and she told him yes. 


He lifted it up and
over her head, breathing in deep as he saw the scrap of lace covering
her small breasts. He put the sweater onto a table and ran his hands
over her arms before reaching for the front clasp of her bra and
unhooking it. He saw the change in her breathing and stopped for a
moment to look at her. “I won’t hurt you.” 


“I know.”

He continued to
unhook the bra and removed it slowly, his eyes darkening as he stared
at the puckered nipples. He cupped her breasts in his palms as if he
was weighing them, causing the tremors inside her body. “You
are so beautiful,” he said huskily. His thumbs went to work
caressing the already tight buds and she moaned, her body arching
towards him. “So beautiful,” he repeated. He pulled her
closer to him, wrapping his hands around her waist, his fingers
drifting down her bare back and making her skin tingle. He kissed her
lightly on the lips and she wrapped her hands around his neck, her
fingers drifting into the short hairs at his nape. His hands drifted
into the waistband of her skirt and underwear, pulling them down as
his tongue tangled with hers. He wanted her first experience to be
epic and one that she would never forget, but the way his skin was
burning up and the desire hammering inside him, he was not certain he
would be able to take the time to do that!

With a half laugh and
a half groan, he pulled away from her, his eyes burning as he looked
at her. “I am about to make a fool of myself,” he told
her thickly. He took her hand and helped her onto the bed before
quickly taking off his clothes and joining her there. He turned
sideways to look at her as she shimmied out of her skirt and
underwear. His hands wandered down her flat stomach and marveled at
the quiver of her flesh. He was highly aroused, but he was not going
to rush into the act. It had to be special for both of them. He bent
his head and caught a nipple inside his mouth, his tongue swirling
around the tight bud, feeling her body arching towards his in
response to the touch. He pulled the bud deeper inside his mouth,
taking pleasure into giving her the utmost pleasure, his body
reacting to her responses to him. His fingers wandered over her skin,
going further down, parting her legs so that he could reach between
them for the warmth of her sex. She moved restlessly, her body
quivering when he used his fingers to glide over the mound of her
protruding flesh. He dipped a finger inside her, feeling the
tightness and the resistance there as she lurched against him. He
lifted his head and looked down at her. “It’s okay,”
he whispered thickly, his finger drifting in further as he thrust
into her gently trying to get her used to what was coming very soon. 


“Jerrold,”
she breathed as she grasped his thick muscled arms. The sound of his
name on her lips drove him to distraction and he felt the blood
thundering through his already engorged penis! 


“Soon,
darling,” he whispered. He inserted another finger inside her
and watched her face as she opened her legs wider for him. He eased
his fingers out and used them to spread the moisture on the tip of
him before climbing over her. He pressed his open palms on either
side of her head as he stayed there suspended over her for a little
bit before he guided his penis inside her slowly, taking his time as
he waited for her to adjust to his thickness. “I am going to
have to hurt you a little bit.” His voice was harsh with regret
as he went in further. Noelle braced for the pain and when it came
she stiffened for a moment, digging her fingers into the hardness of
his muscled shoulders, a cry escaping her lips! But the pain
disappeared and was replaced by the excruciating pleasure as he drove
deep inside her, his hips joining hers before retreating and then
plunging into her again.

Jerrold gritted his
teeth as he felt the agonizing passion invading his body! He fisted
his fingers in her hair and held her steady as he thrust into her,
his body tightening and he realized that he did not have long to
last. His head descended as he captured her lips, his mouth ravishing
hers. Noelle felt the pressure curling into the pit of her stomach as
the cloying heat traveled throughout her entire body and begged for
release! The sensations hit her with an intensity that had her body
arching towards his, her heart skidding inside her chest at a very
alarming rate! He captured the moan inside his mouth and by tacit
agreement he eased out of her for a moment and then plunged into her
over and over again! He tore his mouth from hers, his breathing
ragged. “Let go, darling,” he whispered thickly. “Just
let go.”

She arched her body
and did just that, her fingers sinking into his shoulders as the
orgasm crashed through her, spiraling and sending heat slashing
across her skin. He came soon after her, a groan escaping his mouth
as he made the final plunge inside her, his hands tight on her skin,
his body shuddering against hers!

Noelle buried her
face in his chest, hardly feeling the springy dusting of dark brown
hairs on his muscled chest. He shifted sideways, taking her with him
and still intimately joined to her, his hands soothing her back. He
waited for his heart rate to even out and the shuddering to get under
control, a dazed look on his handsome face.

He felt when she
lifted her head and he looked at her. “Hey.”

“Hey,”
She had a small dazed smile on her lips as she spread her fingers
over his chest. “I never expected it to be so-” She
stopped not sure what to say.

“Amazing? Mind
blowing? Wonderful?”

“All that,”
she admitted with a smile.

“I kind of
expected something close to that, but it certainly took me by
surprise,” he said huskily. “You do realize that there is
no turning back for us now, right?” he whispered, his fingers
trailing down her back. “No more pretending that you do not
notice when I come into the room while you are treating the others.
No more telling me that you do not want a relationship.” He
tilted her chin up. “We are in one, Noelle.”

“The sex is
amazing and I am happy we did it, but I am not ready-” 


He cut off the rest
of the sentence as he took her lips with his. Noelle wrapped her
hands around his neck and returned the kiss with an ardor that fired
his blood and had him moving inside her. With a tortured groan, he
shifted, coming over her as he started all over again, his body
driving into hers with a force that had her clinging to him!

*****

“Stay,”
he murmured as she got ready to move away from him. They had fallen
asleep after the third time and he was concerned that she would be
sore. He had fallen asleep with his arms around her. Now he felt as
she started to move away and kept his hold on her body. 


“I can’t.”
She pushed against him, but he would not budge. Her body felt
wonderfully sated and pleasantly exhausted. A glance at the bedside
clock showed that it was almost two AM!

He pulled her beneath
him and trapped her body with his. “Why not?”

“I have work in
several hours and you have practice.”

“Not until in
the afternoon.” His mouth teased hers and she felt the current
running through her body again. “Stay,” he begged. “Spend
the night with me and leave in the morning. Please.”

“Jerrold,”
se moaned and knew she was weakening.

He felt it too and
bending his head, he captured her lips in a stunningly sweet kiss
that had her giving in!

*****

Noelle was drowsy and
pleasantly exhausted from lack of sleep and her body felt as if it
had been in a battle, but she felt wonderful! She had refused his
offer to make her breakfast and had made her escape before he could
persuade her to stay longer. She should arrive at nine and in order
to do so she would have to take a quick shower and get dressed, but
she spent a few minutes in the shower reliving last night and this
morning, her flesh tingling and a smile on her lips. She had no
intention of entering into a relationship with Jerrold, but the
argument lacked conviction! She was attracted to him and furthermore
she liked him a lot! She stood in front of the mirror in the bathroom
and stared at her naked body. She still looked the same, but she was
different, she felt different! Catching her bottom lip between her
teeth, she closed her eyes as she remembered his lips on her nipples!
With an impatient sigh, she shook her head and went to get some
clothes to put on! She had to get to work!

*****

Noelle tried to
concentrate on the team member she was attending to when Jerrold came
into the large room that afternoon. All through the morning she had
been looking out for him and hiding her disappointment when she did
not see him come in. Now that he had, strolling into the room with
his hands in the pockets of his sweatpants, an intense look on his
face as he looked at her, she was as clumsy as a newborn baby. She
forced herself to concentrate on what Michael was saying to her and
tried to block out the acute awareness of the man who had shown her
so much pleasure last night and early this morning. She had come in a
little late and had apologized to her dad and went straight to work.
There had been a slight scare a few minutes ago when a team member
had not been able to keep anything down, but he had been rushed to
the hospital and was being monitored.

She stiffened when
she saw Jerrold making his way over to her as soon as Michael left
and forced herself to act normal, even though the look in his cobalt
blue eyes made it hard for her to do so!

“Hi,” he
whispered softly as he sat on the chair at her desk.

“I am working!”
she hissed.

“I won’t
be long.” His eyes wandered over her face. “How are you?”

“Jerrold-”


“I spent the
time you left thinking about you and missing you, darling.”

“Stop it!”
She looked around wildly, wondering if anyone else was hearing what
he was saying. 


“I want to see
you later.”

“No.”

“I am not
moving until you say yes.”

Noelle sent him a
fulminating look. “Will you go away if I do?”

“I promise.”

“Then yes. Now
go away.”

“Later,
darling,” His eyes dropped to her lips and Noelle felt the heat
invading her body and her lips parting. His eyes lifted to hers and
for a moment, neither of them could move. He got to his feet
abruptly, breaking the spell, his hands trembling slightly. Without a
word, he hurried away leaving her to take deep breaths before she
could continue working!

Jerrold hurried into
the men’s room and making sure no one else was around he went
to turn on the tap and splashed cold water onto his face. He tore off
a piece of paper towel and dabbed at the water, realizing that his
hands were trembling. “Jesus!” he muttered as he stared
at himself in the mirror. He had not touched her, it had merely been
a look and it had affected him so much! He braced his hands on the
counter and took several deep breaths before he could leave the
bathroom. He waited a few more minutes, willing the erection to
deflate, a grim smile on his lips. He should not have gone over to
her, but he had not been able to resist doing so!





Chapter 8

He slowly pulled her
out of her self-imposed isolation. She had no idea how he did it, but
she found herself letting him take her one night on the court. She
was scandalized that it actually happened, but it was one night when
he waited for her to finish working and the others had left including
her dad. He had taken her out onto the court, and he had lifted her
to shoot the ball and his touch had started to heat her skin and then
his. He had started to kiss her and then he had pulled her down and
had started undressing both of them. She had protested at first,
telling him someone could come in at any time, but he had told her
that everyone had already left. He had made love to her on the floor
and had her calling out his name as she reached her peak. Afterwards,
he had held her fast in his arms even when she had tried to get up
and get dressed. She had fallen asleep in his arms and had woken up
in the early hours of the morning in a panic when she realized that
they were still lying on the court. But she realized that she was not
the same person she had been before he came into her life and she
could not deny it to herself, she certainly could not lie to him
about it. He had noticed and she had seen the look on his face when
he realized that she was coming closer and closer to saying yes to
the relationship he was craving from her. December had come and gone,
and it was the almost the middle of January. 


“Please come
with me.” He turned to look at her as she pulled the sheets
over her naked body. He had just finished making love to her and she
was sated and drowsy. In just a few weeks, she realized that she
could not stay away from him or resist his lovemaking.

“You already
know my answer to that. Stop asking,” she told him, but her
argument was not holding conviction like before. She had no idea how
he had done it, but he had broken down her reserves and she was a
totally different person.

“I am not going
to stop asking,” he told her quietly, propping his head on his
hand as he looked at her, admiring the curves of her body beneath the
sheets. He had fought like hell to get her to stay over at his place
whenever she came over, but she had started doing it because he had
done it in such a way that she had not noticed. He trailed a finger
down her arm and almost smiled as her flesh quivered. His hand
drifted down and took her hand in his. “Tell me what you are
afraid of.”

“I am not
afraid-” She shook her head at that. “You are a jo- I
mean an athlete, a famous basketball player. You are handsome and
rich, and I am damaged and insecure and-”

“I don’t
care.” He put a finger over her lip. “You are making
excuses, Noelle, and I am not going to settle for that.”

“Give me some
more time,” she insisted, pushing his hand away and ignoring
the heat curling in the pit of her stomach. It happened whenever he
touched her, and she found it very hard to even think straight! He
confused her and no matter how much she tried to tell herself that he
was who he was, and she had been terribly hurt by someone like him,
it did not make a difference. The minute she saw him, she started
having those feelings that spiraled out of control whenever he was
near her.

“I am not him,”
he told her quietly as he sat up against the pillows at his head and
looked at her. “I am just asking you to trust that I will never
hurt you the way he did. I love you-” He stopped as she climbed
off the bed and reaching for the robe, she pulled it on over her
naked body, taking the time to knot the string as if it was the most
important act in the world.

“I need
something to drink,” she muttered.

“There is a
mini fridge right over there.” He indicated the corner of the
room.

“I also need
some space,” she added as she walked swiftly from the room.

Jerrold dug his
fingers into the tousled strands of his hair. He had not meant to
blurt it out like that. He had had every intention of taking his time
and easing her into what they had now. He knew she was skittish and
scared, and he had decided to give her time. He was getting
frustrated about not being able to be seen with her in public. He had
to stand around and watch the members of his team flirt with her,
with Jermaine being the most persistent. He had found himself
becoming more physical towards the man he considered to be his friend
and all because he was going after the woman he was in love with! It
was not his fault! Jermaine was just doing what any normal
red-blooded man would when faced with a beautiful woman: he and the
others, even the ones who wives of their own! He could not blame
them, but he did, and he had to try his best not to show his jealousy
when he saw her with them and forced to watch the flirting. He swung
his legs off the bed and grabbed his robe to put on before he went to
find her.

She was sitting on a
stool around the marble counter, sipping from a glass of water. She
looked up when he came in. “I need space, Jerrold.”

“I know.”
He slid onto the stool opposite to her and met her eyes. “I
said something that you were not prepared for and I cannot take it
back even if could. You are just going to learn to deal with it.”
He rubbed the back of his neck in a weary gesture. “I just want
you to believe me.”

She continued to sip
the water as she eyed him. “I really don’t have to
believe anything,” she told him coolly. “Just go away.”

“No,” he
told her resolutely. “I am not going anywhere. You are going to
see me every single day except when I have to go out of town which I
really want you to come with me when I do so. I told you that I love
you and I meant it, Noelle. I don’t expect you to tell me that
you love me in return right now, but one day you will and when you
do, I promise you that we will spend the rest of our lives proving
that love to each other.”

“You do have a
way with words.” She put the glass down and stared at him,
clenching her hands to stop the trembling. “I cannot deal with
this right now, Jerrold.”

“I know.”
He forced himself to sound mild. “I have time and I will wait.”

She stumbled to her
feet. “I cannot deal with this right now! I am going back into
the bedroom and please do not follow me.”

Noelle paced the
length of the room in agitation, her thoughts jumbled and confused.
He had told her that he loved her, and she was so damaged that she
could not even accept an avowal of love from a man who most women
would kill to be with! She lifted her hands and dug her fingers
through her thick dark hair tumbling around her shoulders as she let
go. She stiffened as she heard him behind her. “I said I needed
space!”

But he ignored her
and placing his hands on her shoulders he turned her to face him, his
cobalt blue eyes taking in the confusion on her beautiful face and
the way she avoided his eyes. “That’s the last thing you
need and the only thing I am not willing to grant you.” One
hand lifted to cup her cheek and stroked the skin tenderly. “I
am not going anywhere and I am afraid that I cannot give you the
space you claim you need because I need you and you need me-” 


“Stop!’
she whispered, her eyes shimmering with tears. “I-” 


His head bent swiftly
and cut off the rest of the words as he buried his mouth on hers, his
hands drawing her into his arms as he crushed her lips with his. He
felt the tremors in her slender body and also felt when she tried to
resist him, but it was only for an infinitesimal moment before she
surrendered to the passion swirling between them. Minutes later, he
lifted her and took her back to bed where he made sweet and prolonged
love to her that had her crying on his chest!

*****

“Darling, you
are not eating,” her father chided her as she pushed the string
beans around on her plate. It was the Sunday after which Jerrold had
told her that he was in love with her, four days of which she had
tried to ignore the words hammering inside her head and trying not to
be incinerated each time he even look at her. 


“I am not
particularly hungry, Dad,” she told him as she returned his
gaze. “It is not a reflection on your excellent cooking by the
way. And I thought that Marj would have joined us for dinner.”

“She had to go
out of town for the weekend and besides I wanted to spend some time
alone with you.” He frowned at her. “What’s going
on with you?”

“Nothing.”
She shrugged as she pushed the plate away. “I am just feeling
under the weather a little bit.”

He reached across the
counter and placed the back of his hand to her forehead. “You
do not have a temperature.” He took his hand away and searched
her face. “Does this have anything to do with the way a certain
member of the team who cannot keep his eyes off you?”

Her eyes flew to his.
“I have no idea what you are talking about,” she hedged.

“Jerrold
Littman cannot seem to keep his feelings hidden and even though he
tries to mask his emotions especially when he sees the other team
members trying their best to get your attention, he cannot.”

“They are
typical jocks, Dad, determined to chase any woman they think worthy
of the chase. I can handle them.”

His expression was
inscrutable as he continued to stare at her. “Jerrold Littman
is not your typical jock and I think you know that. I also think that
you feel something for him, and you are running away from it.”

“Dad, you have
such a vivid imagination.”

“He also
enlisted my help in trying to convince you to let him court you,”
he told her mildly.

Noelle stared at her
dad in shock. “He had no right!”

“The man is
desperate, and he came to me,” Robert told his daughter as he
pushed his own plate away. “That man is crazy about you and you
need to learn to accept that, honey.”

Noelle ran the tip of
her finger over the glass of water in front of her. “I am not
there yet,” she muttered. “And I asked him to wait on me.
He had no right to tell you anything.”

“I watched you
suffer over the years for what those children did to you and I
watched my wonderful daughter slowly turned into a recluse, and then
when you came into your looks the remnants of what happened to you
remained and took control of your life. I saw that over the years
even though you have managed to make a career for yourself, your
personal life is another matter. You are changing and I think that is
as a result of Jerrold Littman.” He reached over and took her
hands in his. “Let him in, honey, and start to heal finally.”

*****

“Littman, what
an unexpected pleasure!” A voice boomed behind him as he made
his way to the bar to have himself a much-needed drink. He closed his
eyes briefly before turning around with a forced smile on his face.
He had decided at the last moment to go to the club today after
Noelle had told him that she was having dinner with her dad. They had
not spoken of his hasty admission of love since that night and he had
not brought it up again, but it was out there and was hanging over
their heads like the blasted sword of Damocles and it was not
something he could unsay. The Elite Club was practically empty, and
Jerrold had a feeling that it was due to the impending storm later
today. 


“Tristan
Clarke.” He acknowledged the man with a nod of his head. “How
are you?”

“Better now
that I have seen you,” the jowl faced man said with a wide grin
as he gestured toward the bar. “It seems we have the same idea.
I was hoping that I would catch up with you and discuss that business
I had proposed to you some time ago.”

Jerrold took a seat
reluctantly and nodded to Marty for him to get his special while
Tristan ordered a beer. Tristan had been to see him to get one of his
sons onto the team and had been pleading with him for the past three
months. In the past, Jerrold had managed to avoid him by putting him
off, but he had a feeling that the man would not be put off this
time.

