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Hopeless – Book Seven 


 


When
Jay Cooper has to hire a black belt instructor for his karate studio, he
doesn’t expect the most promising candidate to come with a huge chip on her
shoulder. He knows there must be a story behind those tortured brown eyes. If
only she would let him get close enough to find out why she seems to determined
to keep her past a secret. 


Victoria
Pierce grew up in the foster care system. For her, martial arts was more than a
hobby. It was her best hope of survival. She learned at an early age that the
only person she could count on was herself. She doesn’t let anyone get close
enough to hurt her, not friends, boyfriends, and definitely not her new boss.
She shuts Jay down at every opportunity, so why does he keep coming back for
more? 








 


 


 


 


 


Dedication 


 


To my grandmother, Betty 


 


Life has dealt you some
difficult blows… 


widowed at thirty-nine with
six young children to raise, 


and a diagnosis of stage three
ovarian cancer the same year. 


You are a survivor and an
inspiration to all who have been 


blessed to know you. 


I love you








 


 


 


 


Read What the Reviewers Are Saying About Nashville Nights…


 


“Shameless has wonderfully flawed
characters that have to fight to get back what they lost, but when they get it
right, it is absolutely fantastic.”


Cocktails
and Books


 


“This
series is very emotional and I can’t wait to pick up a new book after its
release.” 


Book
Travels


 


“I read
the whole series and let me tell you, I love it. I read all four books in two
days. I couldn’t put them down.”


My
Eclectic Bookshelf


 


“Shameless is a sensual story
packed full of passion, temptation, and forbidden love.”


For the
Love of Reading


 


“Shameless drew me in heart and
soul from the very first page to the satisfying conclusion after the final page
was turned. Those wanting an emotional roller coaster ride, climb on board and
add this one to your bookshelf.”


Wow from
the Scarf Princess Blog


 


“There
were times throughout Shameless where I was actually overcome with emotion. It made me cry
and smile, and sometimes gasp or laugh out loud; a piece of art that couldn’t
have come at a better time. Simply a must read. I give this book a solid five
stars!”


Read2Review


 


“The flow
of this story (Fearless)
was perfect. I cannot wait for the 3rd installment.”


Insightful
Minds Reviews


 


“I really
adore all of the characters in this series.”


Autumn
Review
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Jay Cooper leaned back in his swivel chair
and scraped his hands over his face. He was exhausted physically, mentally, and
emotionally. He was on the verge of opening his fourth karate studio and
desperate to find a suitable manager. 


Karen, his administrative assistant, poked
her head in the door. “Just one more interview today, boss.”


He closed his eyes on a groan. “Do I have
to?” 


She smiled. “I think you’ll want to see
this one. She’s a second degree black belt…” 


Jay knew Karen well enough to know there
was more to come. She was an invaluable part of his team, but if there was one
thing he would change about her, it was her propensity to tell never-ending
stories. “And?” 


She scanned the paper she was holding. “She
majored in business, minored in marketing, volunteers in her spare time…” 


He reached across the desk to take the paper
she offered. Karen and one of his managers, Linda, had reviewed the resumes and
arranged the interviews. Normally, Jay would only conduct second interviews,
but since this was a managerial position, he wanted to make sure he was
choosing the right candidate for the job. 


“Hmmm, this does look promising.” He
glanced at his Tag watch. “Is she here yet?” 


Karen grinned. “She was five minutes early.
Oh, and boss, I should warn you, she’s gorgeous.”


He raised an eyebrow. “You know I’m not in
the market for a girlfriend.”  


She rolled her eyes. “It’s been months
since that bit—” She smiled sweetly. “Since she dumped you. It’s time to get on
with your life already.” 


Jay nurtured a friendly, open environment
in his studios, which often meant his employees felt comfortable crossing the
line, like now. “Even if I was interested in gettin’ involved again, and I’m
not, mixin’ business and pleasure is a bad idea.” 


“Oh please, this woman would be perfect for
you. You share a passion for karate; she obviously has a good head for
business…” 


Jay smirked. “Is that why attractive,
single women have been paradin’ through my office all day applyin’ for this
position?” 


She crossed her arms and frowned. “Linda
and I thought it would be good for you to start dating again. You’re a great
guy, Jay. Just ‘cause that little—”


Jay held his hand up. He already knew how
his employees, friends, and family felt about Lily. Unfortunately, it took him
a year to admit they were right. “I don’t want to hear it.” He sighed. “Listen,
I’ve been datin’. I just don’t have the time for anything serious right now.
I’m overseeing construction on the new studio, takin’ over classes for James
while he’s on his honeymoon, and tryin’ to ensure the other studios are running
smoothly. It’s killin’ me.” 


“That’s why you need a new manager, like,
yesterday. I’m telling you, I think this girl would be perfect.” 


He was tired of arguing. He just wanted to
get this over with so his assistant would get off his back already. “Okay, send
her in.”


Jay decided to check his email while he
waited for Karen to usher the young woman into his office. He didn’t bother to
look up from his computer screen when he heard her take the seat across from
him. “Just give me a sec. I’ll be right with you.” 


“No problem, take your time.” 


Her voice was sexy and raspy, prompting him
to look up in the midst of opening an important attachment he’d been waiting on
all day. “Uh, I…” He never got nervous. In fact, his friends claimed he was the
epitome of self-assurance, but the stunning beauty seated across from him made
him feel like a bumbling idiot. “Hi.” 


She smiled as she reached across the desk
to offer her hand. “Hi, I’m Victoria Pierce. I attended one of your seminars at
the conference in Cincinnati last year. You were great.” 


He barely remembered the conference she was
referring to as he clasped her hand, holding her captive a little longer than
appropriate. Hell, staring into this woman’s jade green eyes, he’d be
hard-pressed to remember his own name, much less social protocol, or a
conference that happened months ago. “Thanks, I’m glad you enjoyed it.” 


“I’m always eager to learn more… especially
from someone like you.” 


He tipped his chair back and stared into
her eyes. He tried to call on the powerful mantra that dictated every aspect of
his life: focus your eyes… focus your body… focus your mind.  But it was
pointless. Instead of concentrating on the task at hand, finding a manager, his
wayward thoughts kept drifting to the silky slide of her long, dark hair
teasing her shoulders or the muscular, sun-kissed thighs peeking out beneath
the full skirt of her black, belted dress.  


When she shifted in her seat, he realized
his obvious perusal of her assets must be making her uncomfortable. He chuckled,
trying the ease the tension. “I’m sorry. I guess my mind was wanderin’ there
for a minute.” If she knew where it had taken him, she’d likely reach across
the desk and slap him upside the head. 


She cleared her throat. “As I was saying, I
know you’re one of the best martial artists in the state, Mr. Cooper. It’s no
secret you and your team routinely place first in all of the big international competitions.
I want to be part of that, if you think I might be a good fit.” 


He closed his eyes when he thought about
how well her body would fit his. Even beneath the flowing fabric of her pleated
skirt, he could tell she, like most of the martial artists he knew, was serious
about treating her body like a temple. She was toned, tanned, and… stunning.  She
didn’t wear much make-up, and her nails were short and free of polish, her hair
color obviously wasn’t altered, yet even without the enhancements most of the
women he dated seemed to favor, she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever laid
eyes on. The kind of beauty few women were lucky enough to be born with, beauty
that defied the passing of time.   


“I’m sorry. I seem to be havin’ a little
trouble focusin’ right now, Ms. Pierce. I’ve been tied up in meetings and
interviews all day. I think I just need to stretch and get a glass of water
before we continue. Can I get you anything?” 


She licked her lips before nodding her
head. “No, sir, I’m fine, thank you.” 


The word was commonplace in most karate
studios. All of his students and instructors called him sir, yet it
sounded foreign on her lips. He didn’t want to stand on ceremony with her; he
wanted to get to know her… intimately. “Please, call me Jay.” 


She looked taken aback by the invitation.
Most Grand Masters preferred the formal title to their first name, especially
inside the studio. “I’m not sure—”


He held his hand up to silence her protest.
“Please, I wouldn’t have invited you to use my first name unless I wanted you
to.” Truthfully, he couldn’t wait to hear his name falling from her full,
glossy lips. 


She smiled. “Fine… Jay.” 


He gripped the armrests of his chair as he
leaned forward. Never in his life had he had this kind of physical reaction to
a woman. It was taking everything in him not to reach out and touch her again. “Okay,
I’ll be right back.” 


Jay cursed all the way down the hall to the
water cooler. He did not have time for this right now. He was supposed to be
expanding his business and building his team, not thinking about having those
long, silky legs wrapped around his waist. 


Karen looked up from her desk and smiled as
he walked past her door. “So, was I right about her? Is she great or what?” 


He scowled as he walked into her office and
closed the door. “Does she have a boyfriend… husband?” He didn’t know why the
thought of her going home to another man made his gut clench, but it did. He
wanted Karen to tell him she was available more than he’d wanted anything in a
long, long time. 


Tongue in cheek, she pretended to focus on
her computer screen. “Nope, she’s definitely single.” 


“How do you know for sure?” 


“I was complaining to her about Brad and
she said that’s why she’s still single, men are too much trouble.” She laughed.
“I can’t argue with her there.” 


Jay knew he should lecture his assistant
about discussing her personal life with potential employees, but he was just so
relieved to know Victoria was available, he decided to let it pass. “Good to
know.” He reached for the door handle. 


“Does that mean you’re gonna hire her?” 


“I don’t even know if she’s qualified yet.
I’ve barely been able to string two words together since she walked into my
office.” 


Karen giggled. “I knew it. I just knew she
was gonna be perfect for you.” 


“Who the hell said anything about her bein’
perfect for me?” 


“Oh please, I haven’t seen you this
affected by a woman since…” She pressed a lacquered fingernail to her lips.
“Hell, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you like this.” 


“You don’t know what you’re talkin’ about.
You haven’t even seen us together.” Jay wanted to deny it, but his gut told him
his friend was right. There was something different about this woman, starting
with the way she made him feel. 


“You can deny it all you want, but I’ve
known you a long time, Jay. You’re always so composed, and I can tell just by
lookin’ at you that you’re rattled.” 


He couldn’t deny she was right. “I’m just tired,
stressed out…” 


She winked. “I know a great stress
reliever.” 


The thought of taking Victoria to his place
to test that theory shouldn’t be so damn appealing. “I gotta get back in
there.”  He clenched his jaw. “Let’s hope I don’t make a complete fool of
myself this time.” 


 


 


Victoria thought about running down the
hall and out the door before Jay could come back. She knew this was a bad idea.
Jay Cooper was every woman’s flesh and blood fantasy. He was tall and muscular with
cropped black hair, clear blue eyes, and inked biceps. The stubble on his jaw
seemed to be his trademark. What she hadn’t counted on was his charisma. She’d
sensed it when she was one of a hundred people mesmerized by his performance,
but she’d fooled herself into believing he couldn’t possibly be as compelling
face-to-face. Evidently, she’d been wrong. 


She sat up straighter when she heard the
soft click of the door closing behind him. 


“Sorry about that, Victoria.”


The mere sound of him uttering her name
shouldn’t feel like a lover’s caress skimming her skin, but it did. She pasted
a smile on her face and prayed he couldn’t tell how much it was costing her to
hold it together in his presence. She needed this job, and despite her
attraction to him, she wanted this job. 


“No problem.”


He eased into the leather chair behind his
desk and scanned the piece of paper bearing her name. “So, it says here you’ve
been studyin’ karate for ten years?”


“Yes, sir.” She smiled when he raised an
eyebrow. “With the exception of a brief hiatus seven years ago.” She prayed he
wouldn’t question her about the leave. She hated lying, but there was no way
she was willing to share details of her past with a perfect stranger, no matter
how enticing he may be. 


“You studied with Carl Moore before he
retired? He and my father go way back. He’s a good man.”


She owed Carl Moore for saving her life.
Unfortunately, she didn’t have the same allegiance to the man who bought Carl’s
studio when he retired last month. He’d been a merciless thorn in her side for
thirty days and thirty nights, flirting with her at every opportunity, but
never crossing any lines that would give her the ammunition to put him in his
place. 


“I think my dad mentioned Carl retired
recently.”


“He did.”


“Mind if I ask why you’re ready to make a
change now?”


She could give him the politically correct
response about looking for new opportunities or she could tell him the truth.
Jay seemed like a man who would appreciate honesty. “My new boss has made no
secret of the fact he wants to sleep with me.” 


Jay let the paper flutter to his desk as he
clenched his fist. “Really?” 


Victoria flushed when she realized what
she’d said. There was honesty, but what she’d said crossed the line. She was on
a job interview, not out on a date with the man. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have
said-” 


He scowled. “Was it true?” 


“Of course, but—”


“Then you should have said it.” 


She had to admire the fact he was a man who
didn’t pull his punches. “Perhaps you could tell me a little bit more about the
position…if I’m still a candidate.” 


“Why wouldn’t you be?” 


She’d never been so confused or uncertain
in her life. Ever since she stepped foot in his office, she felt unbalanced, as
though her world was shifting and she was being upended. “The ad said this was
a managerial position?” 


“Yeah, I’m openin’ a new studio, and I need
a manager. The position would require you to supervise the instructors, prepare
schedules, maintain client records, oversee the students’ progress, implement
my marketing plan, and of course, manage the day-to-day operations of the
studio. The first priority will be buildin’ membership, so I’ll be there a lot
in the first few months to make sure you’re meeting your targets.” He grinned.
“After that, I wouldn’t be breathin’ down your neck quite as much.” 


There was no way a quick flash of straight,
white teeth and shallow dimples should be arousing, but it was. God, this man
was sexy, but she would have to come to terms with his appeal if he offered her
the job.


The position he described was everything
she wanted. Higher pay, more responsibility, and the ability to merge her
passion for martial arts, business, and marketing to build a successful
business from the ground up using Jay’s proven business model and the power of
his reputation as one of the most well-respected martial artists in the state.


“On paper, you seem the perfect candidate,
Victoria.” 


She knew there was a “but” coming. She
should have been grateful, now she wouldn’t have to fight her attraction to
this man day in and day out, but the perks made it difficult to pretend she
wasn’t disappointed. “If you’re concerned since I’ve never managed a studio
before…” 


“No, you have the business and marketing
experience I’m lookin’ for. You’ve been workin’ part-time as an instructor for
six years…” 


She held her breath. “But?” 


“I’d need to see you in action before I
decide whether we’re a good fit.” He looked up and their eyes locked for a
long, lingering minute. “What I mean is, I’d want to see you lead a class. I
need to know you’re comfortable with the students.” 


When she thought of him seeing her in
action, her mind shouldn’t have drifted from her horse stance to an image of
her astride his powerful body, proving to him firsthand what she was capable
of. 


He leaned in closer and his eyes fell to
her heaving chest when he whispered, “Tell me what you’re thinking.” 


“Jay…” His name was a plea and a prayer on
her lips. She almost hoped he would tell her to go home because she wasn’t the
person he was looking for. For the first time, her gaze drifted to his left
hand, praying she’d see a gold band marking him ‘off limits,’ but his hand was
bare. 


He closed his eyes and tipped his head
back, drawing a deep breath. “What the hell is wrong with me today?” 


Whatever it was, she’d obviously been
infected as well. “Maybe we should meet again, to discuss this, when you’re
feeling up to it?” When I’m not thinking about leaning in and begging you…


“No.” He scraped his hands over his face.
“Let’s just do this now, if that’s okay with you?” 


What choice did she have? It’s not like
there was a multitude of martial arts studios looking to hire a manager, and if
she stayed where she was, she had no doubt she’d been putting her skills to
good use fighting off her new boss. Her instincts told her Jay would never
cross any lines or take more than she was willing to give, which made him a
safer bet, she hoped. 


 “Of course, if you’re sure?” 


He chuckled. “I’m not sure of anything
right now. But I still have a business to run, so let’s get to it, shall we?” 
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Jay watched Victoria lead the green belt
class. Her confidence and grace were making him crazy. He’d tried to rein in
his reaction at least a dozen times. He lectured himself about paying attention
to her form, her interaction with her students, but he couldn’t take his eyes
off the curves concealed beneath her shapeless uniform. 


He wasn’t surprised by his attraction to
her. He loved strong, powerful women, and she possessed those attributes in
spades. She commanded respect from her students, but she was also approachable
and genuine in her desire to see her students succeed under her tutelage. 


Jay understood her passion. He’d been
studying martial arts since he was five years old, and nothing made him feel
the way he felt when he was able to don his uniform and demonstrate his passion
to students who were anxious to learn.  


Karen sat down beside him. “Hey there.” 


Jay’s gaze drifted to the dozens of parents
scattered in the chairs outlining the perimeter of the room. He’d been so engrossed
watching Victoria, he’d barely noticed they were there. “I thought you and Brad
were goin’ to the movies after work?” 


Brad and Karen were former students of his,
though they were only a year or two younger than him. Brad managed Jay’s first
studio, the studio his father, Josh, had opened when Jay was a teenager. 


She rolled her eyes. “He’s still back there
helping Beth with her form.” 


Jay grinned. “He’s just doin’ his job,
darlin’. You know he’s not interested in her.” 


“Whatever.” She pretended to study her
manicure. “I’m thinking it might be time for me to start playing the field
anyway, so if he wants her, let him have her.” 


Jay knew Brad was planning to propose to
Karen in a few weeks, on their two year anniversary. He sure hoped Karen
wouldn’t allow her petty jealousy to wreak havoc with the best thing that had
ever happened to either of them. Seeing his two friends fall in love had given
Jay hope there just might be someone out there for him, someone who would look
at him the way Karen looked at Brad when she thought no one was looking. “You
know you love him, and he loves you. Don’t do anything you’ll regret
later."  


“I don’t want to talk about him.” She
pointed at Victoria. “I want to talk about her. She’s something else, isn’t
she?” 


The words Jay would use to describe her
hardly seemed appropriate, given the circumstances, so he tried for
professionalism instead. “I’d like to see her black belt form, just to make
sure she’s got the bases covered. When the kids take a break, I might get Brad
to take over this class, so I can get her to work with Beth in the back.” 


Karen touched his arm. “You don’t have to.”



He chuckled. “I’m not doin’ it for your
benefit, honey.” He had no doubt Victoria’s black belt form would be flawless,
but he hated to see his friend looking so miserable. “I need to make sure she’s
the one.” 


Karen looked up at him, looking serious.
“Trust me; she’s the one. You could meet a thousand women and never find
another one like her.” 


His gut clenched at her warning. Karen was intuitive.
She had killer instincts about people. In fact, when he was questioning his own
judgement, she was the one he sought out to set him straight. “You really feel
that strongly about her, huh?” 


“I’m as sure about this as I was about Lily
bein’ all wrong for you.” 


He’d gathered some friends at Jimmy’s so he
could introduce Lily to his core group a few weeks after they started dating,
and Karen pulled him aside before the night was over to tell him not to waste
his time with her. If he’d heeded her warning, he wouldn’t have spent a year of
his life with the wrong woman. “I said it before: I’m lookin’ for a manager,
not a girlfriend. So don’t even think about tryin’ to play matchmaker.” 


One of the single mothers seated across the
room looked up from her magazine and smiled when she caught his eye. That was
another one of his rules. He didn’t date the parents of his students. He didn’t
date his adult students.  And he sure as hell didn’t date his employees. Ever. 



Karen sighed as she watched Victoria. “I
can’t believe you’re bein’ so stubborn about this. When I saw her walk through
the door, I damn near peed my pants.” 


Jay laughed and another young, attractive
single mom spared him an appreciative glance from beneath her eBook reader. “Oh
yeah? Why?” 


“They all looked good on paper, but what
were the odds one of them would be so beautiful?” 


“Millions to one,” he muttered. In thirty
years, he’d never met a woman who looked like that. 


Karen elbowed him in the ribs. “Then you
admit you’re interested.” 


“Any guy with a pulse would have to admit
she’s a gorgeous woman, but I’m not interested in crossin’ any lines with her.”



Karen folded her arms and scowled. “You and
your damn rules. When are you gonna cut loose and have a little fun?” 


“I have plenty of fun. I date at least once
or twice a week. I shoot pool or watch a game with the boys at Jimmy’s a couple
of nights a week...” 


“You’re just goin’ through the motions and
you know it.” She looked up at him. “When was the last time you were in love? I
mean gut-wrenching, can’t live without her, gotta see her every day or I’ll die
love?” 


His college girlfriend, Stacy, but he sure
as hell wouldn’t admit it aloud. “You know I don’t have time for a relationship
right now. Someday, maybe…” 


She touched his forearm, prompting him to
look at her. “What if it never happens? What if you spend your whole life buildin’
a successful business, earnin’ the respect of the martial arts community, and
you never find anyone to share your success with?” 


He tried to laugh it off, but the sound
died in his throat. He couldn’t make light of Karen’s concern, not when the
same thought had crossed his mind more than once. “If it’s meant to be, it
will.” He shrugged, wishing he could suppress the fear in his voice. “If it’s
not, it won’t.” 


“Hey, don’t you want what your dad and Lexi
have, or how about your mom and Derek? Theirs is the kind of love that lasts
forever.” 


She was right, he had great examples of
love all around him, yet he couldn’t seem to find the right woman for himself.
He supposed it would help if he was actively looking. 


“You don’t want to end up like your
bonehead brother, do you? A different woman every night, and not a brain cell
between them.” 


Jay chuckled. “I’m not worried about endin’
up like him.”


His twin brother, Mike, claimed he was
playing the field. He said he didn’t have the time or patience for a serious
relationship, so why should he waste time with women who would expect more than
he could deliver? Jay couldn’t argue with his logic, but it seemed so pointless,
falling into bed with one woman after another just to take the edge off. Jay
was definitely more selective than his brother. He preferred to be in a
committed relationship. It just seemed the women he set his sights on were all
wrong for him. 


“You know what your problem is, don’t you?”



“No, but I’m sure you’re gonna tell me.” 


“You’re purposely choosin’ the wrong women
because you’re afraid of making a commitment.” 


He folded his arms over his chest.
“Bullshit. I’ve had plenty of long-term girlfriends.” 


“Yeah, but you knew you’d never marry them,
so there was no risk. You could waste a year or two, get everyone off your back,
and have regular sex without the risk of getting hurt when the relationship
eventually ended.”


He couldn’t deny her claim, but he wouldn’t
give her the satisfaction of acknowledging her statement either, especially
when the smug smile on her face told him she already knew she was right. 


“Man, that chick in college really did a
number on you. What was her name again?” 


“Stacy.” The mention of her name shouldn’t
still hurt after ten plus years, but he assumed the old saying was true; the
first cut really was the deepest. 


“Right. I can’t believe you caught her in
bed with some other dude. Ouch.” 


Jay hadn’t allowed himself to think about
that night in a long, long time. He knew Stacy was the reason he still had
trust issues with women. He wouldn’t allow himself to fall for a woman who
could break his heart like she did again. If his relationships were all
superficial, with both parties knowing they’d eventually run their course, no
one would get hurt. “It looks like the kids are gettin’ ready to take a break.
Do me a favor; go see what the lady at the front desk wants.” 


“Will do, boss.” 


 


 


Victoria was wiping the sweat off her forehead
when Jay approached. “Is there a problem?” 


He grinned. “No, you were great out there.
I’d like to have someone else take over this class, though. There’s an advanced
brown belt in the back I’d like you to work with for a bit. We have a grading
comin’ up at the end of the month, and I think she can be ready.” 


“Sure.” 


She fell into step beside him, trying to
ignore the fact he towered over her. Victoria was tall for a woman, and she’d
never felt particularly feminine, but something about this man made her feel
delicate, which was ridiculous, since she could take down most men. Most men…
but not this one. Few martial artists were as skilled as Jay, and if there was
one thing she admired in a man, it was dedication and commitment. 


“Brad,” Jay said to the man watching the
reflection of the woman facing the wall-to-wall mirrors. “I’d like you to meet
Victoria. I’m considering her for the management position at the new studio.” 


Brad turned to face her and they both
appeared momentarily stunned. “Oh my God, Vicki?” He pulled her into a hug
before swinging her around in a low circle. “I can’t believe it’s really you.” 


Jay scowled as he took a step back to avoid
being hit by flying feet. “You two obviously know each other.” 


Victoria laughed when Brad placed a noisy
kiss on her cheek. “Yeah, we went to high school together.” 


“Man, it seems like a lifetime ago, doesn’t
it, Vic?” Brad set her down, but continued to hold her hands in his. “Would you
believe this little lady was my date to the senior prom? Hey, remember when—”


Jay cleared his throat. “I hate to
interrupt your little reunion, but you have a roomful of students waitin’ on
you, Easton.” 


Victoria heard the edge in Jay’s voice.
Apparently, the boss didn’t appreciate his employees fraternizing on his watch.



Brad didn’t seem ready to heed the warning.
“Hey, I’ve got an idea. Why don’t we all go out for a drink after work? I’d
love to catch up.” 


“Um, I’m not sure.” Victoria glanced at
Jay, who seemed ready to explode at the slightest provocation. “Can I let you
know later?” 


“Come on, it’ll be fun. I know my
girlfriend, Karen, would love to get to know you better.” He looked over at
Jay. “You wanna come, boss?” 


Jay’s gaze lingered on Victoria. “I’m game,
if you are.” 


Victoria didn’t know how to respond. She
didn’t even know if she had the job yet, and she didn’t want him to feel
obligated to hire her because of her friendship with Brad. “You don’t have to
come. I mean, if you’re too busy…” 


Jay smirked. “Is that your not-so-subtle
way of tellin’ me you’d rather I take a pass?” 


“No, God, no.” What was wrong with her? She
was offending the man who may be her new boss in his own studio. “I’m sorry; I
just didn’t want you to feel obligated to join us. I’m sure you have better
things to do.” 


“Nothin’ comes to mind.” 


Brad leaned into kiss her cheek once more.
“Good, it’s settled then. Jimmy’s it is.” 


She scrambled, trying to come up with a
viable excuse. It’s not that she didn’t want to catch up with her old friend,
but she didn’t trust herself to string two words together with Jay breathing
down her neck all night. “But I don’t have anything to wear. I wore a dress
here. I just borrowed this uniform from Jay.” 


Brad grinned at Jay. “You borrowed it from Jay,
huh? It’s been so long since I’ve heard anyone use your name inside this studio,
I almost forgot what it was.” 


Victoria felt the heat infusing her cheeks.
When Jay asked her to call him by name in his office, she should have
understood the invitation didn’t extend to the studio. The Grand Master deserved
respect, and she’d clearly over-stepped her bounds. “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t
mean—”


Jay held up his hand to silence her as he
glared at Brad. “Get out there and finish up the class. We’ll talk about this
later.” He turned toward the student watching the scene play out with obvious
interest. “Sorry, Beth.” 


Beth smiled as her eyes zeroed in on his
full lips. “No problem, sir. I didn’t mind waiting. Are you going to be helping
me with my form tonight?” 