“I have seen
that the team will be playing in Atlanta next week,” he
murmured.

“Yes.”

“My boy watches
every match and records every move made by you and the others. He
practices every day and I am pretty sure that if given the chance he
could make the team.”

“I don’t
make those decisions, the coach does.”

“Man, you own
the team,” Tristan said with a careless wave of his thick
fingers. “I am prepared to invest heavily into the team if that
is what it takes.”

“Tryouts are
not until April,” Jerrold said reluctantly.

“Just say the
word and Tristan, Jr. will be ready and waiting. Now let’s talk
about the financial aspect of it.”

*****

Jerrold spent the
night at the club. He had finally escaped the conversation with
Tristan and had grabbed something to eat in one of the dining rooms,
his appetite a little off before he turned in. She had not called
him, and he had been hoping against hope that she would have. He
shifted on the pillows and closed his eyes, bringing back to memory
Friday night when he had made love to her and the feel of her warm
sensuous body beneath his. He sighed raggedly and realized that the
love he had for her was growing more and more!

*****

“It’s the
game of the season, McRae, and rumor has it that this is the last
game that team owner and member Jerrold Littman will be playing
before he retires from the game.”

“I must say,
Devonte, the man has had a splendid record throughout the years he
has been a basketball player. There is a consistency about him that
lends the word ‘professionalism’ an entire new dimension.
Jerrold Littman has been playing the sport since high school and has
only gotten better. He has been compared to giants such as Michael
Jordan and Shaquille O’Neil and continues to prove himself with
every single game he has been in.”

“We are yet to
prove that the rumor is true and efforts to get a peep out of the
team’s PR people has proven to be useless. But whether this is
his last game or just a rumor of that matter, we are certainly
looking forward to seeing Littman and his teammates playing their
usual best.”

Noelle gave up all
pretense of doing housework as she listened to the commentators and
sat down in front of the television set to watch the man who invaded
her thoughts every second of the day, having eyes only for him. She
had been with him two nights ago and knew he had wanted to ask her to
come with them but had not done so because he had been afraid that
her answer would be no. Her hungry eyes wandered over his handsome
face as the camera panned a close up of him. For a moment, he turned
and looked directly into the camera and her heart slammed inside her
chest as she wondered if he was looking directly at her! His blue
eyes seemed to meet hers and she went still as he continued to stare
into the camera before it swung from him to include the other team
members. Noelle passed her hands shakily over her hair and sat back
against the cushions. Her dad had gone with the team, but she had
declined to go and was regretting it now. She watched as they warmed
up and then stood around listening to instructions from the coach.
The game was scheduled to begin in another half hour and the camera
alternately swung from the players to the commentators as they gave
their take on all the players involved. Noelle got up then and tried
to concentrate on what she needed to do around the apartment. She had
been spending so much time with Jerrold at his apartment that hers
had been neglected. Now that he was away for the weekend gave her the
chance to do a general cleaning up. But she could not concentrate on
the simple task of cleaning out the refrigerator and getting rid of
the things that had gone bad since she had not eaten at her place in
weeks. He was waiting for her to tell him that she wanted a
relationship with him, and she could not do that. She was able to be
in his arms and give in to the incredible passion that existed
between them and could have a conversation with him, but she could
not allow herself to go out in public with him and she knew it was
killing him each time he was with her. But something kept stopping
her and she knew there was going to come a time when he was going to
give up on her and she was dreading that day! She was damaged and the
damage went very deep and she could not help herself. Oh, she wanted
to tell him yes, to go out on a proper date with him, to the movies
or to dinner or to another country as he had offered, but she was not
there yet. Her head snapped up as she heard the whistle blow
indicating that the game was about to begin. She left what she was
doing and took her position on the sofa, her heart pounding as she
watched the match begin. She watched with pride and anticipation as
the ball was passed to him and he dribbled, his movements swift and
lithe, the muscles in his arms bunching as he quickly dodged his
opponent and passed the play to another team member. He had told her
when he was playing his entire focus was on the ball he had in his
hand and the person he needed to pass it to. “Not even thoughts
of you can break that concentration, darling,” he had teased
her.

Noelle sat forward in
her seat as she too concentrated on the game, her eyes riveted on not
only him but the other members as well, willing them to win this
game. He had not told her if this was going to be his last game, but
she had a feeling that the game meant too much to him for him to just
quit like that. Maybe in the future but not now. Her heart skittered
when he was bumped by an opponent and took a tumble. She got to her
feet anxiously when he did not get up immediately and then closed her
eyes when he did with the help of another member and shook off the
slight injury. She sat back down and watched the game, her hands
clasped in front of her as she alternated admiring the skills he and
his members exhibited and bordering on anxiety as it seemed like the
opposing team was on the verge of winning. The commentators did not
make it any easier for her as they tried to forecast the end of the
game. With a whoop of joy, Noelle jumped to her feet as the game was
declared four to two in favor of the Lakeside Bears! She watched as
the members hugged and cheered and saw when he turned and looked in
the camera again. This time she was certain he was looking at her and
more so when he lifted a hand and gave a slight wave!





Chapter 9

The cheering and the
celebrations were lost on Jerrold as he sat by the window of the team
bus as they made their way back to their hotel. He knew without a
shadow of a doubt that she had been watching but had wished that she
had been there to cheer him on. The victory they had achieved had
been lost on him without her there. He stared out the window at the
snowflakes coming down and hitting the window and then sliding down
and turning to liquid the minute they did so. He stifled a sigh when
the seat next to him deflated indicating that someone had joined him.

“For someone
who has been hailed the MVP of the game, you are certainly not acting
like one,” Robert Buckner declared as he handed Jerrold a glass
of champagne. Jerrold made to decline it but decided against it and
took the glass with little interest. “Why don’t you call
her?”

He shrugged as he
sipped the cold bubbly. “I figured if she wanted to
congratulate me, she would have called.”

Robert sighed as he
studied the younger man. “My daughter is stubborn and uncertain
of herself just now. You are going to have to take the lead on this
one.”

“I am waiting
until we return home tomorrow.”

“I see she is
not the only stubborn one,” Robert said dryly.

“More like
self-preservation,” Jerrold said with a sardonic smile. “If
you would excuse me?” He made his way out of the seat and to
the front of the bus to talk to their driver.

“The snow is
getting worse, Mr. Jerrold,” Mason, their driver for years,
said as he turned his head to look up at him.

“How much
further?” Jerrold peered out at the blanketing whiteness of the
snow.

“A few more
minutes and then-” The rest of the sentence was left hanging as
the bus skidded and went headlong towards a nearby ditch!

*****

Noelle was just about
to go to bed when she heard it on the news. 


“Late breaking
news: The bus transporting the victorious team members back to their
hotel was discovered overturned in a ditch just minutes away from
their hotel. At this time, there is not an update on the severity of
the injuries but only that they have been rushed to the nearby
hospital and are being treated.”

Noelle waited to hear
anything else, but switching to other stations, the news items were
frustratingly sketchy! “Dammit!” Noelle got up and
started pacing as she waited to hear any more updates. Her dad and
Jerrold had been on that bus and the suspense was killing her! When
she could not bear another moment of silence, she reached for her
phone and called her dad’s number, almost crying in relief when
he answered on the third ring. “Dad! What’s going on?”

“Honey, I am
fine, just a few cuts and bruises.” 


“The others?
Jerrold?”

His silence sent fear
spiraling through her heart! “Dad!”

“Several broken
legs and ribs.” He paused. “Jerrold was at the front of
the bus with Mason, the driver, and while Mason has only a fractured
skull, Jerold was pinned down and his spine was fractured.”

“Dad, what are
you saying?”

“It is too
early to tell yet, but he might have suffered some paralysis.”

Noelle sank down
weakly onto the sofa and held the phone pressed to her ear, her body
trembling violently. “What are the doctors saying?”

“They are still
working on all of them, honey. I am sure you can just imagine the
chaos this is causing and with reporters underfoot-” 


“Dad! Please
try and find out something, anything. And call me back.”

*****

Noelle sat at his
bedside, her hands clasped together tightly. It had been a day since
the accident. Most of the people on the bus had been sent home except
a few critical cases including Jerrold. She had shown her credentials
as the team’s physiotherapist and had been allowed in to sit
with him. She had seen his parents sitting outside holding each
other’s hands as well as some very distinguished people; she
suspected that they were members of the club he was a member of. The
doctor had told her that he would wake up in maybe a day and that he
would be faced with the paralysis that would inadvertently end his
basketball career. It did not matter that he had planned on giving up
the game but at his own pace and in his own time. Hearing that the
choice had been taken away from him, she was certain it was not
something he would very well take too kindly. But he was alive and
that was all that mattered to her right now. She started to reach for
his hand when she heard movements in the doorway. She looked up and
saw his mother inside the doorway. 


“He looks so
still.” She bent a tentative smile to the woman seated in front
of her son, her eyes speculative. Jackie Littman was very perceptive
especially when it had anything to do with her only child and she had
seen the way the beautiful woman looked when she came charging into
the hospital. She was not just the team’s physio, but Jerrold
meant much more to her. “He was never still.” She came
further into the room. She pulled up a chair next to Noelle and took
her son’s hand in hers. “Always on the move, always in
action. He used to dribble the ball in the house no matter that we
told him not to.” She smiled as she pressed her cheek against
the back of his hand. “He was born to play some sort of sport
and when he was still a small boy, he asked for a ball so he could
practice. I always believed in him but never dreamed he would have
made it so big. I think he exceeded even his expectations.” She
placed her son’s hand back on the bed and turned to look at the
woman next to her. “You care for him.”

“I work for
him.” Noelle busied herself with the jacket in her lap.
“Naturally, I am concerned.”

Jackie smiled. “He
always comes to dinner every Sunday without fail when he was around,
but for the past few weeks he called with excuses and sounded so
happy. I asked him if he met someone and he evaded the question, but
I know my son and knew he had.” She reached over and touched
Noelle’s hand. “You don’t have to hide from me, my
dear. The fact that my son chose you shows that you are one hell of a
woman!”

*****

“He is awake.”
Noelle’s hands trembled as she heard her father’s voice
on the phone. She had had to fly back that morning to lend a hand to
the members of the team who had arrived back home even though she had
been loathed to do so and leave him. 


“How is he?”


“I have not
been in to see him yet. His parents and several friends are in with
him.” He hesitated. “It is not good, honey. He is
paralyzed from the waist down.”

“Oh God!”
Noelle whispered shakily “When can he be moved?”

“I will let you
know.” Another hesitation. “It is not going to be easy
for him to adjust, honey, so you have to be prepared.”

“I am.”
She dug her fingers through her hair. “When you go in to talk
to him, could you- that is if he wants to, I want to talk to him, to
find out-” 


“I will insist
that he does, honey.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

Noelle hung up the
phone and leaned back in the chair, trying to keep the tears from
streaking down her cheeks. She had been an emotional wreck since
Saturday night when she heard the news and was not feeling much
better. On top of that, she had not been feeling well for the past
two weeks and had no idea what the hell was wrong with her! The place
was more or less deserted except for a few members who came in for
treatments that she gave automatically, her mind not on the job. She
jumped when her phone rang again, and she answered it hurriedly.
“Dad?”

“I am going to
hand the phone to Jerrold, honey, and leave so you can talk.”

“Thanks, Dad.”
She waited until he handed the phone to Jerrold.

“Noelle.”
His deep voice sounded weak and slightly disoriented. 


“Oh God,
Jerrold!” She forced herself to take deep breaths and
continued. “I am so happy you are awake.”

“That remains
to be seen.” Noelle heard the slight note of bitterness in his
tone. “I take it you have heard the news?”

“We can fix
it-” 


“I am sorry,
but I am still feeling sleepy. If you don’t mind?”

“Jerrold,
please! Just listen to me. I want you to know that I will do anything
in my power to make sure that you are able to walk again-“”

“Will you also
ensure that I am able to play again?”

Noelle had no idea
what to say to that at first. “Eventually-” 


“Goodbye,
Noelle.”

Noelle listened to
the dial tone in her ear in disbelief. He had hung up on her and she
had never heard Jerrold talk to her in that tone of voice before!
“it’s not about me,” she reminded herself as she
blinked back the tears. “He is in pain and shock and just
learned that he does not have the use of his legs. Something like
that is enough to drive anyone crazy especially an athlete like
Jerrold.” She buried her head in her hands and willed herself
to stop the dizziness and the weariness. Her hands trembled slightly
as she brushed back the tears and got to her feet. She had to get her
strength back for when he came back home. She was going to see to it
that he was restored!

*****

He came back home
amidst cheers and wellbeing! He was airlifted to Lakeside and endured
the well wishers before he was taken to his apartment. She had made
the decision that she would stay there and set up in order to be
available to work with him to get back the use of his legs. She had
already made the necessary arrangements – the bars she had had
installed inside his living room and she had spoken to his doctors to
decide the best way to go about the treatment. He was sitting in his
wheelchair in the living room with a glass of wine in his hand as he
stared into the fire. The visitors including his parents had gone for
the night. He had tried to get her to leave as well, but she had told
him a resolute no. So now there she was sitting on the sofa in front
of him not knowing what to say to him. It was late and he should
really go to bed, but when she had suggested that she help him into
the bedroom, he had told her curtly that he was not ready.

“I was thinking
that we should start the treatment tomorrow,” she began, but he
did not respond.

She tried again.”
I will start with the massages-” 


“Please leave
me alone and go to bed, Noelle.”

“No,” she
told him firmly. “I am staying here until you are ready to go
to bed.”

“Why?” he
asked her derisively, his cobalt blue eyes looking at her insolently.
“I am no longer able to be of any use to you in bed so why
bother?”

Noelle forced herself
not to be riled by his sarcasm. “I don’t care how much
you attack me, Jerrold, I am still going to be here for you.”

“How noble of
you!” he jeered softly as he sipped the wine. 


Noelle got up from
her place on the sofa and came to kneel in front of him, ignoring the
blaze of resistance in his eyes. “I am not going o stop until
you can walk out of this chair by yourself and walk through the front
door as well as start dribbling the ball onto the court in that
special way of yours. I saw you the way you worked your magic on that
court and-” She gasped as his hand snaked out and grasped her
throat.

“Reminding me
of what I will never have again is an act of cruel and unnecessary
punishment,” he told her coldly. “Surely they taught you
that in your studies?”

Noelle grabbed his
wrist as she stared up at him. “I am merely stating a fact and
making you want it badly enough to want to work with me to get it.”

He released her
abruptly, his eyes raking her face. “I repeat my earlier advice
or request, call it whatever you may. Go to bed, Noelle. I want to
sit her and ruminate on the loss of my legs all by myself. I cannot
stop you from what you plan on doing, but I am going to ask you to
leave me alone now. Give me that.”

Noelle sat there for
a little bit longer before getting to her feet and leaving the room.
She stood just inside the doorway and stared at him, her heart
breaking as she saw him bend his head dejectedly. She wanted to go
back to him and gather him into her arms and comfort him. She knew he
would not want her staying with him in his bedroom, so she took one
of the other rooms and going into the bedroom she sat wearily on the
side of the bed. Jerrold had changed drastically, and she could not
blame him. He saw his paralysis as something dreadful and hopeless
and had no idea if he would ever be the player he was again! He was
not only good but was actually one of the best she had ever seen and
now that had been taken away from him! She could not blame him for
being bitter and drowning in grief. How she longed to see him look at
her the way he had used to only two days ago! Noelle felt the quiver
in her stomach again and realized that she had not eaten since lunch,
but she was not feeling hungry. She was so tired and lack luster and
she had had to get her sleep in order to do her duty tomorrow. She
had a feeling that she was not going to have a very willing patient!

*****

It was the hardest
thing she ever had to do! Jerold was lethargic and not interested in
her help. Maybe she could have been able to endure the lack of
interest in the treatment, but she found herself almost breaking at
his snide comments when she had become used to the words of love he
had told her during the weeks they had been together! He tried to get
her to stop, but she persevered. The first day was perhaps the
hardest as she kneaded the muscles in his legs as he laid there on
the bed. To see his powerful muscled legs lying so useless, those
same legs that had been wrapped around her body right after they
finished making love.

“Remembering
happier times?” he asked her sardonically as she paused in the
act of kneading his legs. The doctors had discovered movements, which
had prompted the doctors to be optimistic in realizing that he would
eventually get back the use of his legs.

She looked up and met
his eyes. “Yes,” she whispered. His eyes flared in
surprise at her response. 


“Treasure them,
darling, because all we have now is just memories.”

“Fortunately, I
have hope on my side,” she said casually as she started the
process again. “And I know that you will walk again.”

“What are you
trying to prove?” he asked her coolly.

“That I can.”

*****

“Here.”
Robert handed his daughter the cup of hot chocolate. It had been two
weeks since she had been working with Jerrold and the progress was
slow and tedious, not to mention the fact that he fought her at every
turn. Her father had come over some days to help her out and he had
refused to see anyone except his parents. He was moody and irascible
and unlike the person he had been before. It was Sunday afternoon and
his mother had opted to spend the day with him and cook for him as
well. They had started working on the bars and his progress was
frustrating him immensely as he tried to take it out on her. But she
was not letting him and that made him tried even harder! “You
look like you should take a week or two of complete rest.”

“I need it,”
Noelle said shakily as she sipped the hot chocolate. “I feel
like a million years old and I am not keeping anything down. It must
be the stress of taking care of Jerrold and the emotional upheaval-”


“Or something
else altogether.”

She looked at him
frowningly. “What do you mean?”

Her father put his
cup down and peered at her. She looked peaked and thin and he was
concerned about her. He had seen firsthand what she had to deal with
when it came to Jerrold and he was not sure given her closeness to
the situation if her being there with him was such a good idea. “How
should I put this delicately?”

“How about not
putting it delicately at all?” she suggested.

He reached across and
took her slender hands in his. “When did you start feeling this
way?”

She frowned as she
thought back. “About a month now.”

He smiled at that.
“Have you ever stopped to consider that you might be carrying a
child?”

Noelle stared at him
in shock, her mind reeling! “That’s not possible!”

His thick eyebrows
rose at that. “Isn’t it?”

She pulled her hands
away slowly as she sat back against the stool as she thought back.
She was not very regular so that could explain why she had not had
her menstrual flow last month. It was now February and she was
feeling nauseous and her emotions veering all over the place! 


“Well?”

“Oh my God!”
she whispered, her hand automatically going to her flat stomach. “Oh
my God!” she repeated, her head going backwards as she tried
not to give in to tears. “This timing could not be more
inopportune for this to happen!”