Victoria barely suppressed the urge to roll
her eyes. Could the woman be any more obvious? 


“No.” He gestured toward Victoria.
“Victoria, I’d like you to meet one of my most promising students…” He winked
at Beth, and she practically melted into a hot, gooey mess at his feet. “Beth
Smith.” 


Victoria plastered on her best fake smile
and stepped forward to offer the woman her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,
Beth.” 


The woman barely spared her a glance. Of
course, how could she, when all of her attention was fixed on Jay? 


“I’m just gonna stand back and observe
tonight. Victoria, I really want you to put Beth through her paces. I want her
to be ready for this belt grading on Friday.” 


“I’ve been practicing just like you said,
sir. Two hours every day.” She licked her lips. “And I’m getting real good at
holding my horse stance.” She took a fraction of a step toward him. “I bet I
could last a whole hour.” 


Victoria knew holding the stance was one of
the requirements at the black belt grading, but she had a feeling Beth was
implying she had stamina in other areas as well. Victoria waited to see a
flicker of arousal in Jay’s eyes when he looked at the well-endowed redhead.
She was actually hoping to see it. It would make it so much easier if she could
write him off as a womanizer, but he didn’t show even the slightest hint of
interest. Damn him.   


“Good to hear.” He gestured toward the
chair behind them. “You ladies just do your thing. Pretend I’m not even here.” 


Like that was possible. The man filled
every room he was in. Even when she’d been trying to give everything she had to
her students in the other room, he kept sneaking into her peripheral vision,
distracting her from her mission. 


It took everything in Victoria not to
bellow in frustration when the woman’s eyes continued to drift to Jay’s in the
mirror. “Courtesy bow,” Victoria said sharply. She began to recite the creed,
waiting patiently for Beth to join in. 


“Nice job, ladies,” Jay said, when they
were finished. “A couple more sessions and I think you’ll be all set, Beth.” 


Beth turned to Jay, beaming so brightly,
Victoria had the urge to protect her eyes from the blinding light. She didn’t
know if Jay would appreciate her dry sense of humor, especially at the expense
of one of his favorite students, so she barely acknowledged either of them as
she made her way back to the dressing room. 


“Probably won’t even notice I’m gone,” she
muttered, as she stripped off the borrowed uniform and stepped into the small
shower stall. She knew it shouldn’t bother her to see a woman openly flirting
with Jay. He wasn’t her friend or her boyfriend; hell, he wasn’t even her boss
yet. 


Victoria let the hot water pound her skin
as she considered whether she could work with someone that attractive. She
wasn’t a saint. She dated, had regular sex, even a casual boyfriend now and
then, but she didn’t get serious. Ever. She’d learned early on the only person
she could count on was herself. 


She stepped out of the shower and quickly
dried off before reaching for the hair dryer affixed to the wall next to a row
of mirrors. 


She had to admit, his studio was very nice,
much nicer than the one Carl just sold to the letch. It looked newly renovated,
and if his new project was half as nice, it would be a pleasure to call it her
home away from home. Assuming, of course, he still wanted her… to work for him.



The woman she’d met in the lobby earlier
stepped into the dressing room, startling Victoria. She pressed a hand to her
chest to still her pounding heart. 


Karen grinned. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to
scare you.” 


“I guess I’m just a bit on edge. It’s been
one of those days.” 


“I know what you mean.” Karen propped her
hip against the wall and folded her arms. “So my boyfriend tells me you two
went to high school together.” 


Victoria knew that tone of voice; she’d
heard it too many times when an insecure girlfriend or wife assumed she was
making a play for their man. “Yeah, he’s a great guy. You’re a lucky lady.”  


“I guess.” 


“Is there something wrong?” Victoria would
rather not have a personal conversation with a virtual stranger while wearing a
towel, but she didn’t see a way to politely extricate herself from the
situation without offending Karen. 


She wrinkled her nose as though she’d
whiffed a foul odor. “I guess you met Beth, huh?” 


Victoria grinned. It was nice to know she
wasn’t the only one who disliked the voluptuous redhead. “I sure did. I take it
you don’t like her very much?” 


“The way she flaunts her body and flirts
with…” She flushed. “Never mind, you don’t need to hear my problems.” 


“Vent away. It’ll take my mind off my own
problems for a while.” Victoria wasn’t one to dwell on the negative, but in her
life, it was usually tough to ignore. If she didn’t have bad luck, she wouldn’t
have any luck at all. 


“Brad said he invited you to Jimmy’s. Are
you gonna come?” 


“If you wouldn’t mind?” 


Karen smiled. “Not at all. In fact, I’d
love to get to know you better.” 


It had been a long time since Victoria had
made a new friend, too long. “Great. Give me fifteen minutes and I’ll meet you
guys out front, okay?” 


“Sounds good.” 
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The foursome was piling into a booth when
Karen said, “Uh-oh, here comes trouble.” 


Jay glanced up just in time to see his
brother, Mike, heading toward them. If he didn’t miss his guess, Mike would be
coming on to Victoria inside a minute. 


“Hey, y’all. How’s it goin’?” Mike asked.


Just as Jay suspected. Mike may have
included the group in his greeting, but he zeroed in on Victoria as though she
was the only one seated at the table. 


“What do you want?” Jay asked. He winced
when Victoria looked up at him like she thought he checked his manners at the
door. “Victoria, this is my brother, Mike.”  


She smiled when Mike pressed a kiss to the
back of her hand. “Gee, I never would have guessed you two were brothers.” 


Karen laughed. “They’re not identical
twins, but you’d have to be blind not to notice the resemblance, right?” 


As far as Jay was concerned, the
resemblance ended with the reflection in the mirror. He loved his brother. They
were close, but in terms of their personality, they couldn’t be more different.
Jay was calm and quiet, whereas Mike could be rude and obnoxious when provoked.
Both men were workaholics, but Mike liked to relieve stress by knocking back shots
and bedding women, whereas Jay preferred to unleash his stress on one of the
heavy bags in the studio. 


Mike grinned at Victoria as he inclined his
head toward his brother. “Please tell me you’re not seein’ this guy.” 


“No, I just applied for a job at his
studio.” She smiled, disarming both brothers at the same time. “Turns out Brad
and I went to high school together. Small world, isn’t it?” 


“Yeah. Hey, listen,” Mike said, pointing
toward the band crowding the small stage. “They’re playin’ my favorite song.
You wanna dance, darlin’?” 


“Um sure, why not?” 


Jay could think of a dozen reasons why
letting Victoria dance with his brother was just about the worst idea he’d ever
heard, but since no one was asking his opinion, he had no choice but to watch
her take his brother’s hand. 


Karen reached across the table to smack Jay
upside the head as soon as the couple was out of earshot. 


“Ow,” Jay said, rubbing the side of his
head. “What the hell was that for?” 


“Just trying to knock some sense into you,
dumbass. Why the hell did you let her dance with your brother? You know him.
He’ll have her flat on her back within the hour.” 


The thought of Victoria sleeping with his brother
stirred a vicious rage like he’d never felt before. He wasn’t the jealous type,
and Lord knew he had no claim on the woman in his brother’s arms, but he felt
his gut clench as he watched Mike’s hands drift to the swell of her bottom. 


“You got a thing for Vicki, boss?” Brad
asked. 


“No!”


“Don’t listen to him,” Karen said, rolling
her eyes. “He’s been drooling over her ever since she walked into his office.” 


“Tread lightly with her, Jay. Seriously,
she spooks easily.” 


Jay tore his attention away from his
brother long enough to focus on his friend. “What do you mean?” 


“I don’t know a lot of the details, but I
know she had it rough growin’ up. All the guys back in high school tried and
struck out with her.” 


Jay was happy to hear she wasn’t
promiscuous. It diminished his brother’s chances of leaving here with her
tonight ten-fold. “Yeah, well, high school was a long time ago. People change,
right?”


“Sure, but I just wouldn’t want you to get
your hopes up, ya know? I mean, you gotta ask yourself, how is a girl who looks
like her still single?” 


His friend had a point. In Jay’s
experience, the gorgeous women were either married, engaged, or digging for
gold. “It’s a moot point. I’m not interested in a hook-up.” 


Karen nudged his forearm. “Who the hell’s
talking about a hook-up? I’m talking about a real relationship. You know, a commitment
with a woman who may actually be around to help you celebrate your next
birthday.”


Before Jay could respond, the owner of
Jimmy’s bar, and his old friend, J.T. McCall, approached their table. 


“Hey, man, long time no see. How’s it
goin’?” J.T. asked, offering his hand. 


“Good. Hey, I saw your beautiful wife on TV
the other day. Was it just me, or did I see a baby bump?” 


J.T.’s face lit up. “Yeah, can you believe
it? I’m gonna be a daddy in six short months.” 


“Man, that’s great,” Jay said, shaking his
friend’s hand again.


J.T. was married to country singer Nikki
Spencer, and Jay knew her demanding career made it difficult for the couple to
plan for the family they both wanted. 


“You guys must be thrilled.” 


“I can’t even tell you,” J.T. said as he
tipped his cowboy hat back on his head. “I feel like I’ve been waitin’ for this
forever.” 


“Nikki must be stoked too, huh?” 


J.T. rolled his eyes. “This just gives her
another excuse to shop. She’s already started loadin’ up the spare bedroom with
baby clothes and we don’t even know if we’re havin’ a boy or a girl yet.” 


Jay chuckled. “Lemme guess, she’s buyin’
one of each, just to be safe, right?” 


J.T. pointed at him and laughed. “How’d you
know?” 


“Hey, it don’t matter, man. As long as
she’s happy, right?” 


J.T winked. “You know there’s nothin’ more
important to me than keepin’ my woman happy.” 


Karen sighed dramatically. “A sexy,
romantic cowboy…” She propped her chin in her hand as she stared up at J.T.
“You do know you’re every woman’s fantasy, don’t you?”


 Brad scowled. “Get outta here, man. You’re
makin’ the rest of us look bad.” 


J.T. laughed. “Sorry, I’ll try and rein it
in next time.” He glanced at the dance floor. “Holy hell, who’s the hottie your
brother’s dancin’ with?” 


Jay growled. “Don’t ask.” 


“Do I sense a little brotherly rivalry?”
J.T. smirked. “Since you’re sittin’ here and he’s out there with her, I’m gonna
put my money on him.” 


“Save your money. She’s my employee, and I
don’t date my employees.” 


“I guess you’re gonna let Mike have her
then, huh?” J.T. asked. 


“Hell no,” Jay said, getting to his feet
and pushing J.T. aside. “I wouldn’t set him loose on my worst enemy.” 


 


 


Jay tapped his brother on the back. “Step
aside, Romeo. I’m cuttin’ in.” 


Mike groaned. “Do you have to?” 


“Yeah, now get lost.” 


Victoria smiled as she slipped into Jay’s
arms. Mike and his brother were equally good-looking, but there was something
different about Jay. She felt it in the way he held her, the way he touched
her. 


“Was he givin’ you a hard time?” Jay asked
as he brushed his lips against her hair.


Victoria barely resisted the urge to purr
like a contented kitten as she settled into his powerful arms. “If you mean did
he ask me out, the answer is yes.” 


Jay’s hands tightened on her hips, digging
into her flesh. “What did you say?” 


“We’re going out to dinner tomorrow night.”
She tipped her head back to look at Jay. “That doesn’t bother you, does it?” 


He clenched his jaw. “No, why should it
bother me if you wanna date my brother?” 


She’d only agreed to the dinner to put some
much-needed distance between herself and Jay. The attraction simmering between
them was too compelling to ignore forever. Her only hope of fighting it was
putting up a big old barrier between them, and since his brother volunteered
for the job, who was she to argue? Mike told her in no uncertain terms he loved
his job as a detective sergeant and he had no interest in pursuing a serious
relationship in the foreseeable future, which suited her perfectly. 


“How much notice do you need to give?” 


She forced herself to focus on Jay’s
question, instead of the brush of his calloused palm sending thrill bumps up
her arm. “Um… notice?” 


“You gonna just bail on the letch or you
need to give him some notice?” 


“You’re offering me the job?” 


“Yeah, if you’re interested.” 


“Of course I’m interested.” She was
interested in more than the job, but she’d never utter those words aloud. “I
can start tomorrow.” One of her friends at the studio was looking for more
hours, so she wouldn’t be leaving the new owner in the lurch. 


“Perfect. Meet me at the new studio at
9:00. You know where it is?” 


She nodded. “It’s just a couple of miles
from my apartment.” 


“Convenient.” 


Despite the gentle brush of his hands over
her skin, she could tell he was angry. “Is everything okay?” 


He glanced at their booth. Mike had moved
in to claim his seat. “Yeah, why wouldn’t it be?”


“Look, if you’re not comfortable with me
dating Mike…” 


“Listen, I don’t care what you do on your
own damn time, so long as you show up to work when you’re supposed to. Just
know my brother’s an asshole.” 


She threw her head back and laughed. “I
can’t believe you just said that about your own brother.” 


He smirked. “Don’t sound so surprised. I’ve
said a lot worse.” 


She enjoyed seeing his clear blue eyes
sparkling at his brother’s expense. “Did you guys get into it a lot when you
were kids?” 


“Still do, but we’ve always got each
other’s back, no matter what.” 


Victoria suspected he was telling her
they’d never let a woman come between them, not that she intended to. Mike was
just a fun diversion to distract her from her attraction to her new boss. They
both knew the score, so no one could get hurt. 


“It must be nice to have siblings.” 


“You’re an only child?”