“Honey, this is
a blessing-”

She lifted her head
and looked at her dad with a dazed expression on her face. “Dad,
I am possibly carrying a child by a man who does not even want to
look at me. A man who is hell bent on bringing me down to the road of
hopeless despair along with him. A man I am beginning to be afraid to
see each time I have to work with him.”

“He will come
around eventually. I have seen the progress he has made in spite of
his reluctance and it is entirely hopeful.”

“I cannot tell
him.” She wrapped her hands around her stomach as if protecting
the life there. “On top of what he is facing right now and
something which might take several months, I cannot put this on him.”

“At least let
me be the one to work with him. It is going to be too much for you if
you are really pregnant-” 


She shook her head.
“I have to be there with him no matter what, Dad. I love him.”
She bit her lip. “I felt it before and because I was so blinded
by my past that I did not notice that what I felt was really love. He
told me so many times and was waiting for me to be ready and now-”
She stared blindly out the frosted panes of glass. The snow was
coming down in torrents and very soon everything would be covered in
the thick blanket of whiteness. “I have to believe that it will
be okay, he is going to walk again, play again, and tell me that he
loves me and is happy that I am carrying his child.” She passed
a weary hand over her hair and rubbed the back of her neck absently.

“I must admit
that I am looking forward to be a grandfather. I have waited long
enough,” her father told her with a gentle smile. He reached
for her slender hands. “I also believe that it is going to be
okay, honey, you take my word for it.”





Chapter 10

She really was
pregnant! It was confirmed the very next day when she went to the
doctor. Almost six weeks pregnant and would be delivering her baby
about the middle of September. Noelle sat outside the parking lot in
her car, her expression dazed. One part of her was elated but another
part was terrified! She had not been in a normal relationship! Before
she and Jerrold could go out together, the crash had happened and had
changed everything! She had not gotten the chance to tell him how she
felt because at the time she did not know how she was feeling! With a
determined sigh, she pushed the start button and made her way out of
the lot and on her way back to the huge building that served as the
indoor game center and the room equipped for her and her dad to deal
with the athletes. Her father was with Jerrold today and she would be
spending the time with the rest of the team members. The papers had
been running with the crash even though it had happened close to a
month now and whenever the team was playing it would be highlighted
and the fact that team owner and member Jerrold Littman was still
recovering and going through therapy. The numerous calls for him to
say something had been ignored by him and no amount of persuasion
from members of the team or the coach made a difference. She had seen
Jerrold change from being a happy go lucky man to one who was morose
and taciturn throughout the days. He was making remarkable progress
but to him it did not matter. It was torture for her to continue to
touch him and not feel his arms around her and his lips on hers. She
would spend the nights in the bedroom she had taken as her own and
cry herself to sleep. She missed talking to him, missed him holding
her and telling her how he felt about her. Now she was carrying his
child and somehow, she was going to have to find a way to tell him
but not in the frame of mind he was in. Noelle blinked back tears as
she drove into the wide expanse of cobbled stones that was the
parking lot of the Lakeside Bears home, the towering glass building
reflecting the light of the afternoon sun. She parked the car and got
out of it, pulling the coat around her as she felt the cold seeping
through. It was nearing the end of February and the sky was filled
with thick grey clouds hanging low, giving the indication that they
were in for more snow.

“Doc, can we
talk?” Jermaine asked as soon as he entered the room. He had
been one of the fortunate ones who had gotten out of the crash with
cuts and bruises but nothing more.

She indicated for him
to have a seat at her desk while she hung up her coat and put away
her pocketbook. “Is everything okay?” she asked as she
took a seat behind the desk.

“How is
Jerrold?”

“You saw him a
few nights ago.”

He nodded, his
expression grave. “He is different. Look, I know that he has
been through a hell of a lot because frankly I have no idea what I
would have done if that had happened to me and I could not get to
play again. He has been playing longer than any of us and he is one
of the best players. He is admired and his strategies have won us
more than a couple matches. He pretends that it is not a big deal,
but I know it is.” He paused and looked at her. “I just
want you to tell me that I can tell the rest of the guys that he is
going to be okay and he will make it back on the team. Can you do
that?”

Noelle mentally
thought of the pressure she was under and just wanted to let go and
let someone else handle it! But she knew that she was going to have
to play the part she was given and be professional about it as well.
She had broken some rule by getting involved with Jerrold and was
paying the price for it.

“Physically, he
is doing great,” she said with a forced smile. “But
emotionally, he is not doing very well.”

“We were
thinking that if he could come out to practice and see firsthand what
we are doing, that it might make him see things differently.”

“I have
suggested that as well as the coach and my dad, but he refuses to
come out. It’s cold out and the snow is coming down almost
every day, but a suggestion to go for a drive is met with resolute
refusal and he will not budge.” She met his eyes. “You
are his friend so I don’t know if a word from you would bear
more weight.”

Jermaine stretched
his long legs out and levelled his dark brown eyes on hers. “I
often wondered why I never got anywhere with you.”

“Maybe it’s
because you have so many females vying for your attention,” she
told him as she tried to make light of the matter. “And I hate
competition.”

He grinned at that.
“There would be no competition, darling. You are way above any
other woman I have ever met.” His expression sobered. “I
have eyes in my head and beneath this handsome and completely
charming exterior, I am very smart and have the degree in sociology
to show for it. I have seen how Jerrold looks at you and the
proprietary way he has when he notices us trying to fight to get your
attention. I asked him about him one day and he told me to mind my
own business. I have also seen the way you two are around each other
whenever you think no one is looking.” His expression became
quizzical. “Jerrold is not like the rest of us, darling. He has
had numerous opportunities to have the women who are drawn to the
fame of being a basketball player and one such as Jerrold who is not
only a very important member of the team but with his looks and his
wealth and no matter how they come at him, he never allowed himself
to be tempted.” Jermaine shook his head. “I admire him
and asked him why he did not take what was offered and do you know
what he told me?”

“I have no
idea,” she murmured.

“He said he was
looking for that someone special. And he smiled when he said it. He
told me that I might not believe it, but that there is that someone
special for everyone and he wanted to find his special person.”
He shrugged. “I basically thought he was fanciful, but I saw
the way he held out and I was very impressed. And it seems that he
was onto something.”

“Maybe.”
She smiled as she shifted in her chair. “But you are not going
to get anything from me except to keep pushing him until he has no
choice but to break out of the funk he is in.”

*****

“It’s
very progressive to have you sitting here at the dinner table and
without the use of your wheelchair.” Noelle tried desperately
to make conversation. It had been a week since she had had the
conversation with Jermaine, and she had seen the improvements Jerrold
had made. It had been difficult and almost impossible considering his
mood but now he no longer needed the wheelchair but was able to make
slow steps with the aid of a cane. She thought it was a great deal
but the way he was behaving it was as if it was not happening. Noelle
was getting more hopeless and compared with the nausea from her
pregnancy it was all she could do to hold herself together. 


He sipped the wine,
his eyes wandering over her face. For a moment, he felt a pang of
guilt at how weary she looked. That was one of the reasons he had
made a phone call. “I have hired someone else to finish the
therapy.” His tone was cool and emotionless, hiding what he was
really feeling. He loved her, but right now he could not ask her to
be with someone like him. Yes, they were making progress, but he had
no idea how long it was going to take.

“Why would you
do that?” She put away her utensils and stared at him.

“You are tired
and as much as I appreciate how much you have dedicated yourself to
taking care of me, I want you to leave.”

Noelle forced herself
not to take umbrage at his cruelty! “I know you are still going
through a lot but I am prepared to-” 


“I want you
gone by the morning.”

Noelle had endured
his resentment, his transference of anger onto her and everything
else he had thrown at her without breaking, without returning fire
and showing how his words affected her! But this was too much! She
got to her feet and threw the napkin down, her eyes flashing as she
looked at him. “You are an ungrateful bastard! I thought you
were different! You told me you were different, and I believed you –
you son of a bitch! You have spent more than a month mired down in
self-pity instead of taking this as a time to reflect on the fact
that you are not lying in a morgue somewhere, your life drained out
of your body! So what? You were paralyzed and the fortunate thing
about it is that you have the means to hire the best to make it
possible for you to walk again! To pick up a ball again and get on
with your life! You are not the man I thought you were and guess
what? I don’t need to leave tomorrow morning. I will leave now,
and you can go to hell!”

She stormed out of
the room without waiting what he had to say, dashing the tears from
her eyes as she went to pack her bag. It was after eight in the
night, but she would not stay where she was not wanted. Damn him! She
bit her lip as she dumped her stuff into her bag and zipped it up
before turning to the door. She stopped short as she saw him standing
there. “Get out of my way.”

“I am sorry, I
truly did not mean to hurt you,” he told her quietly. “I
just want to spend some time away from-” 


“You want to
spend time away from me. I got it the first time.” She was
determined not to give in to the tears that were so near to the
surface. “Now let me pass.”

He opened his mouth
to say something else and she stopped him.

“Get the hell
out of my way, please!”

He stepped back and
let her pass and for a moment he reached out for her. He had started
to come after her and it had frustrated him when even with the cane,
he had to take measured steps, those very same steps had tired him so
much that he was almost falling down in exhaustion.

“Noelle-”


“Goodbye,
Jerrold.” Her tone was final and before he could stop her, she
had left with him staring at the space she had just occupied.

*****

“Honey, are you
sure about this?” her father asked her anxiously as he watched
his daughter jot down a few reminders for him. 


“Positive!”
She was vibrating with anger and confusion! She had been hoping that
he would have called her and told her that he had made a mistake, but
he had not done so and now she felt as if her world was crashing down
around her! She had her baby to think about and she could not stay
and indirectly work for a man who treated her the way he did! She had
made a few calls and had gotten her job back. She wanted to leave
right away before she changed her mind. She was leaving very early in
the morning and had already booked her flight. She was trying not to
cry but was getting harder and harder not to allow it to fall right
here in front of her father.

“Dad, I am
going to be fine.” She took a deep breath as she turned to face
him. “He has hired someone else and he will be there in the
morning. I want you to check on him when you can.”

“What I want to
do is to beat some sense into him!” her father said furiously
as he looked at his daughter. 


She walked over to
him and rest a palm on his weathered cheek. “You are going to
do nothing of the sort. It’s my fight and he is your boss, so I
would hate the thought of you getting fired.” She leaned in and
kissed him. “And Dad? You are not going to blurt out the fact
that I am carrying his child. It’s on me to tell him if and
when I care to do so.”

“Honey, he
deserves to know he is going to be a dad.”

“Dad!”
She pressed her hand on his cheek. “Promise me that you will
not tell him.”

He sighed as he
looked at her. “I promise.”

*****

Noelle had kept her
tears at bay by the sheer force of will. During the early morning
flight to the airport and getting through security, she had managed
to smile bright tears even when she had seen a life-sized poster of
Jerrold on the wall as soon as she entered the building of the small
airport. She had stopped to stare at the glossy photo with him
standing in his basketball gear and his powerful arms folded at his
chest with a small smile on his handsome face. She had stood there
staring at him lost in memories. It took someone brushing against her
to snap out of her reverie.

Now she was back in
the city she had never thought of coming back to, going to work
another day – with a job that she never thought she would do
again, catering to the stupid whims of the rich and stupid! She had
enjoyed being with the team and it had made her feel as if she was
doing something worthwhile, a part of something so big instead of
pandering to the whims of the people who came in frivolous so-called
injuries from as tiny as a twinge of back pain and ‘yoga’
pains from stretching too much.

Back in the apartment
she had spent years before and had been fortunate to acquire on such
short notice, Noelle sat on the side of the bed and put her head into
her hands, the emotions overtaking her! The tears came finally and
curling into the pillows, she wept!

*****

It took him two weeks
to realize that he did not want to be without her! Two weeks of
complete torment that did not include the rigors of the stretching of
his muscles and the various different exercises he was required to go
through to get the full use of his legs back. He had told himself
that he had done it for her own good, but every night he had spent in
the bed where they had spent such glorious nights and morning making
love, he had been unable to sleep much. He was getting much better
each day and ever since she had left, determined to get back to his
former self. He spent the nights after his physio had left for the
day and used his home gym to work on his leg muscles. He would limp
back to his bedroom in great pain, but it was worth it. It was during
this time that he started to call her, but she was not answering his
calls. Moreover, he had been told that she had left, and her father
was not or would not give him an idea where she had gone. He was
simply going to go there in person and find out for himself. He had
wronged her, and he needed to fix things, he needed to make things
right! It had taken her leaving to make him realize that even if he
never managed to shoot a ball through the hoop, it would not matter!
As long as she was in his life, it was all that mattered, and he
wanted to show her that. He had treated her with unbelievably
cruelty, and he was so ashamed of himself. He stood there staring at
himself in the mirror before he turned away. It was still so strange
after being incapacitated for so long to suddenly being able to walk
by himself with the use of a cane. He was not able to dribble a ball
or run across the court right now, but he could walk on his own
strength without the indignity of someone helping him to the bathroom
or across the room and that was what had galled him the most, but he
should not have taken it out on her.

*****

Jerrold endured the
cheering applause and the eagerness of the crew to hug him as they
welcomed him back and chafed with impatience as he waited to have a
private word with Robert Buckner. The man had been evasive and curt
over the phone and Jerrold had a feeling that he was hiding
something. It took a full half hour for him to answer all the queries
and accept the good wishes of his coach and teammates before he could
make his way over to Robert’s desk, his eyes scanning the area
where she had been just a few weeks ago, his heart constricting
inside his chest.

“Littman, good
to have you back.” Robert’s tone was cool as the man took
a seat next to his desk.

“I am not
exactly back.” Jerrold clasped his hands between his legs and
leaned forward. “Where is she?”

Robert looked at him
with a slight smile. “You have asked me that over the phone
several times. You think that asking me in person would get you a
different answer?”

“I was hoping
that if you looked at me you would see how important it is for me to
find her.” Jerrold leaned back in the chair and looked at him.
“I messed up and I am sure she told you how much and I need to
make it right.”

“By doing what
exactly?” Robert asked him. He had been talking to his daughter
and had asked her repeatedly to call Jerrold and let him know that he
was going to be a father, but she had refused and had tied his hands.
He would not betray her.

“By apologizing
for one and for explaining my behavior if I can.” Jerrold ran
his hand wearily at the back of his neck. “I thought I would
never walk again, and it terrified me. Then when the doctors told me
that there was every chance that I would walk, but they were not sure
I could ever play ball again, I was devastated and then I wanted to
die! I was planning to give it all up but at the point I realized
that I wanted to stop playing on my own terms not forced to give up
the thing I loved.” He closed his eyes briefly. “I pushed
her away and I kept pushing her away because I did not want her to
see me like that. I just want a chance to explain.”

Robert felt himself
weakening, but he still could not betray his daughter’s trust.
“I am sorry, Jerrold,” he said in an apologetic tone.
“She will have to be the one to contact you.”

He nodded in defeat.
“Will you tell her that I need to talk to her?”

“I will.”

He got to his feet
and closed his eyes briefly as he felt the tremors. 


“You still need
to rest your legs, you are not entirely well,” Robert advised
him.

“And here I was
thinking of going a few rounds with the guys,” Jerrold said
wryly. “Your daughter is quite a woman, Robert.”

“I know,”
he man said with a whimsical smile. “Her mother was like that
as well.” He hesitated as he looked at Jerrold. “You are
going to have to make a grand gesture to get her to listen to you I
am afraid. She has been hurt too many times once by someone like you
in high school and now again. She is not going to be pretty
forgiving.”

“That’s
what I am afraid of,” Jerrold said bleakly. “But I am
going to find a way.”





Chapter 11

Noelle toed off her
sneakers wearily and dropped down onto the sofa in the living room.
She was drained, physically and emotionally, and was not sure coming
back had been such a good idea after all! She had had to sit there
massaging a middle aged woman’s feet as she complained about
not getting enough alimony settlement from her third husband and how
she had just spent an hour browsing through the diamond section of a
very exclusive jewelry store and not finding the particular diamond
she wanted. Noelle had only just managed not to tell her that she was
a spoiled bitch who needed to see real suffering in the world! But
she had listened and made the necessary vague comment, almost not
accepting the tip that the woman had so graciously left for her. She
was not sure how much longer she could do this, and she was thinking
of maybe quitting and going somewhere for a week or two just to cool
off and consider her options. She was two months pregnant and the
nausea was coming fast and hard! She was ill most of the time and
could not for the life of her keep anything down! She had enough
money saved up to stop working for a little bit, but no one was going
to hire her when they realized that she was pregnant and she refused
to get in touch with Jerrold. She did not want him to come to her in
pity. Her conscience nagged her and she could hear her dad’s
voice inside her head telling her that she was wrong in not telling
him that he had a child on the way. She was not ready yet, she was
still dealing with the hurt he had caused her and she was not ready
to tell him yet.

She jumped as her
phone started ringing and taking it out of her pocket she looked at
the screen and realized that it was her dad. She had seen the calls
from Jerrold and had ignored them and to her relief he had not called
back in a couple of days. “Dad.”

“How are you,
honey?” His voice was solicitous and she was careful not to
sound how tired and dejected she was.

“A little tired
but coping.”

“Jerrold came
to see me earlier and asked me where you were.”

“You did not
tell him, did you?”

“I was tempted
to. He said he wanted to make up for the hurt he caused, honey, and I
think you should let him. It is not only the two of you involved,
there is a baby as well and you need the support.”

“I am not
ready,” she said stubbornly.

“He loves you.”

Her heart thumped
inside her chest. “Did he tell you that?”

“He did not
have to. The man is clearly suffering.”

“I will call
him when I am ready.”

“I know you are
punishing him-” 


“I am not
punishing him, Dad, I am trying to deal with some things and I am not
ready to face him yet.”

“You are
letting your past win.”

“Maybe I am,
but right now that is the way it has to be.”

“Okay, honey,
you know I am in support of you.”

“Thank you.”

She finished talking
to him and rested her head back against the cushions, closing her
eyes wearily. She was going to have to tell him. She was carrying his
child and even if they did not end up together he had a right to
know. He was Jerrold Littman and she knew what that meant! He was a
man of means and if he wanted to fight her for the child, she would
not stand a chance! But she was sure it would not come to that!

*****

But Jerrold made the
grand gesture that turned things around! He agreed to the interview
that the many different talk show hosts had been clamoring for him to
accept and he had selected the one he knew would guarantee to get her
attention. Robert Buckner had told him that it would be up to him to
make her want to listen to him and he was going to do just that. He
was going to make a very public apology and declaration of love!