She hadn’t intended to say that, it just
sort of slipped out. She didn’t engage in wishful thinking, and she never gave a
total stranger an opening to ask questions about her past. “Just lonely.” She
bit her lip to keep from saying anything more.


“I’m sorry,” he said as he tucked a strand
of hair behind her ear. He smiled. “Trust me; having siblings isn’t all it’s
cracked up to be.” 


She almost asked if having parents was all
it was cracked up to be, but she stopped herself just in time. “I’m sure you’re
right. All those fights… having to share everything.” Not that she’d ever had
anything worth sharing. Her foster parents always seemed to spend every dime of
the government subsidy they received for her care on booze, cigarettes, and
lottery tickets.  


“You’re right, but I wouldn’t trade my
relationship with Mike for anything, and he knows it. He’s a pain in the ass
most of the time, but he’s my brother, and I love him, no matter what.” 


Victoria wondered what it would be like to
have someone love her with their whole heart. She’d accepted that would never
happen. When your mother leaves you on a stranger’s doorstep as a screaming
infant, it’s tough to believe in happily ever after. “It sounds like you guys
have a good relationship. The perfect family, huh?” She wasn’t surprised. Jay
was one of those guys who seemed to have everything together: a successful
business, an active social life, the respect of his peers, maybe a girlfriend
waiting for him at home…


“Hardly. My parents divorced when we were
kids.” He shrugged. “It sucked, but they’re good friends now. They’ve both
moved on, and they’re happy, so I guess it worked out for the best.” 


She admired his ability to see the best in
a bad situation. She’d never quite mastered that skill. “So, how’d you get into
karate?” 


“My old man was into it when I was a kid. I
used to go with him on a Sunday afternoon, you know, just to watch. As soon as
I was old enough for the Little Dragons program, I was all in.” 


Victoria grinned as she absently skimmed
her fingernails across the back of his neck. “I bet you were an adorable dragon.”



He chuckled. “My mom thought so. I thought
I was fierce.” 


“You certainly are now… fierce, I mean.”
She’d seen him in action. He was as intimidating as hell, which shouldn’t turn
her on, but it did. “I love watching you. In fact, the few times I’ve seen you
demonstrating your form, I’ve been mesmerized.” 


He surprised her by brushing his thumb
across her bottom lip. “Mesmerized, huh? I know the feeling.” 


“Jay… I…” He looked like he was getting
ready to move in for a kiss, but suddenly the music stopped and he let her go. 


She felt cold and more alone than she had
in a long, long time, which was crazy because she was used to being alone. She wanted
to be alone. Didn’t she? “Thanks for the dance.” 


“My pleasure.” 
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Jay was going to kill his brother with his
bare hands. Mike may have a gun strapped to his waist, but Jay knew he could
take him down before he even had a chance to draw his weapon. 


He walked by the booth and grabbed a
handful of Mike’s shirt. “Outside. Now.” 


Mike grinned. “Excuse me,” he said to Karen
and Brad. “I think I’m being paged.” 


Jay was in no mood for his brother’s
asinine jokes. If he thought for a second Jay was going to stand by and watch
him use and discard Victoria as he did every other woman who passed through his
pathetic excuse for a life, he clearly wasn’t firing on all cylinders. 


He was already stalking the sidewalk by the
time his brother made his way outside. “What the hell do you think you’re
doin’?” 


“Uh, I think I’m havin’ a beer before I
head home.” 


“Don’t be a smartass. You know what I’m
talkin’ about. Why are you makin’ a play for Victoria?” 


Mike shrugged. “I didn’t think you’d mind.
She’s your employee after all, and I know you don’t mess around with your
employees. Unless you’re plannin’ on makin’ an exception for this one.” 


Jay knew his brother was just trying to
bait him, but as much as Jay hated to admit it, he was right. “No, I’m not
gonna date her, but you shouldn’t either.” 


“Listen, she’s a beautiful woman. If you’re
not interested, I sure as hell am.” 


Jay was interested, too interested. Therein
lay his problem. Damn his professional ethics. He knew dating an employee was
just asking for trouble, but the thought of his brother going out with her
tomorrow night infuriated him. “She’s a sweet girl. I don’t want to see her get
hurt.” It was true, but he knew Mike wouldn’t believe that was the only reason
he was interfering. 


“She’s not gonna get hurt. She knows the
deal.” 


Jay took a step closer, trying to rein in
his anger. He hadn’t come to blows with his brother since they were kids.
Martial arts taught him his hands were lethal weapons. He would never instigate
a fight, but he would defend himself and the people he loved to the death if
anyone tried to cross him. “So, you’re just plannin’ on sleepin’ with her?” 


“I don’t know what’s gonna happen, man.
Bottom line is we’re both single, consenting adults, so what happens behind
closed doors is our business, not yours.” 


Jay shoved his hands in his pockets. It was
the only way he knew to keep from striking out at his twin. “If I asked you to
back off, would you?” 


“Hell no! You said yourself you don’t plan
on datin’ her. There’s nothing between you two, never has been. Guy code
doesn’t apply here.” 


“You’re crossin’ a line, and you know it.
If the situation was reversed, and you asked me to back off, you know I would.”



Mike rolled his eyes. “Yeah, you’d back off
because you wouldn’t give a shit one way or the other. When was the last time
you actually cared about a woman, and don’t tell me Lily, ‘cause we both know
you were just killin’ time with her.” 


Jay’s gut clenched, not because Mike called
him out, but because he was reading something he didn’t like in his somber
expression. “Are you tellin’ me you think there could be something between you
and Victoria?” 


“Look, I told her I’m not lookin’ for anything serious, and she isn’t
either. But I’m not getting any younger. I wanna settle down and have kids someday,
don’t you?” 


“Yeah, sure.” But he sure as hell didn’t
want to entertain the idea of inviting Victoria into his family as his
sister-in-law or the mother of his niece or nephew. “But…” 


“But nothin’. Look, I’m not in the habit of
analyzin’ every girl I go out with. I’m taking her out for dinner. Whatever
happens, or doesn’t happen, is none of your business, so back the hell off.” 


Jay watched his brother walk back into the
bar, but he didn’t trust himself to follow. Not when he was closer than he’d
ever been to lashing out in frustration. He was the calm one of the two. Always
in control… disciplined… focused. What the hell was wrong with him today? Ever
since Victoria walked into his studio, he’d been on edge, acting out of
character. 


The reason for his distraction stepped out
of the bar and smiled up at him. 


Damn. The woman was gorgeous. No wonder he
couldn’t think straight. He had no doubt he and his brother weren’t the first
men to nearly come to blows over her. “Hey, you headin’ out already?” 


“Yeah.” She stepped closer. “Is everything
okay with you and Mike?” 


“Sure, why wouldn’t it be?” If he told her
the truth, he couldn’t stand the thought of her going out with his brother,
he’d have to tell her why, and he wasn’t prepared to cross that line. 


“I don’t want to cause any problems, Jay.
If you’d rather I not go out with him, just say the word.” 


Jay knew he had no right to dictate who she
went out with; he was her boss, not her lover. “You can date anyone you want.
Just be careful with Mike. Like he said, he’s not lookin’ for anything serious.
I just hope you’re not one of those girls who assumes she can be the one to
change a guy.” 


Her eyes pooled with tears as she shook her
head. “No, I learned the hard way you can’t make a person love you, no matter
how much you might want them to.” 


“Hey…” He took a step toward her as he
struggled with the urge to reach out and touch her. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean…”



“It’s okay. You didn’t say anything wrong.”
She pasted a smile on her face as her bottom lip trembled. “You don’t have to
worry about me. I’ve been taking care of myself forever.” 


“I don’t want to see you get hurt.”


Victoria tipped her head to the side, as
though she was trying to read him. “You don’t even know me. Why do you care
whether your brother does a number on me?” 


Jay had always been the more compassionate
of the twins. Mike claimed his job made him cynical, but Jay knew he’d been
like that long before he’d donned the uniform. He’d noticed a change in his
brother around the same time his parents’ marriage started to fall apart, but
he never questioned it. He knew Mike was coping the only way he knew how: by
shutting down and shutting people out to protect himself. 


“I don’t know. I can’t explain it.” His
eyes mapped her face, taking in every soft angle and subtle curve. The long
eyelashes most women would have played up with mascara were natural, and her big,
dark eyes looked sad, haunted, as though she was hiding a secret too horrible
to share. 


“I should go.” She smiled, effectively obliterating
the sadness. 


Strangely, he was disappointed to see her
replace the mask. He’d sensed he was getting a rare glimpse behind the veil she
used to conceal the truth, and he didn’t want her to retreat again. “How ‘bout
I bring the coffee in the mornin’? It’s gonna be a long day.” 


“I’m not afraid of hard work.” She winked.
“So long as you supply the caffeine.” 


She surprised him by extending her hand. He
thought they’d passed the point of resorting to formalities when he held her in
his arms in the middle of a crowded dance floor. He took her hand in both of
his, grateful for an excuse to touch her. 


“Thanks for giving me this opportunity, Jay,”
she said quietly. “I promise I won’t let you down.” 


He couldn’t imagine ever being disappointed
in her. “I know you won’t. We’re gonna make a great team, no doubt about it.” 


Victoria looked at him a long time before
responding. “Thank you for believing in me.”


Her words were so heartfelt he felt
something shift inside his chest. “You’re welcome.” 


She slipped her hand from his and looked
both ways before crossing the parking lot to her late model, compact car. 


Jay couldn’t tear his eyes away from her as
he watched her open the door and climb inside. The overhead lighting allowed
him a glimpse into the car’s interior. She fastened her seatbelt and gripped
the steering wheel, staring off in the distance before she finally started the
car and eased her vehicle out of the tight parking space. 


He raised a hand as she drove past him,
wishing she didn’t have to go home alone. He’d give anything to have her safely
tucked inside his truck, heading back to his place, where they could spend the
night wrapped in each other’s arms. It had been so long since he’d felt such a
powerful connection with a woman in such a short period of time. He cursed when
he remembered this time tomorrow night, she could very well be wrapped in his
brother’s arms. 


When he got back inside, Mike was nowhere
to be seen, and Brad and Karen were slow dancing to an old Garth Brooks song.
He felt a hand on his shoulder and turned, hoping Victoria had a change of
heart and decided to come back because she wasn’t ready for their night
together to end. 


“Hey, stranger.” 


Oh God. Lily. She was the last person he
wanted to see tonight. “Hi.” He didn’t invite her to sit down, but she did
anyways. “How’ve you been?” Not that he cared. 


“Okay.” She sighed. “I’ve been thinking about
you, a lot. I thought about calling you…” 


He wanted to say he was glad she hadn’t,
but he couldn’t be rude. “I’ve been pretty busy with the new studio.” 


She rolled her eyes. “You’re always busy
with work, Jay. When’re you gonna learn to relax and have a little fun?” 


Maybe I will when I find someone worth
blowing off work to spend time with. “What can I say? It doesn’t feel like work when you
love what you do.” 


“Haven’t you missed me?” She took his hand
in hers. “Not even a little?” 


“Excuse me.” 


Jay looked up to see Victoria staring down
at them, a question in her eyes. He quickly withdrew his hand. “Hey, you’re
back…” 


She didn’t even spare Lily a glance. “I
didn’t mean to interrupt, but I seem to have forgotten my cell phone.” She
pointed to a Blackberry sitting facedown on the table near the wall. “There it
is. Could you pass it to me, please?”


“Sure.” He pressed the phone into her palm
and barely resisted the urge to hold her hand just a little longer. “I was just
leavin’. Let me walk you out.”


“Jay…” Lily said, her tone warning him to
stay put unless he wanted her to make a scene in front of his friend.  “We
weren’t finished talking. I’m sure she can find her way out to the car just
fine without your help.”


Lily did not need to know Victoria could
easily take down any man who crossed her path. “I’d feel better if…” 


“It’s okay.” Victoria held his gaze a few
seconds before she said, “You don’t have to worry about me.” 


What was it about this woman that aroused
all of his protective instincts? He knew she could take care of herself
physically, but something told him someone had already hurt her heart beyond
repair, and he wanted to make sure no one else got close enough to do it again.
“Fine.” He didn’t want to let her go, but she wasn’t giving him a choice. “I’ll
see you in the morning?” 


“Bright and early, boss.” Her eyes drifted
to Lily for a fraction of a second. “Enjoy the rest of your evening.”


Lily waited until she walked away before
asking, “So, she’s working for you, huh? I thought you didn’t socialize with
your employees?” 


Some of his closest friends were the
instructors who led his classes, so he knew where she was going with this line
of questioning. “I still don’t date my employees, if that’s what you’re gettin’
at.” 


Lily watched Victoria push the heavy door
open and step outside. “Have you told her that? The way she was looking at you…
I couldn’t help but think she was hoping for something more.”


If she was hoping for something more, she
wasn’t the only one. “Victoria knows how I feel about mixin’ business and
pleasure.” 


“Good.” She reached across the table for
his hand. “Where were we?” 


“I was just leavin’.” He threw a few bills
on the table to cover their tab and raised his hand to his friends. “Nice
seein’ you again, Lily.” 


   


 


Victoria didn’t feel like going home to an
empty apartment, so she went to the only other place she felt safe: the
shelter. 


Her best friend and fellow volunteer,
Lindsay, looked up from the small intake desk in the lobby. “Hey, what’re you
doin’ here so late? You’re not on the schedule, are you?”


Victoria had been volunteering as a crisis counselor
at the shelter for abused women and children for seven years. When God gave her
a new lease on life, she decided to make the most of it and try to heal her
past by helping others. “I was just passing by on my way home. Hey, guess what?
I got a new job today.” 


Lindsay turned away from the computer
monitor and grinned. “No way! Pull up a chair and tell me about it.” She hid a
yawn behind her hand. “I could use a little excitement to keep me awake
tonight.” 


Victoria glanced at the ever present
Styrofoam cup of sludge beside her friend. “Caffeine’s not doing the trick
tonight?” 


“Nope.” She kicked her sandaled feet up on
the desk. “Okay, so tell me everything. Is it full-time or will you have to
keep looking for something else to get by?” 


Victoria had been working part-time as both
a waitress and karate instructor since she graduated from college a few years
ago. It took her seven years to get her undergraduate degree because she had to
work to put herself through school, but it was worth it. Now she had that precious
piece of paper and no one could ever tell her she was stupid or worthless
again. “I don’t think so. We haven’t discussed compensation yet, but it’s a managerial
position in a new studio, so I hope it’ll be enough.” 


“A managerial position in a karate studio?
Those are pretty rare, aren’t they?” 


Her friend was right, it was unusual. Most
Grand Masters opened one studio and managed the day-to-day operations
themselves, but since Jay had four studios, she could understand why he needed
to hire outside help. “Yeah, I guess I lucked out.” 


“I’m so happy for you, hon. I know you’ve
been looking for an opportunity like this for a long time. Besides, you’ll be
able to get out from under the perv’s thumb. That’s gotta feel good, right?” 


Putting her old boss on notice would be
sweet indeed. “I can hardly wait to tell him where he can shove his job.” 


“The new boss isn’t like that, is he?”


“God no! Jay’s great. In fact, he has a
pretty strict policy about dating his employees, according to his assistant.
Which is great, I think it shows he has character.” 


Lindsay frowned. “If he’s so great, I think
it kind of sucks he doesn’t date his employees. You know how hard it is to find
a decent guy these days.” 


“If it makes you feel any better, I have a
date with his twin brother tomorrow night.”


Lindsay sat up straight and clapped her
hands. “Tell me everything. What’s he look like?” 


Victoria pointed to the martial arts magazine
she’d tucked in beside the computer monitor during her last shift. “Give me the
magazine, and I can show you. Mike and his brother are twins, not identical,
but the resemblance is uncanny.” 


Lindsay handed her the magazine and took a
sip of her coffee as her friend located the page she was looking for. 


Victoria found the article she’d been
reading about Jay and passed it to her friend. “There’s Jay.” 


Lindsay’s mouth fell open. “Oh. My. God. He’s
your new boss? The man is gorgeous.” 


Gorgeous, sweet, sexy, funny, successful…
every woman’s fantasy. Too bad Victoria didn’t have time to waste fantasizing.
“Yeah, he’s cute.” 


“Cute? That’s like saying those competitive
bodybuilders are in decent shape.” 


Victoria laughed. “Okay, you’re right. Jay
is hot, but so is Mike.” She shrugged. “I think we’ll have fun together.” And
going out with Mike was so much safer than spending time alone with his
brother. If she hadn’t believed in chemistry before, she certainly did now.
Physical appearance had nothing to do with her powerful attraction to Jay. His
appeal was so much more than superficial, and that terrified her. 
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Jay had been awake since the crack of dawn,
tossing and turning, watching the sun rise from the window of his high-rise
condo and thinking about Victoria.


By the time he finally reached the studio,
coffee tray in hand, he was uncharacteristically tired and cranky. He knew the
reason. He had to spend the day fighting his attraction to the woman who would likely
end the night in his brother’s arms. 


Buying suites next to each other seemed
like a good idea at the time, but if Jay had to listen to his brother’s
headboard pounding against his bedroom wall tonight, he was going to have to go
over there and pound on him to relieve some of his mounting frustration.  


“Morning, boss,” Victoria said, slipping in
through the glass door while his back was turned. 


He felt her presence in every nerve ending of
his body even before he turned around to face her. She was infiltrating the
spacious room with her subtle, spicy scent… her energy. Some force he couldn’t
identify almost drew him to her without thinking about the consequences. He
wanted to pull her into his arms again, only this time he didn’t want to let
go. 


“Mornin’,” he said, bringing his take-out
cup to his lips. 


She brushed his shoulder as she reached in
to take the other cup from the tray. “You’re a man of your word. I like that.” 


Jay almost wished he wasn’t so rigid,
always doing what he said he would, honoring his word, living and dying by his
damn principles. If it weren’t for his stupid policies, he’d be the one taking
Victoria out to dinner tonight instead of his brother. He almost suggested she
ditch Mike and go out with him instead, until he remembered her experience with
her last boss. He didn’t want her to think he’d hired her just because he was
trying to get her into bed. 


“The painters finished up yesterday.
They’re gonna come back this morning and do the touch-ups. The cleaning crew
will be in to do their thing this afternoon.” 


“Sounds good. What have you got in store
for me today?” Her tongue flicked out to catch a drop of coffee and his body
responded immediately. He shifted, standing behind the tall glass counter to
conceal his obvious reaction to her. 


“I thought we’d get started on the offices.
The furniture’s in place, but a few things still have to be assembled, and
we’ll need to pick up the office supplies.” 


“Sure, whatever you need. I’m at your
service.” She wandered to the window and his eyes traveled the length of her
long, muscular legs. She was wearing cut-off jeans shorts, a tight black tank
top, and flip flops. Her long hair was pulled up in a ponytail and her face was
free of make-up. 


Jay knew she wasn’t trying to look sexy.
She came dressed for work, but she wore short  shorts better than any woman
he’d ever laid eyes on. “Let’s finish our coffee before we get started. There’s
some multigrain bagels in the bag, in case you didn’t have time for breakfast.”



She smiled. “I grabbed a banana and yogurt
at home, but thanks.” 


“Did you sleep well last night?” 


She wrinkled her nose, which made him
smile. “Not really. I stopped by to see a friend before I went home, so I got
in pretty late.” 


His smile fell. She stopped by to see a friend
at that hour? He couldn’t hide the edge in his voice when he said, “Must be
some friend to be entertaining guests in the middle of the night.” 


She frowned. “She was at work. I just
stopped by to keep her company.” 


He felt like a jerk for jumping to the
wrong conclusions and acting like a jealous boyfriend, instead of her boss.
Trying to make up for his inappropriate outburst, he said, “I’m sure she
appreciated the company.” 


“She did. She’d had a rough night.” 


“Sorry to hear that.” He wanted her to tell
him about her friend, but more importantly, he wanted her to tell him more
about herself. He wanted to know everything from her favorite food to her
favorite color to whether she slept in an old T-shirt or the buff. 


She pointed to the new custom chopper
parked outside. “Is that your bike?” 


“Sure is.” He grinned. “Motorcycles and
martial arts are my two passions in life.” 


She laughed. “I can’t say I’m surprised.”
She looked at the half sleeve decorating his arm under his black t-shirt. “I
can picture you on a bike.” 


“You like to ride?” 


Her eyes darkened and she looked away. “I
don’t believe in taking chances with my life.” 


He was more than a little sensitive about
this topic. He’d had the same argument with his mother dozens of times over the
years. “You think ridin’ a motorcycle is puttin’ your life at risk? Would you
be surprised to know statistically your chances of getting killed in a car are
greater?” 


She rolled her eyes. “Only because more
people drive cars.” 


She had him there. Damn, she was smart,
strong, sexy… How the hell was he going to be able to resist her? “So, I
couldn’t talk you into takin’ a ride with me sometime?” 


Victoria glanced out the window and he saw
something in her eyes: longing. “I don’t think so, but thanks for the offer.” 


He wondered what made her so guarded, so
afraid to take a risk. “You don’t know what you’re missin’.” 


She looked him in the eye. “Sometimes it’s
better that way.”


He sensed they weren’t talking about riding
motorcycles anymore. “You and Mike still on for tonight?” 


“I guess so. I gave him my number and he
hasn’t called to cancel.” She chuckled. “Unless he’s the kind of guy who just
wouldn’t show.” 


No, he had no doubt his brother would be on
her doorstep at the agreed upon time even if he had to crawl to get there. The
jerk. “I can’t imagine a guy in his right mind standin’ you up, Victoria.” 


She smiled. “That’s sweet of you to say.” 


Jay tried to ignore the effect her smile
had on him, like a tight fist to the gut; it got him every damn time. “It’s the
truth, darlin’.” 


She looked taken aback by the endearment,
though it wasn’t the first time he’d said it. He never even thought about
calling another one of his instructors sweetheart, darlin’, or baby, but with
her he couldn’t help himself, no matter how inappropriate it may seem. “You tell
that sleazy boss of yours you won’t be comin’ back?” 


“No, I’ll head over there on my lunch break
and tell him face-to-face. It doesn’t seem right to do it over the phone.” 


“You want me to come with you?” His mother
was expecting him for lunch, but she’d understand if he needed to take a rain
check. She knew how hard he’d been working, trying to get the new studio ready.



“Don’t worry, I can handle him.” She
smiled. “You do that a lot—worry about me. You must be the caretaker in the
family, huh?” 


Jay chuckled. “Uh, no. My old man was a
cop. He’s Trey Turner’s head of security now. My stepfather’s a career cop, so
is Mike, and my mama teaches second grade. They’re all caretakers; well, except
for Mike. He has enough trouble takin’ care of himself without havin’ to worry
about anybody else.” Taking cheap shots at his brother behind his back made him
feel marginally better about their date tonight. He knew it was immature, but
he didn’t care. 


“Wow, I love Trey Turner’s music.” 


He was usually reluctant to talk about his
famous connections. Most women were always angling for an introduction, concert
tickets, or backstage passes, but he sensed Victoria wasn’t like that, so he
didn’t mind sharing. “Did you have a chance to meet J.T. last night? He owns
Jimmy’s bar.” 


She shook her head. “No, I didn’t. Why?” 


Jay sat on the stool behind the counter and
hooked the heel of his cowboy boot over the last rung. “J.T.’s brother, Derek,
is my step-father. His wife is Nikki Spencer, and his other brother is Ty
McCall.”


She whistled. “Wow, some famous family.” 


Jay shrugged. “They’re all just regular
people, like you and me. I basically grew up over at the McCall house. They had
horses, and I loved to ride, so Derek would take me and my brother over there a
lot.” He laughed. “J.T.’s older than us, so we idolized him. He always had his
pick of pretty girls.” 


“I can’t imagine you had any trouble in
that department.” 


He usually didn’t appreciate shallow
compliments about his looks. He didn’t put much stock in the reflection he saw
in the mirror and he didn’t have a lot of respect for women who did, but
knowing Victoria found him attractive was different. It made him feel good,
really good. 


She cleared her throat when he didn’t
respond to the compliment. “Nikki seems really sweet and down to earth. Is
she?” 


“Yeah, she’s awesome. She and J.T. are
perfect for each other.” He put his finger to his lips. “If I tell you a
secret, you promise you won’t tell anyone?” 


Her eyes sparkled with amusement when she
said, “I promise.” 


“They’re expectin’ their first baby. J.T.
told me last night.” 


Her demeanor changed from playful to
serious with those few words. “Lucky them.” 


Something told Jay to tread carefully with
her. “I think so.”


“You wanna get married and have kids
someday?” 


He shrugged. “Sure, doesn’t everyone?” 


She strode past him, dropping her empty cup
into a wastebasket. “I guess they do. We’d better get to work, don’t you
think?” 


Jay knew they had a lot of work ahead of
them, but for the first time in a long time, he wasn’t in a rush to get to it.
He was enjoying their time together. “Can’t put it off forever, I suppose.” 


She braced her hand on the glass counter
when she looked up at him. “No matter how much you might want to… you eventually
have to face all the unpleasantness life has in store for you.”   


Once again, he sensed she was talking about
more than unpacking boxes, but before he could ask her to explain, she was practically
sprinting back to the offices.


 


 


Victoria didn’t know what it was about Jay
that prompted her to say more than she should. She’d always been guarded about
her past, mainly because she loathed pity. Lots of kids had grown up in the
system. She was no different than any one of them. Well, maybe she was a little
different. She was a survivor in the truest sense of the word. 


Jay walked in when she was struggling to
open a box fastened with large, industrial staples. “Here, let me.” 


“Thanks.” She watched him open the box with
ease. Jay Cooper seemed like the kind of guy who made everything look
effortless. “Can I ask you to do something for me?” 


He looked up, startling her with the
intensity in his light blue eyes. Wow, he had incredible eyes. The contrast
between his black hair and those eyes…


He grinned. “Did ya forget what you were
gonna say?” 


She shook her head. “Forget it. We can’t
afford to waste time right now. We have work to do.” She reached for the other
side of the box, but he grabbed her hand to still it. She felt his gentle touch
seep into her skin like molten liquid, warming her. 


“Whatever it is, just ask.” He smiled. “I
can pretty much guarantee the answer will be yes.” 


She was getting in deeper and deeper with
this man and she felt helpless to stop it. She’d been a fool to think dating
his brother would provide a safe barrier. Nothing would protect her from the
intensity of this attraction. “When you were in Cincinnati… that form… you were
so incredible.” She licked her lips, trying to draw her eyes away from his
mouth. 


“You wanna see it again? Is that what you
were gonna ask?” 


Victoria felt the heat seep into her
cheeks. She felt silly. Jay would think she had a serious case of hero worship.
“Forget it.” She looked down at his jeans and her face burned brighter when she
saw the bulge behind his zipper. 


He chuckled. “What can I say? You’re a gorgeous
woman.”