Jerrold settled back
in the very comfortable chair as he faced the audience. It was being
televised live in the afternoon on a Wednesday and he had told Robert
about it, knowing that he would tell her that he would be on TV.

“Jerrold
Littman!” Paula Stephenson said graciously as she turned
slightly to make eye contact with the very famous basketball player.
“I cannot begin to tell you what a treat it is to have you on
my show today.”

“Thank you for
having me,” he told her with a charming smile.

“We have a lot
to discuss in so short a time, but I am going to make the most of it.
I want to personally tell you however how very thankful I am that you
survived an accident of that magnitude and overcame the result of it.
You walked in here without any aid at all and we are very grateful
for that,” the sleek blonde talk show host told him with a
smile.

“I am very
grateful for the second chance as well, Paula, and also thankful for
the support I received during that time.”

She nodded and
glanced at her notes and then at the teleprompter. “There have
been rumors floating around that you are planning to hang up your
basketball shoes and more rumors of the many endorsements coming your
way. I heard that a certain giant shoe industry has offered you a
million-dollar deal to create something with your name on it. Michael
Jordan has done it as well as several other famous athletes. I also
heard about that Romano’s, that very famous clothing brand, is
going to be designing clothes with your name on them. How true is all
this and what do you plan on doing with your free time?”

Jerrold laughed and
considered for a moment. “So many questions, I am really
wondering which one to address first.”

“No particular
order, darling, we just want them answered,” Paula said with a
teasing smile.

“I did plan on
retiring from the sport. As you all know, I have been playing
basketball since I was about ten years old and I love the sport! I
eat, sleep, and think about basketball every day, but there comes a
time when you have to bow out gracefully and I think the time has
come.”

“Have you been
back on the court since you have recovered?”

He nodded. “Just
for practice and aside from feeling the muscles in my leg weakening a
little bit, I have been doing pretty well.”

“So, are you
planning on participating in any of the upcoming matches?”

“I am not sure
yet. I have something personal to take care of and I want to see
where I go from there.”

“What about the
endorsements?”

“Yes, I have
been approached by some people and we are still in the negotiation
stages. That’s all I can say on the matter for now.”

Paula Stephenson
stared at the ruggedly handsome player for a moment before she posed
her next question. She had done her research but had not come up with
anyone Jerrold Littman was involved with which was surprising
considering his looks and his immense wealth. She had seen him with
women in the past so she was pretty sure he was not gay, but one
could never tell!

“I am sure your
fans as well as the people in the audience and myself want to know
about that special person in your life. Is there one or are you still
searching?”

Jerrold took his time
answering and when he did he stared straight into the camera. “There
is someone,” he began quietly. “A wonderful and
exquisitely beautiful woman who was there for me during the time I
was recovering and I very foolishly pushed her away. I am not going
to reveal her name because I do not want to do so without her
permission. I am using this opportunity to publicly tell her how
sorry I am and that I was a jerk, but I want to make it up to her.”

Paula stared at the
man in fascination! “Well!” She looked around at the
audience. “I am sure after hearing this that there is no way
she can stay mad at you. Is there anything else you want to say to
her?”

He nodded. “I
want to tell her that I love her and I will do whatever it takes to
get her to see that and for her to come back into my life. I want to
let her know that ever since she left, life for me has been bleak and
the sunshine has gone out of the day. I want her to know that if
given another chance I promise that I will never hurt her that way
again.”

*****

Noelle was rooted to
the spot as she watched the entire program. Her father had called her
this morning to tell her that Jerrold was going to be giving an
interview and what time. She had taken off from work to watch it in
the privacy of her living room and had found herself staring at his
beloved face, memorizing ever feature and lingering on his mouth, a
mouth that had sent such ecstasy spiraling through her body! She had
watched him walked on stage without the slightest limp and had felt
relieved that he had recovered so much, but she had heard progress
reports from her dad. It had taken a few minutes for her to really
listen to the interview and had found herself engrossed in the
conversation. He was ruggedly handsome, his tall muscular frame in
tan trousers, rust-colored shirt, and a seemingly casual brown sports
jacket. His dark hair was brushed back from his forehead and his
cobalt blue eyes crinkled in amusement as he answered the woman’s
questions. That was the Jerrold she had known, that was the man who
had been bent on drawing her out, the man who had told her that he
wanted a relationship. She went rigid with shock as he turned his
eyes to the camera and knew before he even spoke that he was talking
to her and when she heard what he had to say, she felt the tears
coming down her cheeks! She could not avoid him any longer! She had
to go to him and tell him that he was forgiven!

*****

Going back to
Lakeside was very different from the early morning when she had
boarded the plane and had had to fight the urge to cry her eyes out!
She had called her dad and told him she was coming back home and that
he should not say anything to Jerrold. “I want it to be a
surprise.”

“I am so happy
you are coming, honey,” he had told her in a pleased voice. “Do
you want me to come and get you from the airport?”

“No, I will
find my way.”

“I am looking
forward to seeing you, honey.”

Now hailing a cab at
the airport and waiting until the driver stowed her luggage, she
realized that she was so excited that her hands were trembling!
Spring had come, but the weather was certainly not spring like, still
in the high forties even though the sun was shining. Noelle placed
her hand against her flat stomach and closed her eyes briefly as she
contemplated the life growing inside her, a combination of her and
Jerrold’s passionate lovemaking. The thought made her feel warm
all over and made her realize that she could not wait to see him. She
had no idea what to say to him when she did see him. He had made a
public apology on television and had declared his love for her, but
he had not called her. That had been two days ago and all the papers
had been running the story of Jerrold Littman’s mystery woman
and the identity of that woman!

“You are here,
miss.” The driver’s voice jerked her from her reverie and
with a smile she dug into her pocketbook and paid him the fare. He
opened the door and took out her cases, nodding as he made his way
back into his vehicle. She was staying at her dad’s place
because she had given up her apartment and taking up her cases she
pushed open the gate and made her way inside, locating the key where
she knew it always was. First, she was going to make some tea to
quiet her stomach and then get a few hours’ nap before she
decided the best approach for her and Jerrold.

*****

It was during the
early afternoon that she called him. Jerrold had spent the past two
days waiting anxiously to hear from her, his heart sinking in
hopelessness when he had not heard from her. He had been involved in
negotiations with Romano’s as well as others and was in the
middle of accepting the offers. He was also scheduled to go to Costa
Land with the hopes of starting a basketball team there, but he could
not do anything until he heard from her. He was sitting at the
kitchen counter moodily staring into his wine when his phone rang.
His heart slammed into his chest as he realized that it was her.
“Noelle?” His voice was hoarse as he waited for her to
respond.

“Hi.”

“How are you?”
His heart was pounding so much in his chest that it was drowning out
everything else.

“I am okay
considering. I am in town.”

“Where are
you?”

“I am at my
dad’s. Can you come over?”

“Right away,”
he told her huskily. “Noelle?”

“Yes?”

“Did you see
the interview?”

“I did.”

He waited for her to
say something else and squelched his disappointment when she remained
silent. “I will see you in a few minutes.”

*****

Noelle was nervous
and the anticipation of seeing him for the first time after almost a
month was making her pace the length of the small living room. She
could have suggested that they meet at his place, but she wanted to
control the dialogue to a point. She had told her dad that he was
coming over and he had decided to go to have dinner at Marjorie’s
place. So she had showered and put on black leggings and a thick
black sweater, brushing her hair and leaving it loose around her
face. She had lost weight because of her inability to keep anything
down and it showed in the fine bones of her face but did nothing to
detract from her beauty. She heard when his vehicle pulled up at the
gate and heard when he got out and closed the door behind him. She
closed her eyes briefly and waited until she heard his footsteps on
the steps before going to the front door. When he rang the bell, she
opened the door. They stood there staring at each for a moment before
she stepped aside for him to enter. He shrugged out of his coat and
handed it to her and she hung it up on the hook just inside the
doorway. Neither of them said anything until they went into the
living room.

“It’s
good-”

“I am so
happy-”

Both of them started
talking at the same time!

“You go first,”
Noelle said as she took a seat on one of the single sofas, forcing
him sit across from her. He had wanted to crush her into his arms the
moment she had opened the door but had sensed the aloofness
immediately and had decided to wait. 


He clasped his hands
between his legs and stared at her, his eyes going over her face
hungrily, a frown knitting his brows as he realized that she had lost
weight. “Are you okay?”

She shrugged, not yet
ready to share the news. “Working a little too hard. It’s
good to see that you are back to normal.”

“I have even
managed to hold up during practice,” he told her with a smile,
his eyes concerned as he stared at her. Was he the cause why she had
lost weight, he thought with a pang.

“You are back
on the team?”

He shook his head.
“Just by the way of keeping in shape. I have decided that I am
ready to give it up.”

“I thought you
had changed your mind about that.” She looked away from him.
“When you were ill, you said-” 


“Please, don’t
repeat it.” His tone was tense and when she looked at him she
saw the pain on his face. “I said some pretty damaging things
and I hurt you in the process.” He closed his eyes briefly. “I
am sorry, Noelle.”

“I know,”
she said softly.

“Can you find
it in your heart to forgive me?” he asked her humbly.

She nodded.

He let out a gusty
sigh. “I meant every word I said in the interview. I love you
and I want us to start over if you will let me.”

“There is
something I have to tell you,”

“What is it?”

She took a deep
breath and got up from her seat, going over to the window. She had
spent her childhood in that very house with the picturesque view of
the large oak tree at the front of the yard and had sat in the garden
complete with the scent of daffodils in her nostrils as she read her
books or studied for an exam. She turned back to face him. “We
did not use anything when we-” She gestured with her hands and
then continued. “We never talked about wanting children or
anything like that.”

Jerrold got to his
feet slowly, his shoulders tensed as he stared at her. “Noelle,
what are you saying?”

Her eyes met his. “I
am two months pregnant.”

Noelle chafed under
the silence and the intensity of his cobalt blue eyes and when she
could not bear it anymore he spoke. “You are pregnant with my
child.” His voice was hoarse.

“Yes. I don’t
know how you feel-” She broke off with a gasp as he strode over
and hauled her into his arms! His arms were like steel bands around
her waist as he held her to him, his body shuddering against hers,
his heart thundering inside his chest. He never dreamt that something
like this could happen! He eased her away from him and peered down at
her. “How are you?”

“Nauseous most
of the time and hardly able to keep anything down,” she told
him shakily.

“Is this
something that you want?” he asked her anxiously. During the
time she had been taking care of him, she had been pregnant with his
child and he had treated her like crap!

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t
you tell me?” His tone was slightly accusing.

She angled her head
to look up at him. “You were not in a position to hear,
Jerrold.”

He closed his eyes
briefly. “I was a selfish bastard and you had to endure all of
that because of my damned self-pity.” 


She reached up and
touched his rigid jaw, feeling the muscles clenched at her touch.
“It’s in the past.”

“I am sorry,”
he whispered in an agonized tone.

“I know.”

“I am not him,
Noelle; I swear that I will find a way to make you realize that I am
not the bastard who humiliated you in high school. I want you to
believe that.”

“I already know
that.”

“Where is your
dad?”

“At a friend’s
house for dinner.”

“Will you come
back home with me?”

“Yes,”
she whispered.

“I will wait
until you have packed.” He tilted her chin up and his eyes
searched her face. “I have not been doing well without you.”

“Neither have
I.” She went back into his arms and he held her tight, his
breathing irregular and the heat of the pent up desire crowding
through his body! He released her and stepped back. “I will
wait for you here.”

Noelle called her dad
when she was in her room packing. “Everything okay?”

“Everything is
fine. I am going back to his place.”

“Have you told
him about the baby?”

“I have.”
Noelle searched for and found the nightgowns she was looking for and
folded them into the bag.

“I am expecting
to hear wedding announcements soon, honey.”

“Dad, we are
not there yet,” she protested half-heartedly as she stuffed
underwear in as well.

“Honey, you
have been there ever since that man started noticing you. He made a
public declaration of love, so naturally he is going to want to go
all the way. Don’t stand in the way of your happiness.”





Chapter 12

He forced himself not
to touch her when they made their way back to his apartment. Even
when they got inside and he had taken her coat, he was careful not to
touch her. She had told him that she was pregnant and he was so happy
that he wanted to take her to his bed and make love to her until the
sun came up the next day. But first they had to talk and he had to
get her to eat something. She had told him that she had not been able
to keep anything down so he had stopped at the little café a
few blocks from his apartment and bought soup for her. He had refused
Melanie’s offer to give him the meal for free and had not only
paid for it but had also left a generous tip. Now he was going to
make sure she ate and tried to keep the meal down. He was not there
for the first two months and his heart wrenched at that! But he
intended to be there for her for the next seven months, even if he
had to wait on her hand and foot. He frowned as he remembered that he
had to make a trip to Costa Land during the next week or so, but he
would not worry about that now. His first priority was seeing to her
needs and showing her that he was completely in love with her.

“Sit,” he
ordered as he went to get a bowl for her and spoon.

“Are you going
to be bossing me around now?” she asked him as he placed the
bowl in front of her.

“Maybe.”
His expression was gentle as he looked at her. “I want to take
care of you.”

“I can take
care of myself, Jerrold.”

“I know, but I
want to do my part.” He poured the steaming vegetable soup into
the bowl and handed her the spoon. “I did not order meat
because I was not sure your stomach could take it.”

“Wise
decision.” She took a tentative sip of the soup and swallowed.
He watched her closely for any sign that she had an adverse reaction
to it, but she took several sips and nothing happened. He went to
pour himself a glass of wine and joined her at the counter. “When
is your next appointment?”

“The end of
this month. My delivery date is in September.” She was actually
enjoying the meal, the first she had been able to stomach for the
past two months!

“Have you
chosen an OBGYN yet?”

“Not
specifically.”

“I would like
to suggest Dr. Henry Whittingham, he is the best.”

“I have heard
about him, but to get to where he is we would have to fly each time
and I think that will prove to be too much. There is a very good one
right here in town, so I want to go to her. She was the one who
confirmed the pregnancy.”

He winced at that. “I
am sorry I was not there with you.”

“And we are
past that,” she told him as she dug into the bowl. “You
are here now.”

“Yes.” He
toyed with the slender stem of the glass. “I am not going to
rush you into anything, but I want you to stay here, even if it means
separate bedrooms.” His heart pained him to say that, but he
had to. He had messed up royally and he had to allow her to call the
shots.

“Is that what
you want?” she asked him softly.

“It does not
matter what I want,” he told her firmly. “I was the one
who wronged you so I have to do what is right by you.”

“I don’t
think sleeping in separate rooms will be doing right by me, do you?”
she murmured as she looked at him.

“What are you
saying?”

She shrugged. “I
am just saying that I don’t want us to be in separate rooms.”

She saw his fingers
tighten on the stem of the glass for a moment and the way his eyes
darkened. “Neither do I.” He cleared his throat and
swallowed the lump there. “I missed you.”

She knew exactly what
he was trying to say.

“I missed you
too.”

He swallowed another
lump and could not finish the wine. “Any nausea?”

“No.” She
finished the soup and pushed the bowl away and he took it up and went
to put it into the sink before coming back.

“What do you
want to do now?”

“Go to bed,”
she told him as she hopped off the stool.

“You must be
exhausted-” 


“I am not
actually.” She reached out a hand for his and he took it, his
eyes on hers.

“But you said
you wanted to go bed-”

“There are
other ways of using the bed, Jerrold.”

“Of course.”
She felt the tremor in his hand as he walked with her out of the room
and into the bedroom that she had spent some very wonderful times
with him as he made love to her and slowly opened her up to the
possibility of letting go of her past and finding love.

He let go of her and
watched as she went into the middle of the room and stood there
before turning to face him. He closed the door but stood where he was
for the moment. “When you first made love to me, I could not
believe it was possible to feel the way you made me feel and all the
times after that. I am so happy that you were my first.”

“I want to be
your last.” The words sounded as if they were forced from his
throat as he stared at her. 


“I would like
that too,” she murmured. His eyes flared as she pulled the
sweater over her head and his body clenched as he realized that she
was not wearing a bra. Her small breasts gleamed in the light of the
lamp he had turned on before he left to go to her and he saw the
hardness of her nipples. She also took off the leggings and panties
she had on and stood before him naked, one hand placed on her flat
stomach that shielded his baby growing inside her. The thought of
that overwhelmed him so much that his knees buckled! He walked
swiftly towards her and stopped when he was right in front of her. He
had spent so many nights wishing that she was here in his bedroom
that now he felt as if he was dreaming and if he touched her she
would disappear like wisps of smoke! He reached out to push back the
tendrils of hair from her face, his fingers trembling as he trailed a
finger over her cheek slowly. He bent and lifted her up into his
arms, bearing her towards the bed where he laid her down gently
before stepping back to take off his clothes and joining her on the
bed. His fingers touched her face in wonder, his eyes holding hers as
he let his fingers wander down the column of her neck, feeling the
quiver of her skin, glorying in the effect he had on her and the
power she had over his own body. The desire was raging inside him and
he was merely touching her! His fingers circled the tight bud,
watching it come to life proudly erect as he passed his thumb over
it. He bent his head to it and she lifted her body in anticipation of
his mouth and when he swirled his tongue around the tight bud and
pulled it into his mouth she stiffened at first and then moaned, her
fingers digging into his thick coffee brown hair. Noelle felt the
tremors invading her body as he pulled insistently on the nipple,
sucking on the sensitive bud and sending the fiery desire racing
through her body! He lifted his head and went to the other nipple
this time his free hand wandering down her stomach, lingering there
before going further down, his hands nudging her legs open, touching
the triangle of curls there. Noelle murmured as his fingers found the
protruding flesh, stroking it slowly, circling the bud with his
fingers and sending her into a frenzy of passion that threatened to
be her undoing! He lifted his head and stared down at her, his face
hard with passion, his fingers driving into her, watching as her lips
parted and the moans escaped her. He bent his head and took her lips
with his, driving into her mouth as his fingers sent her to
unparalleled heights of intense ecstasy! Without breaking the kiss,
he removed his fingers and came over her, guiding his aching
erections inside her, circling his hips for one frustrating moment
before driving into her full force, stopping when he touched the core
of her! Noelle lifted her body against his, her hands digging into
his muscled chest, her wet nipples touching the hairs on his chest
and sending the nerve endings inside her to new heights! Jerrold
slowed the kiss down as he drove into her, his hips meeting hers, his
body shuddering from with the familiar raging desire that he had
experienced since the first time he had made love to her! He tore his
mouth from hers and gritted his teeth as he looked down at her, his
hands coming up to frame her face. “I love you,” he told
her raggedly. “I promise that I will wait until you are ready-”


“You don’t
have to.” She slid her hands around his neck and buried her
fingers into the short hairs at the nape of his neck. “I love
you too.”