She gasped when he wrapped his hand around
the back of her neck and pulled her closer. “This is breakin’ every damn rule
in my book, but I can’t help it. I need to taste those lips.” 


Victoria pressed her palms into his chest
as she lowered her head to avoid the temptation. “Jay, no. You were right, this
is a bad idea. We can’t…” 


“Are you sayin’ you don’t want me to kiss
you right now?” 


She heard herself whimper when the words of
protest wouldn’t come. “Obviously there’s something between us, but it would be
stupid to act on it. We have to work together, and you know how awkward it
would be if things don’t work out.” She was trying so hard to stare straight
into the slight V at his collar, but it wasn’t easy with his hand caught up in
her hair.


“Actually, I don’t know.” He tipped her
head back so she was forced to look at him. “I’ve never even been tempted to
date someone I work with before. But you walked into my studio yesterday, and I
was almost tempted not to hire you… that’s how badly I wanted to go out with
you.” 


Victoria smiled as her hands slid up to his
shoulders. She waged an internal battle between pushing him away and pulling
him closer. So far the devil on her shoulder was shouting the angel down. “I’m
glad you decided to hire me. I really need this job.” 


He closed his eyes. “And I really need to
kiss you right now, so what the hell are we gonna do?” 


“Hey, boss man. I know you’re here. I saw
that badass bike parked out front. Where you at?” 


Jay groaned and took a step back. “Sounds
like the painters are here.” 


She knew she should be grateful for the
interruption, but with her lips still tingling from the kiss that never
happened, it was difficult to revel in her angel’s victory. “You better get out
there.” 


Before Jay could make his way out front, a
big man with a black bandana wrapped around his bald head filled the doorway.
“There you are.” He winked. “Now I see why you were hidin’ out back here.” His
eyes traveled the length of Victoria’s body once, twice…


Jay snapped his fingers in front of the
man’s face. “You got a job to do. Get the hell out there and do it.” 


“Aren’t you gonna introduce me to your
friend first?” 


“If I do, will you get out there and quit
wastin’ my money shootin’ your big mouth off when you should be workin’?” 


He grinned and inclined his head toward
Jay. “He thinks just ‘cause we went to high school together he gets to say shit
like that to me.” He chuckled. “If it was anyone else, he’d be flat on his back
by now.” 


Jay rolled his eyes. “You couldn’t lay me
out on your best day.” He turned toward Victoria. “Darlin’, this pain in my ass
is Kurt Griffin. Griff, this is Victoria Pierce. She’s gonna be managin’ this
place for me.” 


Kurt raised an eyebrow. “Is she now?” He
brought the hand Victoria offered to his lips. “My shop’s just across the
street. I can drop by and keep you company when you’re not busy.” 


Victoria smiled. She’d been on the
receiving end of enough flirtatious comments to know which were harmless and
which were loaded with warning. Besides, he was Jay’s friend, and she had a
feeling he chose his friends as carefully as he chose his lovers. “I’d like
that.” 


Jay frowned. “Don’t count on it, Victoria.
I’m gonna be keepin’ you busy, real busy.” 


Kurt released her hand and gestured between
the two of them. “There somethin’ goin’ on you wanna tell me about, man?”


“No, I just want you to get back to work,
so we’ll be ready for the grand opening this weekend. Think you can handle
that?” 


Victoria couldn’t miss Jay’s sharp tone
when he addressed his friend. He sounded almost… jealous. “It was nice meeting
you, Kurt. I hope to see you around sometime.” 


“You can count on it, sugar.” 


Jay rolled his eyes as he pushed his friend
out the door, following behind him. “I’ll be back in a few, Vic.” 


She smiled as she watched Jay smack his
friend in the back of the head. Kurt looked like a big, burly biker. The kind
of guy any sane man would run away from a conflict with. Any man except Jay,
who could take him down with one hand tied behind his back. Victoria sighed.
She feared this may become a habit… comparing every man she met to her new
boss. Unfortunately, she suspected they’d all come up sorely lacking.  
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Jay walked into his mother’s house at
lunchtime feeling tired and frustrated. Spending the morning working alongside
Victoria, trying to resist the urge to touch her, had proved more challenging
than he thought it would be. 


Ashley rounded the corner, a huge grin
splitting her face. “I thought I heard you pull up.” She peeked out the stained
glass window, spotting his bike parked in the driveway. “God, Jay, why do you
insist on riding around on that death trap? You have a perfectly good truck
parked in your—” 


He held his hand up as he leaned in to
brush a kiss across her cheek. “Don’t start with me today, Ma. I’m not in the
mood.” 


She frowned as she pressed her palm to his
forehead. “Are you feeling okay? You’re not coming down with something, are
you?” She pointed her finger at him. “I knew this would happen. You’ve been
working too hard…” 


He loved his mother, but he did not need
this right now. “I feel fine.” 


Derek poked his head out of the kitchen and
laughed. “For God’s sake, Ash, let the guy get his foot in the door before you
start badgering him.” 


“I am not badgering him. He’s my son. I’m
concerned about him. What kind of mother would I be if…” 


Jay laughed as he wrapped his arm around
her neck and guided her into the kitchen. “Relax, okay? Life is good.” He
inhaled. “You made chicken fajitas for lunch, didn’t you?” 


She patted his chest. “I did. Go wash up,
and I’ll get it on the table.” 


Jay walked over to the kitchen sink to wash
his hands. “How come you’re not workin’ today, Derek?” 


“I needed a mental health day.” 


Jay laughed. “Workin’ with my dumbass
brother finally gettin’ to you, huh?” 


Ashley swatted her son with the tea towel.
“Don’t talk about your brother behind his back.” 


He could say a lot worse, given the stunt
he pulled at Jimmy’s last night, but he wouldn’t burden his mother with his
problems. “Nothin’ I wouldn’t say to his face.” 


“Seriously, you okay?” he asked Derek. 


“Yeah, I’m good, man. I just needed a
little R&R today.” 


“I know what you mean. I could use a little
of that myself.” 


Derek leaned against the counter beside him
and folded his arms. “Been hittin’ it pretty hard lately?” 


“You have no idea. Openin’ this new studio
has been even tougher than the last one.” 


Derek slapped him on the back. “It’s only
gonna get harder from here on out, kid. You’ve got the fifth one planned for
early next year, right?” 


Jay couldn’t even think past today. “Let me
get through this one first, will ya?” 


Derek and Jay claimed their usual spots at
the kitchen table while Ashley set steaming platters of food in front of them. 


“You want a beer, Jay?” Derek asked. 


Ashley frowned at her husband. “Not while
he’s riding that Godforsaken motorcycle.” 


Derek tried to hide his smile when he said
to Jay, “Looks like it’s iced tea for you today, son.” 


Jay rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I wouldn’t
wanna upset the warden.” 


“What kind of mother would I be if I didn’t
worry about you putting your life in jeopardy riding around on…?” 


The rest of her words drifted away as Jay remembered
Victoria’s comment about risking her life. The thought of her doing something
stupid, putting her safety at risk, made him cringe.  


“Hey, looks like you got some fresh ink
since I saw you last,” Derek said, glancing at the colorful band wrapping
around Jay’s bicep. 


“Oh God, not another one,” Ashley said,
claiming the seat across from her son.


Jay took a deep breath and tried hard to
rein in his frustration. “Mom, I’m thirty years old. If I wanna ride
motorcycles and get tattoos, I will.” 


She narrowed her eyes and he smiled when
she bit her lip, a sure sign she was on the verge of saying something she knew
she shouldn’t. 


“Lunch looks great, hon,” Derek said,
obviously trying to lighten the tense mood at the table.


They took a few minutes to load up their
plates in silence before Ashley asked, “How are things going with the new
studio? Think you’ll be ready for the grand opening this weekend?” 


Jay finished chewing before he said, “Yeah,
we’ve just got a few last minute things to finish up.” 


“Have you hired enough staff?” Ashley
asked, before taking a sip of her water. 


“Yeah, hirin’ instructors wasn’t the
problem. It was findin’ a qualified manager that was tough.” 


“But you found someone?” Derek asked. 


“Yeah, she’s great.” 


Ashley raised an eyebrow and smiled. “She?
Does she have a name?” 


He knew where this was going. His mother
was always on him and his brother about finding a nice girl and settling down.
“Her name is Victoria.” Fortunately, he knew how to throw his mother off. “Hey,
guess who I ran into at Jimmy’s last night?” He winked at Derek. “Lily. She
sends her love.” 


Ashley pressed her forefingers to her
temples and grimaced. “Please tell me you’re not thinking about getting back
together with her.” 


Jay laughed. “You’re always tellin’ me to
find a nice girl, settle down, and have a couple of kids before you get too old
to enjoy your grandbabies.” 


“Yeah, nice being the operative
word.” Ashley wiped her lips with her paper napkin. “Tell me about this new
manager of yours… Victoria. Is she single?” 


Jay clenched his teeth. “You know I don’t
date my employees.” 


“Good policy if you ask me,” Derek said.
“Workplace romances can get awfully messy when things go south.” 


Ashley frowned at her husband. “How would
you know?” 


Derek chuckled. “I’ve heard.” 


Jay smiled at his mother and step-father.
For all their playful banter, he knew how much they loved each other. He wanted
what they had someday, but he wasn’t in a rush to take that leap of faith
anytime soon; maybe someday, when he’d accomplished his professional goals, but
it seemed like a long way off. 


His mother turned her attention back to
him. “All you ever do is work. How do you expect to meet someone if you refuse
to consider the women you meet at your studios?”


“Ma, I do go out sometimes, ya know. In
spite of what you might think, I have a life.” 


“You have a life? When you’re not working,
you’re at Jimmy’s. How do you expect to meet a nice girl in a bar?” 


“Geez, Ash, will ya give the kid a break?”
Derek said. 


Ashley’s eyes softened when she looked at
her son. “I’m sorry, honey. I don’t mean to be critical, but I love you so
much. I just want you to be happy.” 


“I am happy. I love what I do. I’m meetin’
all of my objectives for the studios. I’ve got lots of great friends; life is
good. You don’t need to worry about me. Now Mike, he’s another story.” 


Derek laughed. “Way to deflect, kid.” 


Ashley sat up straighter. “What’s wrong
with Mike?” She looked at her husband. “Why didn’t you tell me something was
wrong with Mike?” 


Derek nudged Jay in the shoulder. “Thanks a
lot, now you got me in trouble.” 


“Sorry, buddy.”


“No, you’re not.” 


“You’re right. I’m not.” 


“Tell me what’s goin’ on with your
brother,” Ashley said, glaring at her son. 


“He’s the one takin’ Victoria out tonight.”
The words tasted like bile on his tongue; just saying them aloud made him feel
sick. 


Ashley smiled. “Really? When did they
meet?”


He tried to wash the bitter taste away with
iced tea, to no avail. “Last night at Jimmy’s.”  


Ashley sat back in her chair, obviously
processing this new information. “Was Victoria there with you?” 


“Yeah, she was there with me, Brad, and
Karen. She and Brad went to high school together, so he suggested we all head
over to Jimmy’s so they could catch up.” He didn’t think Victoria spent much
time catching up with her old friend once Mike set his sights on her. 


“Wonderful,” Ashley said, smiling. “Tell
me, what’s she like?”


Jay didn’t think it was wonderful, quite
the opposite, in fact, but if he said as much, his mother would assume he was
jealous. He was, but the whole world didn’t need to know. “She’s great.” He
tried to keep his tone neutral when he said, “Too damn good for Mike.” 


“Don’t say that about your brother. He’s a
wonderful man. Any woman would be lucky to have him.” 


Jay turned to Derek and rolled his eyes.
“Would you please tell my mother she’s delusional?” 


Derek laughed as he held his hands up. “I
decided a long time ago to let your mother hold on to her illusions where you
boys are concerned.” 


“Quit trying to change the subject, Jay. I
want to know more about this new girl my son is dating.”


Thinking of Victoria as Mike’s potential
girlfriend was a bitter pill for Jay to swallow. He didn’t know how he’d handle
seeing them as a couple, if it came to that. “Like I said, Vic’s great. She’s a
second degree black belt, majored in business with a minor in marketing. She
volunteers in her spare time. She’s sweet, beautiful…” The more time he spent
listing her attributes, the more pissed off he got thinking about her spending
the night with his brother. “Like I said, she’s too damn good for Mike.” 


Ashley was practically bouncing up and down
in her seat when she said, “Are you kidding? She sounds perfect for him.” 


No, she sounded perfect for Jay, not Mike.
They shared a passion for martial arts Mike would never appreciate, but since
she was off limits to him, he couldn’t very well point it out. “You’re gettin’
ahead of yourself. They haven’t even been out on one date. How do you know she
won’t hate his guts once she gets to know him?” He could only hope. 


Ashley frowned. “Why wouldn’t she like
him?”


“Hell, I don’t know. He’s selfish,
arrogant, opinionated…” He knew he was being hard on his twin. Mike wasn’t that
bad, but jealousy did strange things to a normally sane and logical man. 


“You know that’s not true,” Ashley said,
pushing her chair back and folding her arms. “Michael is just misunderstood.” 


Jay laughed. “Trust me, no one understands him
better than I do.” He pushed his chair back and stood up. “Thanks for lunch,
guys, but I gotta get back to the studio now.” 


Derek and Ashley stood to walk him to the
door. 


“Don’t forget, Lexi and Josh are having a
birthday party for Brianna on Friday night.” 


The night before his grand opening was
bound to be hectic, but he wouldn’t disappoint his little sister for anything.
“I’ll be there.” 


Ashley pulled her son into her arms and
stood on her toes to press a kiss to his bristly cheek. “I’m sorry if I gave
you a hard time, sweetheart. I just want you to be happy…” She glanced out at
the motorcycle parked in the driveway. “And safe. Safe and happy, in that
order.” 


Jay laughed before kissing her cheek.
“Don’t worry, I’ll be careful.” He shook Derek’s hand. “Thanks again for lunch,
guys. See ya on Friday night.”


Ashley leaned into her husband’s arms as
she watched her son walk down the driveway to his ride. “Don’t forget to wear
your helmet.” 


Jay grinned as he picked the black helmet
up and strapped it on. He gave her a thumbs up sign as he straddled the bike. 


He hoped like hell his mother never met
Victoria. She’d be ordering the wedding invitations before Mike could utter a
protest. 


 


 


Victoria drew a deep breath before stepping
into the mixed martial arts studio that had been her second home for the past
ten years. When Carl owned the studio, it felt like home. Now it served as a bitter
reminder she’d never really had a home or family she could call her own and
probably never would. Once again, it was time for her to move on and forge a
new path. 


The new owner, Rob, looked up from his
newspaper and smiled at her. “There you are. I was wonderin’ when you were
gonna get here, gorgeous.” 


She tried to push aside the feeling of
uneasiness that gripped her whenever he looked at her. Fortunately, she’d never
have to face his lecherous sneer again after today. She looked around the empty
studio and frowned. “Where is everyone?” She knew the afternoon instructors
were usually there by lunch time to prepare for their classes.  


“I sent them all out for lunch on me when
Barb said you were stoppin’ by to talk to me.” He walked around the counter,
stopping only a few feet from her. “I thought we might need a little privacy.” 


She forced herself to swallow the familiar
feeling of dread. She was a strong, independent woman. She could handle
herself. Unfortunately, Rob was also a second degree black belt, and he had few
inches and thirty pounds on her, so she knew she didn’t stand a chance of coming
out on top in a physical altercation. 


“Did Barb tell you what I wanted to talk to
you about?” She’d called her friend, Barb, that morning to tell her about the
new job and the fact she’d need her to cover her remaining shifts.
Unfortunately, she never thought to ask her friend to keep it between them. She
assumed that was a given. 


“No, she just said you’d be stoppin’ by
around lunch time.” He set his hands on either side of the counter, effectively
caging her in. “But I bet I can guess what this is about.” 


He was close enough she could smell the
stale nicotine on his breath. Unlike most martial artists she knew, he didn’t
seem to have any qualms about consuming copious quantities of alcohol, take-out
food, and nicotine. “I’ve decided—”


Before she knew what was happening, he
grabbed the back of her head and forced his mouth down on hers. Rob was fierce,
his teeth piercing the skin of her lower lip. He was trying to force his tongue
into her mouth at the same time she was trying to push him away. She tried
turning her head and pushing against his shoulders, but he was too strong. 


Everything in her was screaming out to stop
him the only way she knew how. Evidently, he was going to fight dirty, and she
was determined to do the same. She brought her knee up as hard as she could and
watched with pleasure as he reeled back in agony. “You ever put your hands on
me again and I’ll call the cops, you filthy bastard.”


“You want me, you little bitch,” he
whispered, holding his hands over his crotch as he tried to get to his knees.
“You know you do, and one day…”  


Victoria sprinted to her car and didn’t
stop shaking until she was sitting in front of Jay’s karate studio at the other
end of town. It had been so long since she’d felt so helpless. She realized
with stunning clarity that martial arts had given her a false sense of
security. Against a man who was bigger, heavier, and equally as skilled, she
was still the underdog. She dropped her head on the steering wheel and closed
her eyes. 


Seconds later, a sharp tap on the window
startled her and she brought her head up. Jay. Thank God. For a brief
moment, she thought maybe Rob had followed her. When she reached for the door
handle, her hand was still trembling. “Hi.” The single word sounded shaky, even
to her. 


She cleared her throat and forced a smile.
Her new boss didn’t need to know about her problems with her former employer.
“Perfect timing.”


He scowled as he stepped back to let her
step out of the car. 


She jumped back when he brushed his thumb
across her bottom lip.


He showed her the trace of blood on the pad
of this thumb. “What the hell happened to you?” 


Victoria shook her head furiously.
“Nothing. I just, uh, bit my lip.” 


Jay crossed his arms and shook his head,
looking every bit the fierce warrior she knew him to be when he engaged in a
sparring match with a formidable opponent. “You wanna try again? Tell me
something I’ll believe this time, and Victoria, I’m warning you, I don’t take
too kindly to liars.” 


She pushed past him, trying to put some
distance between them, but his hand shot out and grabbed her wrist before she
could escape. “Don’t touch me!” she screamed. 


She knew she was projecting her fear and helplessness
on the wrong target, but she couldn’t seem to help herself. It came bubbling up
from out of nowhere. She was usually able to keep all of those negative
feelings safely tucked away, but being manhandled by first one, then another,
strong man seemed to bring her frustration to the surface. 


“Don’t ever put your hands on me again!”


Jay released her wrist and stepped back,
holding his hands out in front of him. “I’m sorry, relax.” He looked at her
like he would a wounded puppy that might strike out and sink his sharp little
teeth into tender flesh at the slightest provocation. 


She was mortified when she felt the hot
burn of tears slide down her cheeks. She didn’t cry, ever. In her mind, tears
were a sign of weakness. Not to mention a waste of time. How many nights had
she cried herself to sleep, wishing her parents would come back for her, and it
hadn’t done a damn bit of good. By the time she’d faced her next big obstacle,
the fight for her life, she was all cried out. “I’m sorry, I just need a minute.”
She turned her back to him and swiped away the tears, but as quickly as she was
able to wipe them away, they came back. 


Jay moved in closer, and she could feel the
brush of cotton against her bare shoulders. “You can talk to me, Vic. Whatever
it is, you can tell me.” 


Victoria would have given anything to be
able to lean back into the protective circle of his strong arms, but she didn’t
have the right to lean on him or anyone else. She was alone in this world, which
meant she had to fight her own battles. She’d learned to live with that fact a
long time ago. “I’m fine. Please…” 


Jay reached out and pulled her back against
his chest, cupping her shoulders in his big hands. “Everyone needs someone to
lean on sometimes, sweetheart.” 


She closed her eyes and tried to find the
strength to fight him, but she couldn’t. “You’re wrong.  I don’t need anyone.
I’ve never needed anyone.” He slid his arms around her waist and it felt so
good, too good. 


“What about your family? Where are they?” 


Victoria knew she wouldn’t have told him
the truth had she not been feeling so vulnerable, but he’d caught her at a weak
moment, when her defenses were down. “I don’t have any family.” 


He pressed his lips against her shoulder.
“Really? You have no one?” 


She closed her eyes against the sharp stab
of pain she thought had long since died. She didn’t think she was still capable
of missing the parents who’d abandoned her, but sometimes life would throw her
a curve, like today, and she’d find herself wishing she had a mom to dry her
tears. “Nope…” She cleared her throat and tried to sound braver than she felt
when she said, “Just me, myself, and I. Always has been, always will be.” 


He rubbed his calloused hand up and down
her arm, making her shiver. “Did they die in an accident?” 


It would have been easier to lie, but she
wasn’t a coward. “No, they abandoned me.” She brushed away the tears that
refused to stop falling. “I don’t know my old man’s story, but my mother left me
at the front desk of a homeless shelter, said she’d be right back…” She
swallowed the hard ball of emotion clogging her throat. “She never came back.
No one ever heard from her again.” 


“Oh God,” he whispered, pressing his lips
to her shoulder. “I’m so sorry. How old were you when she left?” 


She shrugged, trying to pretend it wasn’t
ripping her guts out to share memories that were usually buried so deep they
never saw the light of day. “I don’t know exactly, no one does. A newborn, for
sure. Maybe a few days old, maybe a few weeks, who knows?” 


His voice sounded rough and raw when he
asked, “The people she left you with, did they try to contact the hospitals in
the area?”


She nodded. “I guess so, but they didn’t
have a hell of a lot to go on. Besides, they had enough mouths to feed, so they
just called the authorities and I wound up in the system. They gave me a name,
a new set of caretakers, and voila…” 


“Your birthday…” 


Victoria could have killed him for bringing
that up right now. She choked back a sob when she said, “I don’t have a
birthday, Jay.” 


“But your birth certificate…” 


“I guess they just made up a date. What
were they supposed to do?” 


“So you’ve never celebrated a birthday?” 


She tried to push out of his arms, but he
wouldn’t let her. Instead of feeling confined and anxious, she just felt
protected. For the first time ever, it felt like someone cared enough to want
to protect her from the evil in the world. “It’s not a big deal. You get used
to it.” 


Jay turned her to face him. He gripped her
shoulders so she couldn’t flee. “I want to know what happened today. What got
you so upset?” 


Given what she’d already told him, her
run-in with Rob seemed insignificant by comparison. “I went to tell my old boss
I wouldn’t be coming back to work for him.” She looked down at his chest when
she said, “I didn’t even get a chance to tell him before he came at me.”


His fingertips bit into her flesh. “What
the hell do you mean he came at you? What did he do to you?” 


“Nothing…” She flattened her palms against
his chest and could feel how hard his heart was pounding, almost as fast and
hard as her own. “He just kissed me.” 


Jay’s eyes drifted to her cut lip. “You
mean he tried to force you to kiss him, don’t you?” 


She nodded. “Yes, but…” She reached out to
grab his wrist when he reached for the helmet hooked on the back of his
motorcycle. “What are you doing? Where are you going?” 


“Where do you think I’m goin’? I’m gonna
show your buddy what happens when he’s the one fearin’ for his safety.” 


She grabbed the helmet out of his hands and
put it behind her back. The look in his eyes… he was enraged. It would have
scared her, but she knew she had nothing to fear from him. “Jay, you can’t.
Please.” She feared if he started in on Rob, Jay would wind up in a jail cell
and Rob would end up in a body bag. She couldn’t live with that on her
conscience. “I’m begging you, just let it go.” 


“He put his hands on you.” His eyes roamed
over her body, looking for obvious signs of struggle. “Did it go any further?
Did he—” 


“No!” She smiled, trying to ease his
tension. “I kneed him before he had the chance.” 


Jay shook his head, a half-smile pulling at
the corners of his lips. “Why am I not surprised?” 


“‘Cause you know I can take care of
myself.” She stowed his helmet away on the storage compartment and turned the
key positioned in the small lock before handing it back to him. “You can’t be too
careful.” 


He watched her walk toward the door of his
studio. “No, you sure as hell can’t. You never know when someone might come
along and blindside ya when ya ain’t lookin’.”  
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Jay was still seething about Victoria’s
encounter with her boss when his brother stuck his head in the door hours
later. “What the hell do you want?” 


Mike grinned. “I’m here to pick up my date.
I figured she’d still be here.” 


Victoria poked her head out of Jay’s
office, where she was putting away office supplies. “Hey, I thought we were
gonna meet at Jimmy’s?” 


Jay shook his head. “You’re takin’ her to
Jimmy’s on your first date? That’s classy, real classy.” 


“No, I thought we’d start out at Jimmy’s.”
He raised an eyebrow when his eyes drifted over Victoria’s long, bare legs.
“Who knows where we’ll end up, right, sugar?” 


Victoria just smiled and rolled her eyes,
but it took everything in Jay not to slam his brother up against the wall and
force the words back down his throat. He hated feeling so helpless. He was the
one who should be taking Victoria out for dinner tonight, not Mike. “We’re not
finished here. She’ll have to meet you at Jimmy’s later.”


Mike sat down in one of the guest chairs
lining the wall of windows in the open studio. “I don’t mind waitin’.” 


“Well, I mind. Get the hell out of my
studio before I throw you out.” 


Mike smirked. “Man, you’re stressed. When
was the last time you got laid?” 


Before Jay could control the impulse, he
had Mike by the shirt and was pulling him out of the chair. He got in his face,
and he could feel his veins popping and blood pressure peaking when he said,
“You know I could kill you right here, right now, with my bare hands, don’t you?”



Victoria grabbed Jay’s bulging bicep,
trying to pull the two apart. “Jay, for God’s sake, let him go. You’re just
having a bad day. You don’t want to take it out on him.” 


No, he’d rather take it out on her former
boss, but his brother was the next best target. He finally loosened his grip
and took a step back. “Get out of my sight, now.” 


Mike straightened his black, button down
shirt and scowled. “And everyone says I’m the hothead. Man, you need to get a
grip.” 


Victoria grabbed Jay’s arm and pulled him
away from his brother. “Um, Jay, I need your help with something in the
office.” She smiled at Mike. “Is it okay if I meet you at Jimmy’s in an hour? I
just need to stop at home so I can freshen up.” 


Mike grinned. “You look just fine from
where I’m standin’, darlin’.” 


Jay clenched his fists at his sides and
tried to ignore the soft pressure of Victoria’s fingertips biting into his
skin. He closed his eyes and imagined her hands clenching his back in the heat
of a passionate moment. Damn, he had it bad for this woman. “Get outta here.
We’ve got work to do.” 


“All right, I’m goin’.” He walked toward
the lobby, but turned around to face his brother just before he reached the
door. “Hey, we okay, man?” 


Jay nodded. “Yeah, we’re good.” 


It wasn’t his brother’s fault the nagging
voice inside Jay’s head wouldn’t give him a pass just this once. Sometimes he
wished he could be more like his brother. The only rules Mike followed were
those defined by the lawmakers. When it came to his personal life, anything and
anyone was fair game as long as she wasn’t wearing another man’s ring.  