He stiffened as he
stared down at her. “How? When?”

“About the same
time you had the accident,” she told him gently.

He bent his head to
hers and breathed in sharply to stop the frenzied beating of his
heart. “You should have told me.”

“No, I could
not have.” She moved against him restlessly. He tried to speak,
but the words could not make their way past the lump in his throat.
Her restless movement beneath him was making it harder and harder for
him to think much more speak and he already felt the tightening of
his body in response to what she was doing! He drove into her
urgently, his hands capturing hers above her head and his lips taking
hers again as she moved beneath him. Noelle’s body stiffened as
the familiar feeling rushed through her, the pit of her stomach
clenching as she gave in to the inevitable orgasm crowding her.
Jerrold felt it too and felt his body clenching at the incredible
passion! He released her hands and gripping her hips, he guided them
both into the whirling maelstrom of incredibly passion that took them
over and tumbled them along in its wake!

He eased off her,
still intimately joined with her as he belatedly wondered if he had
been crushing her. His hands trembled as he pushed back the tumble of
hair from her face. He bent his head and took her lips with his,
unable to help himself from enjoying the soft sweetness her lips had
to offer. He lifted his head shakily, closing his eyes as he fought
the desire trembling through his large muscled body. Never in his
life had he expected to come upon something as earth shattering as
what he was feeling for this wonderful woman! She brushed her fingers
over his chest before snuggling against him. For the first time in
more than a month, she felt the contentment of his strong arms
wrapped around her and never wanted to experience the loss of it
again!

“Are you
sleeping?” he murmured huskily, his fingers soothing the small
of her back.

“No,” she
whispered against his chest.

“Want to talk?”

She nodded. 


“I wanted to
wait for the right moment, until I felt that you have sufficiently
forgiven me for what I did to you.”

She lifted her head
and looked up at him, her dark brown eyes meeting his. “What is
it?”

He lifted one hand
and placed it against her cheek. “For a very long time, I have
been searching for you. People constantly asked me why I am hardly in
a relationship and I knew I sounded like some delusional fool, but I
believed that there was someone for me and only me and I was prepared
to wait.” His eyes met hers and held. “When I saw you, I
knew that you were that person.”

“I am starting
to believe you,” she teased.

“With that in
mind, I want to ask you to marry me, darling, and let us become a
family. I want to spend the rest of my life loving you and taking
care of you and our child and I want to show you how much you mean to
me. Will you give me the opportunity to do so?”

“That depends.”

He stiffened
slightly. “On what?”

“On whether or
not you agree that we are going to have more than this one child.”

He closed his eyes in
relief, opening them again to look at her with a twinkle in them.
“How many are we talking about?”

She shrugged one slim
shoulder. “Maybe three.”

“How about
two?” he suggested gently. 


“Or four.”


He grinned at her.
“Whatever you want, darling, as long as I get the chance to get
to be with you and get to know you better.”

“Are you going
to be taking out ads in the papers?” she asked him teasingly.	

“Definitely,”
he told her with a tender smile. “How else are those two people
who were the authors of your humiliation in high school going to find
out that you have snagged a very eligible bachelor?”

“How indeed?”
she said dryly as she pulled his head down to hers. “I am not
in the least bit tired.”

“Neither am I,”
he whispered and showed her how energized he was!

*****

Jerrold Littman was
anything if not a man of his words. He did not exactly put out ads in
the papers, but he allowed his publicist to call up the papers and
leaked the news that he was seeing Noelle Buckner, former
physiotherapist (he refused to have her working for the team and was
insistent on that) of the Lakeside Bears, who had agreed to marry him
but the date had not been set yet. That caused a flurry of reporters
to descend on the small town in order to get the scoop on the famous
basketball player. Noelle had refused to divulge the news of her
pregnancy and she had told him that she wanted to keep it a secret
for now. “It’s bad enough they are prying into my life, I
don’t want them speculating on the sex of our baby or anything
like that.”

“They are going
to end up finding out when you make the visit to the OBGYN,” he
pointed out.

“I want it kept
a secret for as long as possible,” she told him with a sigh.
Their relationship was all over social media as well as his plan on
retiring from the team. Also of great interest were his negotiations
with the top brand name clothing line Romano’s and the shoe
company as well. Endorsement deals were pouring in and he had his
hands full as well as that of his publicist. He had formally asked
her dad for her hand in marriage and had given her an eight carat
oval diamond ring as an engagement ring and she had sat there
admiring its brilliance. He wanted to fly her to Paris or even Italy,
but she was still having trouble keeping things down and with her
stomach heaving at odd hours of the day she had to stay put. There
was also a concern Dr. Whitehouse had told them about during the
visit a week ago.  


“Your pressure
is a little high and I am concerned about the persistent nausea,”
the woman told them. “I am going to advise some bed rest for a
couple of weeks and absolute relaxation – no worries or stress
or anything like that.”

“Is it very
serious?” Noelle asked anxiously, closing her fingers on
Jerrold’s when he took her hand in his.

“As long as we
get your pressure under control.” She had eyed both of them. “I
am aware that the announcements in all the papers have reporters
calling you every second of the day. And the town is crawling with
them so that can add to the excitement.”

“I will make
sure she stays out of the spotlight,” Jerrold assured her.
“What about the nausea?”

“I am of course
concerned about dehydration from the vomiting. Is there anything you
can keep down?”

“Soup from the
café near to Jerrold’s apartment and of course
crackers,” Noelle said wryly. “Even my usual toothpaste
has turned against me.”

“I am hoping
that when you reach the second trimester it will become less of an
irritant. But in the meantime, stick with the soup and I am going to
prescribe something else to help with the nausea.”

*****

His parents had come
over for dinner when they had been called with the extra happy news
that they were expecting a child. Jackie had insisted on cooking
dinner, making sure to bear in mind that the mother-to-be was not
keeping anything down. “It’s a boy,” she insisted
as she handed Noelle a cup of herbal tea. The men were in the living
room talking while she and Noelle were in the kitchen. 


“It’s too
soon to tell,” Noelle reminded her as she watched the petite
woman bustling around the ultramodern kitchen with a towel tied
around her waist as she prepared her famous stew.

“I had the same
reactions when I was pregnant with Jerrold,” she said with a
grin as she sliced potatoes. “Could not keep anything down and
was so miserable that I could not wait for the pregnancy to end. You
mark my words, it is a boy.”

“I don’t
care what it is as long as it is a healthy baby.” Noelle closed
her eyes as her stomach quieted. Ever since their visit to the
doctor, Jerrold had not touched her and she knew why. She had assured
him that she was okay and that making love would not do anything to
affect their baby, but he was not taking any chances. Sleeping in his
arms was the hardest thing she ever did and the desire was driving
her crazy!

“I am so happy
you and my son worked out your differences. You are good for each
other.”

Noelle nodded as she
sipped her tea.

“What about the
wedding plans?’

“We have not
had time to really plan one yet. Jerrold wants us to get married as
soon as possible.”

“But you want
to wait?” Jackie looked over at her curiously. She had seen the
way her son looked at Noelle and realized with a sense of wonder how
much he adored her!

“I am afraid I
cannot think about anything except this nagging nausea and the
weariness of even walking around the apartment. My iron level is low
and my hormones are all over the place. Jerrold is a saint for
putting up with my shrewish mood and my raging swing of emotions.
Even thinking of planning a wedding makes me feel exhausted.”

“That’s
why I told her that we should elope.” He had come into the room
without either of them noticing. “Something smells really good,
Mom.” He went over to kiss his mother before going behind
Noelle to wrap his arms around her. She leaned back against him and
closed her eyes. “And I told him that there would be such an
outcry of indignation and not only from his team members but his fans
as well.”

“I don’t
care about that, darling.” He bent and kissed the top of her
head. “I just want to be your husband.”

His father who had
just entered the large cozy kitchen said his piece. “I agree
with your fiancée, son,” he murmured as he took one of
the stools. “You are very well known and people are going to
want to see a proper ceremony. And I don’t believe your mother
would ever forgive you for cheating her out of seeing her only child
getting married.”

He placed his cheek
on the top of Noelle’s head, feeling the warmth of the love he
had for her permeating his being. He could deal with anything as long
as she loved him! “We will figure something out. In the
meantime, I just want her to past the worst of this pregnancy.”

She lifted her head
to look at him. “I will.”





Chapter 13

She eyed him through
the mirror as she rubbed the cream into her skin slowly. His parents
had left several hours ago and his mother had insisted on washing up
and making sure the kitchen was tidied up and back to the way it had
been when the housekeeper left it. She had managed to keep down the
beef stew and had even asked for seconds much to her relief. She had
seen him watching her with an alert expression on his handsome face
as if waiting for her to bolt from the table. He always watched her
to make sure she was okay and she loved that. He made her feel
cosseted and special and if anyone had told her that she would love
the idea of a man taking care of her she would laugh in their faces!
But knowing how much he loved her and the lengths he went to for her
made her feel warm and cozy inside! He had started sleeping in
pajamas now and she knew why. She also knew how he was feeling when
he held her in his arms when they were sleeping because she felt it
too. He had not made love to her in three days and she was craving
him. That was the reason for the shell pink rich lace nightgown she
was wearing that was almost see through. She had lost some weight
since the pregnancy, but her curves were still apparent. She capped
the bottle and put it away, lifting her hands to run her fingers
through her thick dark hair. He went to sit on the sofa and reached
for a folder that had been sent to him a day ago. He had told her
about the endorsement deals and had discussed with her the ones he
would be taking. There were also offers from networks for him to have
his own talk show and offers for him to become a commentator on a
very popular network. He had told her that he definitely had no
intention of taking those offers.

She got up from the
vanity stool and went to join him on the sofa. He looked up as she
took her seat, his eyes wandering over her body and she heard the
sharp intake of breath before he could stop himself. “Can I
interest you in something other than that very impressive looking
folder?” she asked as she turned sideways and swung her slim
legs over his lap.

“What might
that be?” he asked her mildly even though his heart had picked
up the pace.

“Me,” she
told him succinctly.

“As tempting as
that is I am afraid I am going to have to say no.” He was
deliberately not touching her she noticed as he put his hand at the
back of the sofa.

“May I ask why
not?”

“You know why
not, Noelle.” He started to push her legs off him, but she
would not budge.

“Actually, I
don’t know. So please enlighten me.”

“You are not
well,” he reminded her.

“I am
pregnant.”

“Your blood
pressure is high-” 


“The last time
I checked it was normal,” she pointed out.

“And any
excitement can elevate it and I cannot take that chance. Besides your
nausea might get worse.”

“So you are
saying that your making love to me might make me sick to my stomach?”
she asked him, lifting tapered brows.

“That’s
not what I am saying,” he told her patiently. “I don’t
want to take any chances.”

“So we stay
here and suffer not being with each other.” Before he realized
what she was doing, she had eased over onto his lap, placing her
derriere firmly over his already rising erection. His hands spanned
her waist as he tried to lift her off him, but she wound her hands
around his neck. “It’s been three days, Jerrold,”
she whispered as she lowered her head to his. “I don’t
care how sick I get or how I feel afterwards, but I need you and you
need me.” She rotated her hips on his lap and watched as his
eyes lowered to her parted.

“I don’t
want to cause you or the baby any harm-” His breath shuddered
out as she bent to nibble at his sensuous bottom lip sending the
fiery darts through his body! “Christ!” he whispered
raggedly. His fingers bit into her waist and his hips moved upwards
making her acutely aware of his arousal.

“I am not
wearing panties,” she breathed. She swung her legs on either
side of him and pulled the nightgown over her head. He groaned as he
stared at her nudity. She had lost weight and that had him worried,
but he could not do without having her now. He had spent nights with
her wrapped in his arms, torturing himself with the feel of her body
next to his and unable to do anything about the desire raging inside
him! He had almost suggested that she go back to stay at her father’s
place but that had not been an alternative. “Put it inside me,
Jerrold.”

He did as he was
told, helpless to do anything else as the fire raged through his
body! Noelle sank down onto him, her back arching, and her breasts
bare to him. He bent his head and took a nipple inside his mouth, his
teeth grazing the sensitive bud, causing the tremors to start inside
her body. Her fingers tightened around his neck as he pushed into
her. With a ragged sigh, he abandoned the need to be careful and
drove into her with all the pent up desire he was feeling!

*****

He called Alexander
Costa, prince to the exotic region of Costa Land and direct heir to
the throne. The man had been his friend for several years now and he
had spent some time at Costa Land and loved the place. He waited
until Noelle had gone to visit her dad before he made the call. He
had meetings with Monique and Lorenzo Romano about the clothing brand
because they wanted them out by summer and time was of the essence.
“I heard the news! When is the wedding?”

“I wanted it to
be this month, but her pregnancy is not making her feel well enough
to go through a wedding.” Jerrold ran his fingers through his
hair. He had made love to her last night and he had overdone it by
making love to her again and early this morning. He could not keep
his hands off her and he was afraid of causing her damage. “I
know I am supposed to come by this week-” 


“Bring her with
you.”

“Did you not
hear me when I told you about her difficult pregnancy?”

“We have one of
the best hospitals here, fully equipped with excellent doctors. We
also have what you don’t have in the USA, fresh curative air
that comes up from the mountains behind the palace. Out foods are
grown locally without aid from anything else except the aid of nature
and our brilliant sunshine and we have the best herbs in the world.
Debbie had a similar pregnancy with our last child and the locals
concocted this herbal medicine for her that worked wonders. Fly her
over, Jer, and you guys can stay as long as you like. It will also
give me an opportunity to talk to you about the basketball team.”

“Why do I have
a feeling that is the real reason for the invitation?” Jerrold
asked him mildly, the idea beginning to take root. 


“You know me so
well,” the prince teased him. “I know you have meetings
with Monique and Lorenzo, but afterwards you can come to Costa Land.
We also have excellent internet services here so you can transact
your businesses from here. I will let Debbie know you are coming. She
will be delighted. Father and Mother will be away on tour for the
next three months so I am in charge for the time being.”

“I thought you
were already in charge.” 


“That I am,”
the prince told him with a laugh. “Father is slowly easing me
to take over the throne without saying it to me directly. I am
looking forward to meet your fiancée, man.”

“I will discuss
it with her and let you know.”

Jerrold hung up from
him, his expression thoughtful. Alexander was right. The atmosphere
in Costa Land was perfect and he had no doubt that Noelle would enjoy
the experience of the quaint town ran by sovereigns. Prince Alexander
Costa was of Spanish descent and the place had a lot of history and
charms. He smiled slightly as he thought about the charming horse
drawn carriages where tourists could get to see the sights and the
tours of the palace. It was only since recently when Alexander had
married Debbie that tourists had been allowed somewhat free access to
the enchanting town and over the years the couple had turned what had
been an antiquated place into one of thriving business that still
maintained the old world charms. Costa Land produced some of the best
wines in the world and brought in a tremendous amount of capital. The
idea was certainly growing on him!

*****

“Should you be
here?” Robert Buckner looked at his daughter curiously as she
sat on the chair next to his desk. She had been back almost three
weeks and this was the first time she had been back to the team’s
headquarters. She had greeted the players out on the court and they
had shouted congratulations to her before she came into the area she
had worked previously. “You mean considering the fact that I am
an invalid?” she asked him dryly as she studied the file in
front of him. “That’s a fracture?”

Robert nodded. “It
means that I am going to have to tell Andre that he will not be able
to play on Saturday. He is going to be sorely disappointed.”

“It’s for
the best. If he plays on Saturday it could mean permanent damage and
I am sure he would not want that,” she pointed out.

“You are right
of course.” Her father made a notation on the file before
looking at her. “You look a lot better now.”

“I feel a lot
better, but Jerrold still watches me like a hawk. It took a lot of
arguments for him to let me out of the apartment and he only agreed
when I said that I am not going to lift a finger. He is wearing on my
nerves.”

“He loves you
and wants to take care of you,” her father pointed out.

“And it does
not matter to him that I have been taking care of myself before I met
him,” she said wryly.

“I love seeing
you this way.”

“What way?”

“Not shackled
by the past and bound by what happened to you during that time.”
He reached out a hand to take hers. “That man has done you a
world of good.”

“I know,”
Noelle agreed. “That’s why I let him get away with the
incessant coddling.”

*****

Noelle gripped
Jerrold’s hand as they made their way through customs to
collect their bags. A week ago when he had suggested that they should
go and spend some time in Costa Land, she had been hesitant even
though she had spent the time looking at the colorful images of the
beautiful town that was home to over thirty thousand people and was
dated back to the middle ages. She had reminded him that she was
probably not fit to travel, but he had solved that problem by
consulting with their doctor who cleared her to go. 


Now walking through
the small airport by America’s standard and seeing the olive
skin colors of the native who worked there mingling with the tourists
from all over the world, she could not help but feel a sense of
excitement! And to top it all off, she was feeling very good without
only a slight queasiness to her stomach. Jerrold had told her that
they would be staying for several months and she had looked at him in
surprise. “Are you sure we will not overstay our welcome?”

“Positive,”
he had told her with a grin.

“Ah, here is
our transportation.” He gestured to a long black town car where
a chauffeur complete with uniform sprang to attention the minute he
saw them. He doffed his cap at them and said something in Spanish
that Jerrold seemed to understand before getting their bags and
opening the door for them to get in. “Alexander and Debbie were
not able to get away to meet us. But they are waiting for us at the
palace.” Jerrold took her hand in his as they pulled away from
the curb. The driver had put up the glass partition to afford them
privacy. “You are going to love it here.”

“I already do,”
she murmured as she looked out the window at the passing scenery.
Costa Land was on a rising slope with breathtaking views of blue
topped mountains and flowers blooming everywhere. They passed through
a quaint town with store fronts (no malls to spoil the terrain!) and
picturesque cottages painted in pastel colors and reminded Noelle of
a fairy tale place with white picket fences. A gentle breeze fanned
the clothes pinned on lines and even though it was a work day, there
were many locals strolling along the streets as well as women
standing at fences having conversations. A woman with a baby propped
onto her hip had a toddler in her other hand as she made her way
across the street. There was a gentle air of serenity that was
apparent even from the interior of the vehicle. The scenery changed
somewhat and the driver turned off from the main road onto an area
dotted with lush trees and blazing with a myriad amount of flowers. A
private park complete with rides and swings came into view before
they passed by. Noelle’s eyes were trained on the sprawling
palace that was on top of a plateau with the rolling grounds spread
out in all its beauty around the red tinted brick exterior. Streams
ran from both sides of the building where an old abandoned-looking
moat was to the far end of the palace. Tall wrought iron gates swung
open to admit them and they could see horses gently grazing at the
far end of the east fencing. The driver brought the car to a stop and
sprang out to open the door while a man dressed in black suit hurried
out to greet them. “Mr. Jerrold,” he beamed, his hand
outstretched in friendly welcome. “It’s so good to have
you here again.”

“Thank you,
Marcos.” He shook the man’s hand and turned to introduce
Noelle. “This is my fiancée, Noelle Buckner. Darling,
this is Prince Alexander’s trusted assistant, Marcos Vega. “

“Please, call
me Marcos.” He gripped Noelle’s hand and gave a slight
bow before letting go. “Right this way, the prince and princess
are waiting for you in the throne room. They had several meetings
with some of the locals that they could not get out of.” The
man hurried forward and without glancing at the guards positioned at
the huge red doors he walked into the cool interior of what looked
like a living room but only much bigger. Noelle had impressions of
glittering chandeliers hanging from soaring ceilings, tapestry
decorating the muted walls, and life-sized portraits of several
members of royalty. Noelle felt her stomach clench with nervousness
as they made their way through another smaller room with transparent
ceiling that let the light of the brilliant afternoon sun in and into
an impressive room with a thick red carpet and minimum amount of
furnishings that brought attention to the four thrones like chairs
reposing on a raised dais. It reminded her of the movies she had
watched on television depicting the Elizabethan era and could not
believe that she was actually going to be meeting a real live prince
and princess! She faltered a little as a tall and darkly handsome man
in full red and blue regalia, complete with a crown on his jet black
hair, took the hand of the slender and elegantly beautiful African
American woman and made their way towards them. “Thanks,
Marcos,” the tall, dark man said to his assistant without a
trace of accent and with a bow the man left them alone. 


Noelle had no idea if
she was supposed to curtsey and as she was wondering what to do, the
man strode forward and enveloped Jerrold in what could only be
descried in a bear hug! Princess Debbie moved forward and pulling
Noelle into her arms transferred her signature scent as she did the
same to her. “Welcome, my dear. I am so happy you are here.”

Introductions were
made and Noelle forced herself not to shift beneath Prince
Alexander’s intense dark gaze before he hugged her briefly.

“Excuse the
formal attire, but we had something to deal with. Shall we?”
The prince gestured towards the opening opposite them and led the way
into a small comfortable dining room where a meal was already waiting
for them. “We were not sure what you can eat so we asked the
chef to stick to the basics,” Debbie told her with a kind smile
as she indicated for the maids to start serving the meal. “Paella
is quite popular here and very tasty, you are going to love it.”

To her surprise, she
did love it and found herself asking for seconds. “Manuel, our
chef, only uses herbs planted in our gardens and nothing else. He
makes his own sauces and if we are not careful we cannot keep the
weight off,” Debbie said with a low laugh.

“My wife has
this exercise regime that she insists on roping me and our children
in doing. She even got Father and Mother to join in,” Prince
Alexander said as he stared at his wife adoringly.

“Alex protests,
but he enjoys it immensely.”

“Where are the
children?” Jerrold asked them.

“Luis and
Alejandro are at school and our baby girl, Gabriella, is at the
moment sleeping.” Debbie looked at Noelle. “Our sons are
six and our daughter is three. I had an easy time with the boys, but
Gabriella was a bit of a challenge,” she said with a laugh. “I
guess it was nature’s way of telling me it was time for me to
stop.”

“My wife wanted
four children,” Prince Alexander said with a wry smile as their
plates were being cleared away by the maids. “And as you know,
Jerrold, I have no say when it comes to what she puts her mind to.”

Debbie laughed at
that and reached out a hand to touch her husband’s hand. “I
really should tell you the story of how Alexander and I ended up
together, Noelle.”

*****

Later that evening,
after the two dark haired boys who had a remarkable combination of
their father’s look as well as their mother’s had come
charging in with their guard right behind them and had been
introduced to Noelle, they spent the rest of the time in a large ante
room with crossbows and impressionable swords displayed on the walls.
Gabriella had been brought in by her nanny all showered and fed with
her gorgeous curly black hair and looking like a small replica of her
mother and had gone straight into her dad’s arms. Very soon,
they were shown their suite, lavender colored area complete with two
bedrooms, a bath, a sitting room, and a balcony that faced the
eastern section of the palace. Debbie had promised her the tour
tomorrow and had told her that it would take several days to complete
it!

She stood at the
railing and felt the heady spring breeze to stir her hair and brushed
her skin. The smell of roses and some other exotic plant teased her
nostrils and she breathed in the clean air, feeling a sense of peace
permeating her body. She smiled and leaned back against the solid man
who had come up behind her, his arms wrapped around her waist. She
had glimpsed a bottle of Costa Light reposing in a bucket at the
bedside table as well as fruits and various types of cheeses. Jerrold
bent his head and nibbled at her neck sending delicious shivers up
and down her spine. “So? What do you think?”

“I am finding
it hard to believe that this is real,” she murmured as she
wrapped her hand around his. “This place is incredible! And I
was scared to meet the prince and princess, but they are so nice and
welcoming. And those kids, they are beautiful!”

He kissed the top of
her head. “And they happen to like you.” He turned her to
face him. “There is something I want to discuss with you.”





Chapter 14

He led her back into
the bedroom and sat with her on the side of the bed, his hand holding
hers. “I watched you eating this afternoon and later and there
were no signs of the nausea that was plaguing you when we wear home.”

Noelle nodded. “I
actually feel fine. I don’t know if it is the air.”

“That might be
it,” he agreed. He laced his fingers through hers and stared at
the ring he had put there. “I want us to get married here.”

She stared at him in
surprise. “When have you decided that?”

“On our way
here,” he told her with a grin. “I have always loved the
unspoiled beauty of Costa Land and the way I feel when I am here. I
mentioned it to Alexander and he is over the moon with it. Several of
our friends had their weddings here. Truth be told, it is a fantastic
destination wedding location.” He lifted her hand to his lips.
“Alexander and I have been friends for a very long time. When I
first met him in college in the states, he was a pain in the ass, but
we got along quite well and have become closer over the years. He
invited me a long time ago to come and make Costa Land my home for as
long as I want to stay. I have been thinking about it.”

“You want to
stay here indefinitely? In the palace?”

“Not in the
palace but one of the houses in the vicinity that is a part of the
entire kingdom.” His eyes twinkled as he looked at her. “You
have only seen a small fraction of the entire grounds, darling. I am
afraid the place stretches over several thousand acres with farm
lands and cows grazing on rich abundant green grass. Costa Land is
fertile and produces the finest vineyards in the world as well as the
most organic fruits and vegetables to be found anywhere. There are no
malls even though you have the choice to order your goods online and
Romano’s has set up something like that with the insistence of
Debbie.” His eyes searched her face. “I will not do
anything without you agreeing.”

Her eyes shifted
around the large airy room with the delicate tapestries on the walls,
the throw rugs on the parquet floor, and general air of exquisite
elegance that surrounded the place. She had fallen in love with the
place from the moment the plane had hit the tarmac and she had seen
the swaying green trees and brilliant sunshine and her love had only
increased when she met the reigning prince and princess and their
beautiful children.

“Will you think
about it?” Jerrold asked her anxiously.

“What would you
be doing while we are here?”

“I have been
asked by Alexander to set up a basketball team and be in charge of
the sporting side of things. Alexander and Debbie are determined to
make Costa Land into a country with a civilized western flair without
the intrusion of the outside world. He has introduced banking the
western way and has gotten rid of the archaic way his father along
with his ancestors used to handle things. Without taking away from
the charm of the place, both he and Debbie have managed to make Costa
Land into a functional country with all the modern amenities the
people who live here can ever wish for. There are plans to build
another hospital which I am on board with and will be investing in
and a huge sports complex where the youths will be able to explore
their talents as well as be able to host other countries when matches
are being played. I will be in charge of seeing to that but only if
you say yes to live here half of the year.”

Noelle stared at him
and felt the idea taking shape inside her mind. “How about we
do the tour first and then I decide after?” she suggested.

He smiled and nodded
but he knew she had already decided. “That sounds good.”

*****

She got the tour the
next day after waking up to the smell of the fresh scent of spring
rain that had fallen during the night. She woke up and stretched
languidly, realizing that she was alone in the bed and turning around
she read the note that Jerrold had propped up on the pillows. “I
know you are going to need time to recharge, love, after last night
and I am giving you that.” He had put a smiley face next to the
last word that had her going warm all over. He had kissed every inch
of her body until she was almost begging him to take her, but he had
ignored her pleas and had almost driven her crazy with need before he
entered her. He had kept her up half the night until she had fallen
into an exhausted sleep sprawled across his chest. She stretched
languidly and put her hand on her flat stomach, a smile on her lips.
He had started talking to her baby and crooning to it in his deep
baritone voice. She had asked him if he wished for a boy or a girl
and he had told her that he was not particular. She swung her legs
out of the bed and glanced at the clock realizing to her dismay that
it was almost nine AM and wondering if she had broken some palace
rule. She took a hurried shower and selecting a pair of faded denims
and a light cashmere sweater and bundling her hair into a neat
ponytail, she made her way through the myriad of rooms, taking a
little time to admire the décor as well as the spaces and high
intricate ceilings. A uniformed maid was hurrying past her with a
bundle of fresh linen in her hands and stopped to point her to the
breakfast alcove before hurrying away. She went into the small space
and saw just Princess Debbie seated at the table with a device in her
hands and without her crown. She still managed to look regal in faded
denims and a thin blue cashmere sweater. She looked up and saw Noelle
in the doorway and gestured her in. “I am just planning my day,
my secretary sent me a ton of things to deal with, but I am shelving
most of them and taking you on a tour of the place.” She nodded
to the maid who disappeared to serve the breakfast. “How was
your first night here?” she asked as she poured a cup of coffee
and handed it to Noelle. 


“I slept like a
baby, hence my getting up at this hour.” She looked at the
older woman apologetically as she sipped the strong black coffee and
tried not to grimace.

Debbie noticed it and
laughed. “I had the same reaction when I first tasted it.”
She signaled a maid hovering in the room. “Clarissa, please
bring in a pot of tea. That is also something I am not quite used to.
I am from a working class family and was an ordinary American
citizen, now I am soon to become queen of this country and I am not
yet used to being the princess.”

“You seem so
well adjusted.” Noelle commented. 


Debbie waited until
the maids had finished putting the food down before she said
anything. “It is a façade I am afraid, but don’t
tell my husband that,” Debbie said with a smile as she buttered
a thin flaky croissant with homemade marmalade. “He tells me
that I was born to be a queen and I told him I believe him.”
She looked across at Noelle. “Have you met the wives of the
members of Jerrold’s club?”

Noelle shook her head
no.

“They are quite
a group of women that I am so proud to be a part of. Seemingly
ordinary African American women who never cease to amaze me and make
me proud! They are into every charity you can think of and not just
because they want their names in the spotlight, but because they
really do care. I was an assistant to my husband’s mother when
I met him.” She shook her head in wonder as she sipped her tea.
“Arrogant and entitled should have been his first name, not to
mention proprietary! He could not believe that I was the only woman
who was not going to fall at his feet and give in to him and we had
the fight of our lives! Even now after we have been married for a
number of years, we still butt heads! Alexander was born royalty and
is quite used to getting what he wants.”

“I understand
that there is a bit of a scandal attached to the Costa name?”
Noelle said as she cut into her Spanish omelet.

“You mean the
fact that his uncle wanted to kill his father to take over the
throne? The same uncle who was also in love with the queen?”
Debbie asked in amusement.

“It sounds like
the basis for a romance novel,” Noelle said with a laugh. 


They ate in silence
for a few minutes before Debbie broached the subject. “So would
you consider staying here?”

Noelle rolled her
eyes. “Did Jerrold put you up to this?”

“When my
husband told me about it, I wanted to jump up and down in excitement!
Being the princess, it is very hard to make friends with the local
women. They will forever see me as their princess and worst now that
I am slated to be queen. They are never going to see me as anything
except royalty and it gets annoying having people bow to me wherever
I go.” She made a face and Noelle laughed sympathetically. “I
spend hours talking to the other girls and when I can visit them I
will go and they come to visit us when they can, but we have very
busy lives and the visits are far and short so having one of us live
here in this country would be something I am looking forward to.”

“Do you miss
America?” Noelle had finished the meal and was enjoying the
fresh strawberries placed in front of her. 


“No,”
Debbie said frankly. “I have my mother, brother, and sister,
and my nieces there and they come for visits very often, so I am not
without family, but I love it here and I believe that you will too.”

Noelle concentrated
on her fruits. “Jerrold gave a very compelling argument, but I
told him I will give him my answer after the tour.”

“Then let the
tour begin.”

*****

Several minutes
through the tour, Noelle realized why Debbie had insisted on them
using a golf cart. Two men followed behind them at a discreet
distance as they made their way across grass as green and as soft as
any expensive carpet! The grounds stretched for several miles and as
Debbie pointed out the various attractions, including the white
gazebo with the green trellis wound about the columns, the horses
grazing in paddocks, a playground that was designed specifically for
the children, an old crumbling building that had been part of the
original structure, streams bubbling over smooth stones which to
Noelle’s surprise were filled with large fish darting around in
the clear water. There was a basketball court, a tennis court, and a
large octagonal pool with water gushing from rocks high above it. Set
far back from the palace was a charming two story house with a quaint
wood fence stretched around the perimeter. “A long time ago,
this was the maid’s quarters as they were not allowed to be in
the same area as the royalties.” Debbie stopped the car and
waited until Noelle had alighted. 


“I take it that
times have changed,” she said dryly as they made their way
towards the gate and Debbie pushed it open.

“Tremendously
so,” Debbie told her with a laugh. “I am the first
African American woman to ever become a princess.”

To Noelle’s
surprise, the door had not been locked. “It’s pretty safe
here and this is a part of the palace property so it is well guarded.
” The interior took her breath away! Glittering chandeliers
hung from high arched ceilings while the walls papered in the most
delicate of shell pink and lavender offset the winding white
staircase that led to the upper floor. The living room was large with
an enormous fireplace and recessed walls that opened out to show a
liquor cabinet complete with dozens of bottles of wines. “Costa
Land is a wine country as you may have known.” 


Noelle nodded as she
walked around and trailed her fingers along the silk sofas. Next they
went into the sunken ultra-modern kitchen with an old range in the
corner. “It still works,” Debbie said with a smile. A
solarium and dining room was next as well as two half baths before
they went up the curving staircase that led in opposite directions.
There were five suites in all, complete with sitting rooms,
bathrooms, and a wraparound balcony that offered a spectacular view
of the town. Noelle stood in the magnificent master bedroom and
stared around, admiring the pale tan carpeting and the silken tan and
brown wall papering. 


“What do you
think?” Debbie asked her.

“I think that I
am convinced I have stepped into paradise ever since I landed and now
I am truly convinced. It’s breathtakingly lovely, Debbie.”

Debbie expelled a
breath and linked her hand through the girl’s arm. “I am
so happy you think so. Does that mean you are going to stay?”

“How can I say
no?” Noelle asked with a laugh.

“Good!”
Debbie hugged her suddenly. “I want you to accompany me
somewhere.”

“Where?”
Noelle followed her as they made their way back downstairs. 


“The hospital.
Today is Wednesday and it is my time to visit the cancer children.
The wives and I rallied to get a section added so that the parents
could visit with their children and stay over if they felt the need
to do so. I want you to find your place here, Noelle, as there are
lots of positions to be filled and I would like your help.”

“I will do what
I can.”

“it is so great
that you are going to be staying!” Debbie, forgetting her
position as royalty, said with a whoop and flung her arms around the
startled Noelle who hesitated a moment before returning the hug. She
had never had a female friend before because of her past but in a
short space of time she was in a relationship with a wonderful man
and on her way to becoming a wife and a mother and friends with a
princess at that!

*****

The trip to the
hospital meant that they had to go back to the palace and shower and
chang before heading out again. It also meant that Princess Debbie
had to put her crown on her head and be escorted with guards who
accompanied them driving close behind them in another town car, this
one bearing the royal crest of the royals. “It’s
cumbersome and at times a nuisance, but I have to dress the part
whenever I go out in public. I once made the mistake of venturing out
to the market just to pick up some fresh fruits. I wanted to shed the
crown and the title and just be myself for one day!” She shook
her head. “I was recognized immediately and there was such a
furor in the papers you would think that I had murdered my husband
and his parents!” Noelle joined the laughter as the vehicle
pulled up outside the quaint but rather large hospital: Faith and
Hope General. The driver pulled up outside the entrance. “Ready?”

*****

Noelle had never had
so much or felt such sympathy for the surprisingly cheerful children
in the large open area of the rather elegantly furnished playroom
that had also been donated by the same women who had made the rooms
available for the parents to spend the night and be with their sick
kids. She admired the natural way Debbie had when dealing with them.
She took off her crown and placed it on the head of a rather sickly
little girl who was no more than four years old but diagnosed with an
inoperable tumor. The little girl sat on her lap and listened to
everything that was being said with a happy smile on her face. Noelle
excused herself briefly to take a phone call from Jerrold whom she
had not seen since he left this morning. He had called and told her
that he and Prince Alexander had some things to discuss and meetings
for almost the entire day, but he would be back in time for dinner.

“I was
beginning to think that you had flown back to the states and left
me,” she teased as she found a quiet area in the cafeteria to
take the call. 


“I am sorry,
darling, but I have been in meetings for most of the day with
Alexander. How are you and our baby?”

“We are doing
quite well. I had breakfast this morning and then lunch a few hours
ago and I am keeping it all down.”

“I am glad to
know that. Did you get the tour?”

“You mean of
the beautiful two-story house that is supposed to be ours?”

“As well as the
grounds surrounding the castle.”

“I did and I
have a feeling that we have more grounds to cover. I have yet to see
the famous flowers gardens and the herb ones as well. I am at the
hospital visiting with Debbie.”

“I am happy she
has taken you with her. I did not want you cooped up in the palace
with nothing to do.”

“Somehow in all
those many rooms I would have found something to occupy my time,”
she told him laughingly. “And Jerrold?”

“Yes, my love?”

“I want to
stay.”

She smiled at the
pause and waited for him to respond. “Thank you, darling. I
promise you will not regret it.”

“I know I
won’t.”

*****

Noelle looked up as
Jerrold came into the playroom where she was sitting on the carpeted
floor with the three children. Their nannies had gone to prepare
their baths and she had volunteered to entertain them. The boys were
entertaining themselves, but Gabriella was sharing her dolls with
Noelle. They had finished dinner, the meal comprising of six courses
of delicious wonder, and now Noelle felt as if she was on the verge
of bursting! She had finally gone into the large modernized kitchen
to meet the chef and complimented him on his cooking skills. The
large Spanish native had beamed at her and promised to show her how
to make the light fluffy pastry he had served for dessert. Both
Alexander and Debbie were meeting with some of the guards in the
throne room.

“Hi.” She
tilted her head to look up at him as he hunkered down next to them.

“Hi.”
Brushing his hands over Gabriella’s curls, he bent down and
kissed Noelle on the lips, the movement slow and erotic and firing
them both up. He had not seen her since he had left her naked and
sprawled on top of the sheets and he felt starved. He released her
mouth, taking a long deep breath as he forced himself to move away
from her a little. “Debbie told me that you were quite a hit at
the hospital.”

“She was the
star, I was merely an understudy.” She lifted her free hand and
brushed against his hard cheek. “You should see her with the
children, Jerrold, they love her, and the feeling was mutual.”
She settled back against him as he put his arms around her waist. “I
have never felt as if I belonged anywhere before and all my life, I
have been trying to find a place to belong. I think I have found it
with you and right here in this beautiful place.”

Jerrold stared down
at the little girl in her arms who hugged the doll to her chest. He
loved seeing her like this, cradling the child inside her arms and
with that contented look on her face. He would do anything for her,
anything in his power to make her happy, and he was sure he had
accomplished that. “I love you, darling,” he said
huskily. “So much that I am tied up in knots about it. I will
always put you first no matter what and I will always be there for
you as well.”

“Want Dadda,”
the little girl said, looking up at her.

“And Dadda is
right here querida.” They had been so absorbed in their
conversation that they had not seen the couple come in. Alexander
reached down and took his daughter out of Noelle’s arms while
Debbie went to see to their sons. Just then the nannies came in to
take the children. 


“How about a
game of pool, my friend?” Alexander asked him in amusement. “Or
are you otherwise occupied?”

Jerrold leaned
forward and kissed Noelle lingeringly before getting to his feet.
“See you later, darling, after I have trounced your highness.”

“Have some
respect, “Alexander said with a grin as he walked over to kiss
his wife. “Later, darling.”





Chapter 15

“A spring
wedding at the end of April to coincide with the annual spring ball!”
Debbie announced at the dinner table two weeks later. Noelle had been
keeping busy making the rounds with her and fascinated by the many
different things to be done as a princess of a region. Debbie took
her duties seriously and made sure the people in her country were
taken care of. She had hospital visits two times for the week, rounds
of functions she had to head and be responsible for, and dinner
invitations that she had to accept. During the days when she was at
the palace, she spent the time cooped up in her large and comfortable
office with her secretary as they responded to correspondences among
other things. And she involved Noelle in everything. Her husband and
Jerrold were busy seeing to the commencement of breaking ground for
the huge sports complex as well as getting a team together.

Both Jerrold and
Noelle looked over at her as they enjoyed their meal. She was still
trying to get accustomed to eating so late in the evening, but at
least the nausea had disappeared as if by magic and she was putting
the weight back on.

“That’s
two weeks away,” Noelle reminded her.

“So?”
Debbie said airily. “Plans are already in place for the ball,
it’s just a matter of changing a few things around to include a
wedding. A number of our friends will be arriving for it and I could
ask Leesa and Kelly to come over a week earlier to help with the
wedding plans. Monique as well. She can come and help you to choose
your wedding dress.”

“When my wife
gets something in her head, you would do well to give in to her,”
Prince Alexander told them dryly.

“I have to say
that I am agreeing with her.” Jerrold looked at his fiancée
as he said it. “I think it is a very good idea, darling.”

Noelle stared at each
of them as they waited for her to say something. “It’s
crazy!” she said with a laugh. “But yes, I guess we could
get married at the end of the month.”

“Good,”
Debbie said with a brisk nod of her head. “I will get Sabrina
stared on the arrangements.” She looked at Noelle. “You
will not have to lift a finger, honey; everything will be taken care
of.”

*****

“We are getting
married at the end of the month,” Noelle said dazedly as she
stared at Jerrold. She was propped up on the pillows later that night
as she watched him climb into bed with her. She was happier and
relaxed and he remembered the woman he had first met and the way she
had looked then without a smile on her face. 


“You don’t
mind?” He pulled her into his arms and secured her head onto
his chest. He was happy! He had everything he needed right here in
his arms and somewhere he could call home. He was excited about the
sports complex and had told Alexander as much. He worked with the man
and had been on rounds with him for the past two weeks and was
astounded at the amount of responsibilities he had to handle. He was
sovereign for people who looked to him for guidance and everything
came under his portfolio and yet he still had time to play and be
with his wife and be a father to his three children. He definitely
admired that.

“I am not sure
‘mind’ is the word I would use.” Noelle snuggled
closer to him and closed her eyes. “I am thinking more of
rushed and dazed.”

Jerrold fisted his
fingers into the thick dark hair and angled her face to look up at
him. “You don’t have to feel rushed. I have the means to
handle whatever it is to be handled. Debbie’s secretary,
Sabrina, is this super-efficient woman and if she is not enough I
could hire someone else.”

“I have to call
my dad.”

“That’s
fine. I am also going to have to call my parents before they hear it
on the news and I have the team members to invite. When the news
breaks, we are going to have to be prepared for the flood of
reporters who will be coming here, but the palace is fortified so
there is no fear of them getting past the perimeters.” He bent
his head and kissed her softly. “I have wanted to marry you for
a very long time, Noelle, and I don’t want to wait any longer.”

*****

Noelle found herself
caught up in the flurry of activities over the next week. Word had
gotten out that there was to be a wedding the very same day of the
spring ball and the excitement in Costa Land built to near fever
pitch. The word had gotten out around the world as well and the
newspapers were buzzing with the news of the world famous basketball
player Jerrold Littman and his impending marriage to physiotherapist
Noelle Buckner. The phone calls kept coming in and Debbie had to go
ahead and hire someone else just to deal with the calls and the
press. But she was in her element! Noelle had no idea how she did it,
but aside from the duties she had as princess for the region, she
managed to put together the plans for her friends’ wedding and
also attend a tournament that involved her sons as well as planned
and reside over a state dinner for her husband during that same week.
She had also made arrangements for the women who would be coming in
over the weekend. Leesa, Kelly, and Monique had cleared their
schedules and would be flying in over the weekend and would be
staying until after the wedding. 


“How do you do
it?” Noelle asked her one night as she helped her to settle
down the children for bed. She had given the nannies the night off
and was spending some quality time with the children. Both Alexander
and Jerrold had gone outdoors to play golf on the excellent course at
the far corner of the palace grounds. It was Sunday night and come
tomorrow it would be the culmination of a rush of activities that
would lead to the wedding next weekend.

“Do what,
honey?” Debbie pulled the sheets over her daughter before
slipping out of the room and partially closing the door behind her.
She indicated for Noelle to follow her into her private sitting room.
Noelle had finally gotten the tour of the sumptuous palace and had
been amazed at the antique furnishings the silken wall papers and the
evidence of extreme wealth in every room. The suite that belonged to
Alexander and Debbie took up an entire section of the palace and
comprised of eight suites altogether with each child having a suite
of their own. The master suite reminded Noelle of a sultan’s
palace with the richness of the fabrics at the large widely spaced
windows and the thick carpets underfoot. A huge bed was placed on a
dais and surrounded by filmy gauze like curtains to give the
appearance of privacy. The bathroom was almost as large as the room
with an old fashioned claw foot bath in the middle and other modern
amenities decorating the room.

Debbie went to get a
bottle of wine from a cabinet recessed in the wall and grabbing two
glasses she came and joined her friend on the silk sofa. “This
is Costa Fruity so no alcohol.”

“How do you
manage all that you do and still have so much energy?” Noelle
asked as she accepted the wine and settled back against the cushions.


Debbie laughed at
that. “When I just came here to live, I spent the first week
hiding in this very sitting room and crying my eyes out. I was dewy
eyed with love and passion for the very handsome prince I had married
and never thought what it would mean to leave my home and family and
come to this foreign place that I knew absolutely nothing about.”
She sipped the wine and her dark brown eyes twinkled. “So after
the honeymoon I was told the rules and the parts I had to play and I
sat there and listened and when I was finished listening I came here
and had a good cry. My husband was huddled with my father-in-law and
had no idea what was going on, but my mother-in-law found me because
she had an idea what I was going through. I blubbered like a damned
baby and told her that I could not do this, I was not a freaking
princess, and I had no idea what it took to be one. I told her that I
want to go back home and if Alexander wanted to come with me then it
was entirely up to him, but I was leaving.”

“What did she
say to that?”

Debbie sipped her
wine and smile. “She told me that if I felt so strongly that of
course I should leave, but I must realize that Alexander’s
place is here and loving me the way he does he would feel honor bound
to come after me and I would be breaking his heart. And that he would
come to resent me. She told me that it had been the same for her, but
she loved her husband and eventually she learned to do what was
necessary. And it was something that I could do as well because I am
strong. She left me there to think and a few hours later my husband
came into the room and sat at my feet, his eyes intent on my face. I
knew then that his mother had said something to him and he was
silently asking me what my decision was. I knew that had I could tell
him that I wanted to go back to the States and he would come with me,
but I could not do that to him. So I decided then and there to be
there for him. He ended up compromising for me. Whenever I get
homesick, we fly home and go to the opera, attend parties, and just
spend some time in my hometown and visit my family and then come back
here. But when I started having kids, everything changed and I
realized that this place was my home. I hired Sabrina, who is a
genius and who plans my days for me. I go where she points me and to
tell you the truth, the only thing I have to do is show up. I have
people who pick out the clothes I am supposed to wear and what
basically do what needs to be done. A team is at my disposal to make
sure that happens, Noelle, and that is the secret to the mystery.”
She reached out and touched the girl’s hands. “Now that
you are here, I am going to utilize you and we are going to be doing
things together. There are so many things to be done!” She
waved a slender hand to demonstrate her point. “Costa Land is
basically a modern country, but because it is small in comparison to
other places, there is still a lot to be done. My in-laws were
reluctant to bring changes about because they feared that it would
change the place, but Alexander and I have persuaded them that not
all changes are bad and we are making the changes happen. You and
Jerrold being here will only help to make those changes happen.”

“I am happy I
am here as well and I want to thank you and Alexander for the chance
of being here.”

“Nonsense!”
Debbie said with a wide smile on her lovely face. “You are
family.”

*****

Meeting the three
dynamic women she had seen so often in the news and on the internet
was a little daunting at first, but she was made to feel at ease the
minute they stepped in the throne room and the sounds of their whoops
of delight erupted in the cast and stately room as they embraced not
only Debbie but Noelle as well. She knew that Leesa and Kelly had
been former international models and the women’s striking lithe
and graceful beauty was outstanding. Monique Romano was a gentle
beauty who had managed to meet and fall in love with the strikingly
dark handsome Italian Lorenzo Romano, the sole heir to the powerful
clothing company, and have that love returned by a man who had before
now being a well-publicized playboy. The three women looked like they
had just come from the pages of a fashion magazine even though all
three were dressed in faded denims and cashmere sweaters.

“Where is the
prince and the groom-to-be?” Leesa demanded as soon as they
came up for air. 


“Off on
errands.” Debbie stared at the three women. “How long has
it been since all three of us have been in a room together?”

“Too long,”
Kelly said dryly as she linked her hand through Noelle’s arm.
It was late Friday afternoon and they had the wedding plans to take
care of in the space of less than a week but they had come prepared. 


“And we know
that you probably have in the pocket of your pants a list of things
and activities geared towards us being here, Princess, but you are
going to tear up that list and we are going to make a fresh one,”
Leesa told her with a determined smile.

“The wedding
dresses are on their way by special delivery and will be here
tomorrow as well as the other outfits ordered by your man, darling,”
Monique said in her quiet cultured voice.

“Now the only
thing we need to do at this point is go somewhere in this vast palace
right after we say hello to those adorable children of yours and open
a bottle or two of your excellent wines and gossip!” Kelly said
with relish.

*****

Both Jerrold and
Alexander came home to the sound of peals of feminine laughter that
seemed to fill every corner of palace and made the prudent decision
to avoid the room after they made it their duty to greet them.

“We will leave
you girls alone,” Alexander said as he kissed the top of his
wife’s head. They were all sprawled on the ground in her
private sitting room, even his crowned princess, and he wondered with
a rueful smile what her subjects would think if they happened to see
her.

“That’s
wise, Prince,” Leesa told him with a dismissive wave of her
hand. “Go away, boys, and leave us alone.”

Alexander led the way
to one of the game rooms and poured Jerrold a glass of well-known
scotch before pouring himself one.

“Chess?”
Prince Alexander asked as his eyes scanned the shelves stocked with
every game imaginable.

“Why not?”
Jerrold sat at one of the tables with his drink in hand. 


Alexander brought the
game over and spread it onto the table before sitting down. “Be
prepared for them to talk until the early hours of the morning. When
Debbie just got here, I was guilty that I had taken her away from all
that she holds familiar so I devised the plan to bring over the women
she had gotten close to. I think it was one of my biggest mistakes,”
he added wryly as he made his move, his dark eyes scanning the pieces
with that of an expert which he was. “I invited Leesa and Kelly
and Monique and I think Carrie as well and after my beautiful wife
sufficiently thanked me in our bedroom that was the last night I had
her alone for the entire time they were here. I was booted out of my
suite and told to go and find some ‘princely’ things to
occupy my time because they had a lot of catching up to do.”

“Let me guess,”
Jerrold said with a grin. “Those were Leesa’s words?”

“Kelly’s,”
Alexander said wryly as he maneuvered and cleverly captured Jerrold’s
queen. “They spent a week and I was chafing with impatience and
starving for attention while they were here. Leesa told me that their
husbands were starving for attention as well so why should I be any
different.”

“I don’t
mind in the least. I love that Noelle finally has female friends.”

Alexander looked at
him and raised his thick dark brows. “Just you wait, my
friend.”

*****

It took three days
for Alexander’s words to come to pass. The women were involved
in a whirl of activities during the days and after dinner they would
go and be with the children and then go off by themselves to exchange
topics of conversations, their laughter sounding all around the
palace. Jerrold would go to bed without Noelle and would only feel
her creeping in next to him in the early hours of the morning. He was
not willing to complain, but he had not made love to her in three
days and he was feeling the brunt of it! His temper was short and he
was irritable and took it out on Alexander when they were on the
road.

“Why don’t
you save the righteous indignation and frustration to be directed to
the women involved?” Alexander asked him mildly as they
alighted the vehicle as the driver opened the door for them, making
the usual bow as the prince got out. “I am suffering the same
way you are, man, but I am channeling that frustration into work and
I am looking forward to the time when I get my wife to myself and
spend the time making up for the ones I have lost. I suggest you do
the same.”

Jerrold sent him a
baleful look and did not say anything as they made their way into the
future home of the Costa Land sports complex. The ground had been
broken and the work was progressing nicely. It was slated to be ready
by August and the first match to be played was by his former team and
the team he had started working with. Aside from his sexual
frustration, everything was going according to plan!

*****

“Don’t
come in!” his fiancée’s urgent voice sounded as he
pushed the bedroom door open later that day. He had spent almost the
entire day with Alexander and they had had dinner with some
businessmen looking to invest in future ventures of Costa Land and
were now just returning home. He had expected to see the women
huddled together as they had for the past four days, but at the hour
of nine–thirty, the palace was silent as if they had all gone
to bed which was unusual. 


“Noelle, what’s
wrong?”

“I am in my
wedding dress and you are not supposed to see it until the day of the
wedding. It’s bad luck.”

“I don’t
believe in things like that.”

“I do, mister,
so please give me time to take it off.”

“Are you sure
you don’t want my help?”

“Jerrold, don’t
you dare come in this room! I am almost done and I need to put it
somewhere you cannot see it.”

“I always
thought you were a very intelligent woman,” he teased her.

“Intelligent
enough to know not to rock the boat. I am done so you may come in
now.”

He opened the door
and stopped just in the doorway as he saw what she was wearing. The
flesh-colored teddy was made of finely spun lace that outlined every
inch of her delectable body. She had started showing slightly and the
bump at her stomach had the lump in his throat hard to swallow. “It’s
a preview of the wedding night,” she told him softly. “This
you are allowed to see.”

He walked into the
room slowly, his body heating up with desire and intense passion. 


“What do you
think?” she asked him huskily.

“I think you
were worth the wait and the excruciating agony of being without you
for four very long days.”

“This is my way
of apologizing.” She wrapped her hands around his neck.

“Then in that
case, apology accepted.”





Chapter 16

“Another
high-profile wedding with a member of the Elite Club! Famous
basketball player Jerrold Littman who has been named MVP for the past
two years and who has been involved in an accident that almost cost
him use of his legs more than a month ago is today tying the knot
with African American physiotherapist Noelle Buckner who rumor has it
is also carrying their first child. The couple picked up roots and
has made their home in Costa Land, the Spanish territory that is
renowned mainly for producing award winning wines and is home to the
handsome Prince Alexander Costa and Princess Debbie who will be
taking over from the reigning King and Queen in a short while. The
wedding is to be a part of an annual spring celebration which will
culminate in the spring ball which will see thousands of rich society
people traveling to be a part of the event. Once again, we are
witnessed to members of the exclusive Elite Club and the growing
numbers of African American beauties who have captured the hearts of
these men. It begs the question: what is going on and what do they
have that makes them stand apart from other women?”

In the arbor that had
been created for just such an occasion with the vines entwined
amongst the latticework and the flower blooming profusely on either
side of the beautiful artwork, there was a sense of ethereal splendor
as birds chirped in the nearby trees and the morning sun shone down
with a brilliance that brought out the colors everywhere! The wedding
was outdoors, and they could not have asked for a better day if they
had thought to ask or maybe the bride and those who had worked
assiduously to bring this day about had done just that! The palace
was overflowing with its illustrious guests who had traveled from
several different countries to be a part of the wedding ceremony. The
grounds had been manicured and leaves scraped away leaving the miles
of luxuriant grass looking like a bed of rich green carpeting.

The groom Jerrold
Littman who was wearing dark blue pants that had been custom made for
him and a cream jacket and light blue shirt stood with his hands
folded in front of him as he looked at the rows and rows of chairs
where the guests were seated. He smiled slightly as his mother who
was sitting along with his dad in the front row beamed at him. Prince
Alexander wearing the full regalia of his country stood next to him,
a solemn expression on his handsome face. A select few reporters had
been invited for the ceremony and cameramen had been snapping
pictures since they got there, taking in the lush loveliness of the
palace and the gorgeous backdrop of the flowers everywhere. 


Both men and the
minister who would be performing the ceremony snapped to attention as
the music started indicating that the wedding party was about to make
their way along the thick red carpet that had been put there for such
a purpose. The guests rose to their feet and turned sideways to look
at the procession, murmurs of surprise coming from their lips as they
saw what was happening. Leesa, Kelly, and Monique had invited most of
the ‘wives’ and they were present. The first person to
make an appearance, wearing a gorgeous silver blue dress that swirled
around her slender frame, was Carrie, her bouquet of baby’s
breath and lilacs clasped in front of her. She was followed by Leesa
wearing a shimmering lavender pantsuit, then came Felicia wearing
fuchsia. Kelly had on a stunning teal blue dress with tiny straps,
Monique was in pale blue. Latoya, Kadine, Deandre, Aaliyah, Allison,
Imani, and Afiya were wearing turquoise. Kennedy, Terri, Harper,
Hailey, Tami, and Skylar had on burnt orange. Eva, Addison, Sasha,
Alicia, Ebboni, and Robyn were dressed in emerald green. Amber,
Stacey, Michelle, Moya, Imani, Leah, Bianca, and Brooke had on
splashes of pink green and white. Princess Debbie was the last of
them to take the walk and she was wearing her country’s colors,
a stunning red and blue dress, holding white orchids and without her
crown. She took her place among the other women and the cameras
continued to click as the cameramen tried to capture that momentous
occasion in history! Then the music changed and there was a hush over
the crowd as they waited to see the first look at the bride-to-be. At
first, they did not see anything as she was hidden by a lush rose
bush at the edge of the red carpet. Collective gasps were heard as
the bride made her way down the aisle on the arm of her father.
Noelle was wearing a gossamer champagne colored dress that seemed to
float around her slender body and managed to hide the slight bulge of
her pregnancy. The dress had a scalloped neckline which revealed the
stunning diamond necklace her husband to be had given her two nights
ago. The dress only came to her knees and had no sleeves, but that
was compensated for the long white gloves that covered most of her
arms. Her thick dark hair was brushed severely back from her face and
a wispy thin veil was floating down her back, twisted around a
wreathlike tiara that had been placed around the intricate bun at the
top of her head. Diamond drop earrings were at her lobes and her
flawlessly made up face glowed from a combination of beauty and
happiness. 


Jerrold standing
there felt his hands tighten and his mouth go dry as he looked at the
vision of unbelievable loveliness walked towards him. The carpet
stretching between them was too long, he thought, his breath catching
inside his throat as he stared at her. He had only passed a cursory
glance over the slew of women coming towards them, but he could not
manage to take his eyes off her.

He shook his head
when he realized that Alexander was saying something to him.

“What?”
he whispered.

“Go to her.”

Jerrold nodded and
did just that.

He took the hands she
reached out to him after giving her dad a brief look. “Hi.”

“Hi,” she
murmured as he squeezed her hands.

“I don’t
know if I have ever told you that you are without a doubt the most
beautiful woman I have ever seen.”

She tilted her head
to the side and thought for a moment. The minister was waiting for
them to begin and the guests were still standing, but that did not
matter to them. It was just the two of them standing there before
each other. “I really don’t think I have heard that
before.” She glanced around and then at the improvised altar
and then back at him. “There are a lot of incredibly beautiful
women here so I am not sure I could qualify as the most beautiful-”

“You are my
most beautiful, most perfect, most wonderful person,” he
interrupted her huskily. “You are the light in my otherwise
mediocre life, the hope in my heart, and the heart in everything I
do.” He swallowed. “You are the woman I have been
searching for and the only thing that matters to me. You and this
baby you are carrying.”

She went into his
arms and placed her head on his chest, closing her eyes as he wrapped
his arms around her and held her to him. “Let’s go get me
to be Mrs. Jerrold Littman.”

*****

“I am going to
ask Marjorie to marry me.” 


Noelle lifted her
head and looked at him. The wedding ceremony had been over the past
hour now and the speeches made as well as the towering pink champagne
cake cut, and the food enjoyed. She had had her first dance with her
husband to the sound of Christina Perri’s A Thousand Years to
which she had cried as she put her head on his chest. She heard the
song and listened to the words and remembered the vows they had made
to each other and she cried as she danced inside his arms and
realized that for the first time in her life, she belonged to someone
who loved her more than she could ever dream! He had not let go of
her when the song ended but had kept her in his arms to dance the
second dance with her as he murmured words of poignant love to her
and promises of the forever. She had danced with Jermaine and several
others including the husbands of the women who had taken her into
their circle and now she was dancing with her dad.

“That’s
wonderful!” She studied his craggy face. “Are you –
do you - I mean-”

“You are asking
me if I am in love with her.” He lifted his head and looked
over to where the woman stood talking with some of the older people
who had come for the wedding. Later there would be lots of dancing
and merriment at the spring ball which was being held outdoors. “I
had a love like no other with your mother and I will never be able to
have that again.” He stared down at his beautiful daughter and
smiled. “I saw you with Jerrold today and felt tears coming to
my eyes. You, my darling girl, have found something that a lot of
people never find - true love - and I am so happy for you. I love
Marjorie, she is kind and compassionate and she loves me, and we can
talk. I will never love another woman the way I loved your mother,
but she knows, and she has accepted that.”

“In that case I
am happy for you.”

*****

He helped her to take
her clothes off, his hands lingering on her skin. They had left the
spring ball way before it was finished and came back to their home
which had been cleaned and dusted and furniture bought to replace the
things they had decided not to keep. It was the first time sleeping
there in their own home as both Alexander and Debbie had insisted
that they stay at the palace until everything was ready. It had been
a very long day, but instead of feeling exhausted, Noelle felt
exhilarated! She was married! Her name was now Noelle Grace-Ann
Littman and she was wife to this handsome and wonderful man standing
in front of her. Her eyes flared as he went down on his knees before
her, his head bent as he kissed the bulge there. She was almost five
months pregnant and in another four months their baby would be born.
She slid her fingers through the thick strands of his coffee brown
hair and felt the head of her skin as he kissed her stomach through
the thin lace of her teddy. He got to his feet and stepped back to
take his clothes off. He had lifted her and carried her across the
threshold and placed her in the center of the room. She was ready and
waiting for him as soon as he finished taking off his clothes,
standing in front of him completely naked. Without a word, he lifted
her and placed her in the center of the huge bed before joining her
there. “My wife,” he whispered as his fingers wandered
over her stomach and stayed there. “My child.”

She placed her hands
over hers and kept it there for a moment before she lifted them and
cupped his face. “Do you know what I neglected to tell you?”

“How amazingly
handsome I looked in my suit?” he teased her.

“That as well,
but what I neglected to tell you, my husband, is how much I
appreciate you and what you mean to me. For a very long time, I had
this feeling of insecurity inside me that I could not get rid of. I
would look in the mirror and realize that I was not that messed up
looking high school kid who was humiliated and wanted to hide herself
into a corner and immediately after I moved away from the mirror
those same insecurities would haunt me. I felt that way and no matter
how much I told myself that I was no longer that person, it did not
make a world of difference.” Her eyes brightened with tears.
“But you changed all that. You came into my life and loved me
and kept telling me over and over how beautiful I am and made me
believe it. You gave me my self-esteem back and made me have
confidence and for that I appreciate and love you more than I can
ever tell you. You are my world, darling Jerrold, and I will never
let you forget that. That’s what I neglected to tell you.”

He blinked a few
times to get rid of the moisture in his eyes. “You have been
trying all day to make me cry to show the world that I am not as
manly as I appeared to be.” His voice was hoarse, and his hands
trembled. “My wife, I love you so much and I will always tell
you how beautiful you are because it is true.”

“Thank you. Now
can we get on with the lovemaking part of the ceremony?”

“With
pleasure.” He bent his head and took her lips with his in a
sweet soulful kiss that had her wrapping her hands around his muscled
shoulders and moving her body restlessly against his. Jerrold had
planned that their wedding night was going to be spectacular, with
wine in a bucket and a prolonged seductive foreplay, but it had gone
to hell the minute he had seen her coming towards him this morning.
When he saw her, he could think of nothing else other than getting
her beneath him and it had only increased in intensity throughout the
day until he had felt as if he was bursting! Now with her in his arms
and his mouth on hers, he could feel his body imploding with the heat
inside him. He shifted so that he was on top of her and using one had
to open her legs, he guided his swollen manhood to the tip of her,
hovering there for a moment as his lips devoured hers, causing the
tremors inside her body. She lifted her hips to meet his thrusts and
with one powerful thrust he entered her, his body shuddering as she
wrapped around him. Noelle lifted her legs and clasped them around
his waist, her fingers digging into his muscled chest as he plunged
into her, retreating and then doing it over and over again until they
were both caught up in the powerful passion that existed between
them! Jerrold released her mouth, raining frenzied kisses over her
cheeks and along her chin before going to the hollow of her throat,
his tongue tasting her skin before taking little bites that
threatened to drive her crazy! 


It was not long
before they both succumbed to the orgasm that had them reaching for
each other and calling out each other’s names, the trembling
continuing long after Jerrold had moved off her so as not to crush
her and pulled her into his arms. He stroked her back as she buried
her face in his arms, the tears spilling down her cheeks. He lifted
his head to the ceiling as he fought his own tears and tried to
recover from the enormous amount of emotions raging throughout his
body. They did not say anything for the moment, there was nothing
left to say, no words effective enough to verbalize what was going on
between them, and within minutes they had both drifted off to sleep,
his arms still around her body!

*****

“No,”
Noelle said firmly as hey sat at the breakfast table. “We are
not naming our son Jermaine.”

“Help me out
here, man.” Jerrold sent a pleading look at Alexander as the
prince sipped his coffee and stared at them in amusement. Noelle was
six months pregnant and they had discovered that they were having a
son. 


“I am staying
out of it.”

“So am I,”
Debbie said with a smile. They had invited the couple over for
breakfast and afterwards Jerrold was going off with Alexander to
several meetings. Noelle was going to accompany Debbie to make her
official rounds. It was the first Saturday in June and the summer
heat was making its presence felt.

“Nicholas
Jerrold Littman is a perfectly good name.” She held up a hand
to still his protest and pushing back her chair she got up from the
table and came around to drop a kiss on the top of his head. “The
discussion is finished, darling,” she added before sailing off
into the kitchen.

Alexander hid a smile
with his glass of orange juice as Jerrold gave him a glowering look.
“Let my husband tell you the story of the names he thought of
for our children and how that ended,” Princess Debbie said
loftily as she got up from the table and started to clear the dishes.
She, who had become used to people placing dishes before her and
hurrying to clear them away, was at this moment clearing the table
with the easy aplomb that was a part of her when she was doing her
royal duties. Alexander waited until she had gone off into the
kitchen with Noelle before he told Jerrold with a wry smile. “I
am charge of thousands of people and make decisions that affect many
lives. I can stop grown men who are in charge of fortunes themselves,
but when it comes to my wife I have to bow to her wishes.” He
sent a sardonic glance to his friend. “That, my friend, is the
power of love.”

*****

Their son was born
the fifth day of September with his anxious father hovering the
hospital room trying not to pass out as he waited for the twelve
hours of labor to end and terrified that in the process, he would
lose his wife. Reporters had been camped outside the compound of the
hospital with the palace guards that had been assigned to them making
sure that they did not venture into the hospital, especially since
the princess was in residence, waiting for the baby to be delivered.
He was born on a swelteringly hot Thursday morning in September with
a tired but ecstatic mother looking at her son in the arms of the man
she loved.

“He has your
nose and your eyes and my chin and mouth,” Jerrold murmured in
wonder.

“Isn’t it
too early to tell?” Noelle asked him indulgently. 


“Is it?”
Jerrold turned to look at Debbie who was causing a furor among the
staff members as they tried to make sure that the personal friend of
the royalties was more than comfortable and well taken care of. 


“I don’t
think so, but what I do know is that both you and the mother need to
get some rest,” she said as she looked at the nurse.

The woman nodded and
went to get the baby from Jerrold. He held him a minute longer before
handing him over and going over to his wife. 


“I will leave
you two alone,” Debbie told them with a smile. She walked out
of the room and closed he doors behind her. “See to it that
they are not disturbed,” she told the nurse.

“Of course,
your Highness.”

In the room, with his
arms around her and her head lolling back against his chest, Jerrold
stroked her back tenderly, overwhelmed with emotions. “Have I
told you how much I love you?”

“Yes, but you
know how I love validation,” she whispered.

“I love you, my
darling wife.”

“I love you
too,” she said softly. They had adjusted themselves to living
in the country and it felt so much like home to them. The sports
complex was up and running and the first two matches had already
happened with others lined up. The nursery had been decorated and
maybe several months down the road, Noelle was going to be helping
out in the hospital as well as helping Debbie with her duties. She
and her husband had been back home for two weeks after their
month-long honeymoon where they had toured Europe. Her father had
married Marjorie in July in a quiet ceremony and both of them had
come to visit twice already. They were due to come back tomorrow to
see the baby as well as Jerrold’s parents. 


The months following
their marriage had been such an experience for her as she got to know
her husband and marvel at the love that he showed her every single
time even when they had their disagreements.

She wrapped her hands
around him and closed her eyes, feeling the steady beat of his heart
and thanked God for being home!

The
end... but wait:
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A
clean quadruplet pregnancy romance by Samantha Drake of BWWM Club.

Sara
has been struggling to make ends meet and must find a second job.

On
top of that she’s just found out she’s pregnant, and her
boyfriend of three years has left her!

Despite
all this, Sara never expected that fate would send her into the arms
of a billionaire!

Aiden
is the heir of a hotel chain, who’s pressured by his father to
get married…

His
solution: to fake marriage with the fascinating and beautiful woman
he just met, Sara!

But
when she moves in with him, the lines between what is fake and what
is not begins to blur…

A
relationship that started off as a mere game might turn into
something more…

But
can Aiden accept that Sara is not having just one baby, but
quadruplets?

And
can they get past the controlling people in their lives to start
their own chapter?

Find
out in this emotional, clean romance by Samantha Drake of BWWM Club.
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A
sexy royal pregnancy and marriage romance by Monica J Charles of BWWM
Club.

Bridgette
Marshal’s passion for adventure leads her to the European
country of Eldam…

And
into the arms of the charming crowned prince!

Prince
Vincent Bellerose enjoys the money and the luxury the position brings
but despises the responsibility.

Yet
when Bridgette Marshal comes into his life, he realizes exactly what
he’s been missing out on…

The
two begin a secret and passionate romance…

But
it’s proving to be difficult to keep secrets in the castle!

And
now that she’s pregnant, things have become even more
complicated!

Is
Bridgette ready to become the mother of an heir to an entire kingdom?

Or
is she going to run off to her next adventure?

Find
out in this emotional yet sexy romance by Monica J Charles of BWWM
Club.

Suitable
for over 18s only due to sex scenes so hot, you'll want to run away
with your own crowned prince!

Want
to read more? Then click
here to get The Billionaires Nubian Queen now.
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Description:

A
sexy bodyguard romance by Stella Adeyemi of BWWM Club.

After
suffering from abuse Kimberly has not allowed any man to get close to
her.

But
that was before she met billionaire Hardy James!

It’s
practically love at first sight, but as they get closer she keeps her
secrets buried deep…

Hardy
James has been burned before.

But
when he meets the beautiful Kimberly, he can’t help but feel
the need to protect her. 


Yet
he keeps secrets of his own that he is reluctant to reveal…

Can
they heal from their past and finally open up to each other?

Or
are some secrets better left unsaid?

Find
out in this emotional yet sexy romance by Stella Adeyemi of BWWM
Club.

Suitable
for over 18s only due to smoking hot sex scenes!

Want
to read more? Then click
here to get You're My Future now.
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A
sexy con artist romance by Katie Dowe of BWWM Club.

Amani
Lincoln has made a decent living conning people out of their money.

Now
she’s finally decided to do one more job before stepping away
from her profession forever.

Her
next target: getting into bed with handsome billionaire investor Liam
Moses so she can steal his expensive art!

But
the two of them are drawn to each other in a way that takes Amani by
surprise...

And
their relationship might turn into love if she can ever settle down!

But
what will happen when Liam finds out who she really is?

Will
he accept her past, crimes and all?

Or
will he walk away from her life for good?

Find
out in this emotional yet sexy romance by Katie Dowe of BWWM Club.

Suitable
for over 18s only due to smoking hot sex scenes!

Want
to read more? Then click
here to get Liam now.
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Description:

A
sexy single parent romance by Stella Adeyemi of BWWM Club.

After
ending an emotionally abusive relationship millionaire fashion
designer Regina Rae decides to start things new in Colorado.

Little
does she know that there is someone in Colorado waiting for her!

Even
though he’s a billionaire, single father Liam Jones lives a
very simple life.

And
when the beautiful Regina moves in next door, he realizes that life
is giving him a second chance!

As
their relationship quickly blossoms into romance, so too does their
insecurities…

Can
they overcome their fears by the power of love and faith?

Or
will they both lose their second chance at love?

Find
out in this emotional yet sexy romance by Stella Adeyemi of BWWM
Club.

Suitable
for over 18s only due to shockingly hot sex scenes!

Want
to read more? Then click
here to get A New Start now.
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A
sexy romance by Stella Adeyemi of BWWM Club.

Miranda
Keaton has had her share of tragedy and heartbreak.

In
need of money and a better life, she agrees to be a surrogate in
exchange for 5 million dollars!

But
once she sets eyes on her employer, the gorgeous Xavier Hilton, she
can’t resist his pull!

CEO
billionaire Xavier decides to honor his late fiancée’s
memory by having a child via surrogate with the eggs she left frozen
for him.

But
he never expected to fall for the woman who agreed to have his baby!

The
sex is great, the companionship awesome, but two things remain in the
way of the couple’s happiness:

Xavier’s
late fiancée, and Miranda’s fear of being hurt.

With
the paparazzi making things worse and the hormones from the baby
toiling with Miranda's emotions, will these two manage to work things
out and live their happily ever after?

Find
out in this emotional yet sexy romance by Stella Adeyemi of BWWM
Club.

Suitable
for over 18s only due to sex scenes so hot, you'll want to run off
with your own billionaire CEO!

Want
to read more? Then click
here to get Every Shade Of Perfect now.
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