Mike winked at Victoria. “Don’t keep me
waitin’ too long, beautiful.” 


Victoria chuckled as her date walked out
the door. “Why do I get the feeling he’ll be chatting up some other woman by the
time I get there?” 


“Probably because he will.” Jay started
breaking down the packing boxes so he could take them out to the recycle bin
when Victoria grabbed his arm. 


“I’ll say it again, if you have a problem
with me going out with your brother…” She looked up at him expectantly, as
though she was almost hoping he would object. “Just say the word, Jay. The last
thing I’d want to do is cause problems between you two.” 


Jay knew he was the one with the problem,
not his brother, and certainly not Victoria. “Tell me something, you ever dated
anyone you worked for?”


“No, that’s a line I know better than to
cross.” She squeezed his forearm. “Look, I think you’re a great guy, and I’m
obviously attracted to you, but I don’t do relationships.” 


He took a step back. He needed to put some
distance between them if he had a prayer of resisting the overwhelming urge to
kiss her. “What do you mean, you don’t do relationships?” 


“I go out for dinner with guys like your
brother. I have sex every once in a great while, but I make sure my partner
knows the score.” 


“Let me get this straight. You’ve never had
a serious boyfriend? Ever?” 


“No.” 


Jay couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
She was a gorgeous woman. It was hard to imagine she hadn’t turned down dozens
of marriage proposals already. “How old are you?” 


She smiled. “Did you even look at the paperwork
you had me fill out earlier?” 


“I haven’t had a chance. Just answer the
question. How old are you?” 


“Twenty-eight.” 


She seemed so strong, but Jay was
perceptive enough to see through the façade to the scared little girl hiding
out just beneath the surface. He knew Victoria was afraid that little girl
would shatter if she ever let anyone get close enough to break her heart again.



He couldn’t even imagine what it had been
like for her, growing up alone, knowing there wasn’t a single person in the
world she could count on to look out for her. No wonder she’d taken up martial
arts. He had no doubt she’d been looking for the sense of empowerment she
thought karate could give her. 


“What were they like, your foster parents?”



She rolled her eyes. “Which ones?” 


Jay was almost afraid to ask. “How many?” 


Victoria shrugged and he could tell she was
going for indifference, but she fell miles short. “I don’t know, six, I guess.
The last one was the worst.” She ran her hands up and down her arms as though
she was suddenly chilled to the bone. “But for the most part, they just kept
their distance. They did their thing, and they let me do mine. As long as the
government kept sending the checks, they gave me a roof over my head and food…”
She smirked. “When they didn’t lose the grocery money at the casino.” 


He wanted to pull her into his arms to
comfort her, but he knew she would only resist. “It must have been tough
growin’ up like that. I can’t even imagine. I mean, my parents split when we
were young, but they were both there for us, always.” 


“Then consider yourself lucky.” She bit her
bottom lip. “It wasn’t so bad. Hell, it was the only thing I’d ever known. I
think it was better in some ways.” 


“How so?” he asked quietly. 


He was almost afraid to spook her. His gut
told him she’d never opened up to anyone the way she was opening up to him, and
he didn’t want her to stop. He wanted to know everything there was to know
about her, and he knew even then he wouldn’t be satisfied. He imagined he could
spend the rest of his life getting to know this woman and never tire of
learning more about her. 


“Sometimes I think if I’d been able to
remember my mother, it would have been worse, ya know? At least this way, I’ve
never had to miss her.” 


Jay knew that couldn’t possibly be true. He
had no doubt Victoria still grieved the loss of the mother she never knew. “You
ever think about havin’ kids of your own someday? I bet that experience would
make you a great mama.” 


She scowled. “How the hell do you know? I
don’t know the first thing about being a parent.” Her voice trembled when she
said, “And to answer your question, no, I never think about having kids of my
own.” 


Jay sensed he’d crossed an unseen line and
he reached out to touch her. “Hey, I’m sorry, sweetheart. I didn’t mean…” 


She held her hand up and took a step back.
“No apology necessary. I guess I should go. I wouldn’t want to keep your
brother waiting.” 


 


 


Victoria was still reeling when she walked
into Jimmy’s an hour later. She stood in the shower longer than necessary,
replaying the day’s events in her mind. How had she allowed herself to let her
guard down with Jay? She’d never done that before, let someone in so quickly.
How had he managed to break through the wall she’d erected without even trying?


Mike waved to her from a booth in the back,
and it struck her how much he and his brother looked alike on the outside, yet
she could already tell in the short time she’d known them, their personalities
couldn’t be more different. 


Mike was a safe bet, someone she could
trust to make her laugh and fill the lonely hours between work and volunteering
at the shelter, but Jay was dangerous. She knew he would never hurt her
intentionally. He was a good man. Kind, compassionate, loyal… but she could
fall in love with a man like Jay before she even had time to realize it was
happening. 


The few brief moments he’d held her in his
arms were already creeping into her consciousness far more than they should. Their
near kiss left her craving more… it was too risky. She had to send Jay a clear
message, for both of their sakes… Mike was her type, not him. 


“Hey there,” she said when she reached
Mike’s table. “Sorry it took me so long to get here.” 


He leaned in to kiss her cheek. “You’re
worth waitin’ for, darlin’.” 


She had no doubt the same comment had
reduced dozens of women to putty in his hands, but she’d heard all those tired
lines too many times. She reached for the menu. “I’m famished. How about you?” 


“We can just grab a drink here and go
somewhere a little more romantic for dinner, if you like.” 


She knew her relationship with Mike would
never extend to the bedroom. She couldn’t sleep with him without thinking about
his brother, which wouldn’t be fair to either of them. “I don’t mind eating
here. If you’re okay with it?” 


He reached for the plastic menu. “Sounds
good. I got tied up at work, so I skipped lunch. I sure could go for one of
their burgers.” He looked up. “You ever had one?”


“Can’t say I have.” 


“You don’t know what you’re missin’.” 


She grinned. “I think I’ll stick with a
grilled chicken breast and tossed salad.” 


He wrinkled his nose in disgust. “Don’t
tell me you’re a health nut like my brother.” 


“I like to take care of my body.” 


His eyes drifted to her cleavage before he
smiled. “I can certainly see why.” 


No, he had no idea. Her reasons for taking
care of herself had nothing to do with vanity. For her, it was a choice between
life and death. She knew she was already living on borrowed time, but a healthy
diet and exercise might buy her a few more years. 


She didn’t want to dwell on her problems
tonight, not when she had a handsome man willing to entertain her. “So, tell me
about yourself, Mike. I know you’re a detective, right?” 


“Yes, ma’am, detective sergeant.” 


Victoria waited for the waitress to take
their order before she asked, “When did you decide to become a cop?” 


“Hell, I was just a kid when I started in
on my old man and his buddies to tell me everything they could about their
calls. I thought it was just about the coolest job in the world.”


“Yeah, Jay mentioned your dad used to be a
cop, and your step-father still is, right?”


Mike laughed. “Yeah, Derek’s my boss, in
fact.”


She smiled before taking a sip from the
water glass the waitress set down in front of her. “How’s that workin’ out for
ya?”


He shrugged. “Derek’s a great guy. We’re
tight now.” He took a long pull from his beer bottle before he said, “I gotta
admit, it was a long road.”


She sensed there was more to the story, but
she didn’t want to pry. “Your father works for Trey Turner, right?”


“Yeah.” Mike frowned. “Jay filled you in?” 


She nodded. “Why do you sound so
surprised?” 


“To tell you the truth, I am. He usually keeps
stuff like that under wraps. He must trust you.”


She didn’t want to read too much into his
comment, but it pleased her to think Jay deemed her trustworthy. “I hope so,
since we’re gonna be working together.”


“How’s it goin’ so far?” He grabbed a few
peanuts from the bowl in the center of the table. “My brother can be pretty
hard core sometimes.”


“I don’t mind. So can I.”


He raised an eyebrow. “Then you two should
be perfect for each other.”


She didn’t want to acknowledge that loaded
statement, so she took a sip of water, hoping he would let it pass. 


“Tell me something, why are you here with
me instead of him?”


Victoria knew she shouldn’t be surprised by
his direct question. She could tell the first time she met Mike he was a
straight shooter when he prefaced the dinner invite by saying he wasn’t interested
in pursuing a serious relationship with her or anyone else. “Your brother
doesn’t think it’s a good idea to date people he works with. I happen to agree
with him.”


“Look, why don’t we just put our cards on
the table here, Victoria? I like you. I think you’re smart, beautiful, sexy…”


She could hear the ‘but’ ringing in her
ears as she waited for him to fill in the blanks. 


“But I can tell you’re into Jay, and I know
he’s into you. I don’t want to be the middle man.”


She knew with a guy like Mike, there was no
way around the truth. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t attracted to him, but I
meant what I said last night. I’m not interested in a relationship. Your
brother… he’s the kind of guy a girl looks for when she’s ready to settle
down.”


Mike chuckled. “And I’m the guy you hook up
with for a good time?”


Victoria hated that she’d offended him, but
the look in his clear blue eyes told her she had. “I’m sorry.” She reached
across the table to cover his hand with her own. “I didn’t mean it the way it
sounded.”


“Yes, you did. I gotta admit, I appreciate
your honesty.” He slipped his hand free and reached for his beer. “So, be
straight with me. You and me…where do you see it goin’?”


The waitress chose that moment to set their
food down, which gave Victoria a few minutes to decide how to respond. 


“Well?”


“I’d like to keep doing what we’re doing
right now, if it’s okay with you?”


He bit into his burger and took a moment to
chew before he asked, “What are we doin’ right now?”


“Getting to know each other. If we hit it
off, maybe we could get together for drinks or dinner whenever we have a free
evening, share a few laughs…”


He grinned. “Damn, I don’t think a woman
has ever given me the ‘friends’ speech on the first date before.”


She laughed, relieved he was teasing her. “So
we’re on the same page, right?”


“Depends. Does this arrangement have any
fringe benefits?” He stroked the stubble on his chin and leered at her. “’Cause
if it does, you can definitely count me in.”


She burst out laughing at his pathetic
excuse for a come-on, knowing full well he was baiting her. She knew instantly
Mike was someone she could count among her friends. “Sorry to disappoint you.”


He snapped his fingers and did his best to
look disappointed. “Darlin’, when they look like you, ya can’t blame a guy for
tryin’.”


She smiled and shook her head. “I won’t
hold it against you.”


“Why do I get the feelin’ there’s more to
this friendship than you’re tellin’ me?”


Mike was a seasoned detective. Of course it
wouldn’t take him long to figure out she had an ulterior motive for pursuing
his friendship. She knew she wasn’t going to be able to fool him, so she
decided full disclosure was her best option. “Maybe because there is.”


He set his burger down, waiting for her to
continue. “Okay, let’s have it.”


“I like your brother, a lot, but…”


“Trust me; I know Jay feels the same way
about you. The way he acted last night, and again today, it was pretty obvious
he’s developing some pretty strong feelings for you.”


“That’s just it. I don’t want to get
involved with him anymore than he wants to get involved with me.”


Mike smirked. “So you wanna use me as a
buffer? You think if Jay assumes there’s somethin’ goin’ on between us, he’ll
back off?”


When he spelled it out, she felt guilty for
trying to use him to keep his brother at a safe distance. 


“Okay, I’m game.” 


She narrowed her eyes. “Really? Just like
that?” 


He laughed. “You don’t have any siblings do
you, Victoria?” 


She shook her head. There was no way she
could confide in him the way she had Jay. “No.” 


“I didn’t think so. If you had, you’d know
the score. Any chance I get to one up my brother, you better believe I’m gonna
take it.” 


Victoria laughed. “You’re so bad.” 


“But if I do this for you, you need to do
something for me.” 


She should have known he’d expect something
in return. “What is it?” 


“My father and step-mother are havin’ a
birthday party for my little sister on Friday night. Everybody’s been on my
back about findin’ a nice girl. You’d fit the bill perfectly.” 


“So you want me to pretend to be your
girlfriend to keep your family off your back?”


“You gotta admit, it would go a long way
toward convincin’ Jay we’re a real couple.” 


She didn’t want to deceive Jay, and she
didn’t think she’d have to. If he knew she was spending time with his brother,
he would just assume they were sleeping together. She just wouldn’t bother
setting him straight. She knew a lie by omission was still a lie, but she could
justify it by telling herself it was for the greater good. 


Jay was a great guy. He deserved a woman
who could give him a houseful of kids and a long and happy marriage. The only
thing she could offer him was a few good memories and a broken heart. It was
best to let him go now, before she was the one who ended up with a broken heart. 



 


 


Jay had been riding around for the past
hour, trying to ease the rage eating at him. But the more he thought about some
pushy bastard putting his hands on Victoria against her will, the angrier he
got. 


He finally pulled his bike into the parking
lot and spotted a vanity plate that told him the owner of the studio was still
there. He wanted to bust in and take him down without benefit of an
explanation, but he had too much respect for the students and instructors to
act on impulse and disrupt their classes. 


The pretty blonde seated at the reception
desk looked up when he walked in. Her mouth dropped open. “Oh wow, you’re Jay
Cooper, aren’t you? I saw the article about you in Triple M magazine this
month. It was awesome.” 


He smiled. “Thanks.” He glanced into the
studio. “Is your boss around?” 


“He’s in his office. You want me to call
him out here?” 


“No, I’ll just go back there and see him.
Thanks.” 


Jay bowed before entering the open space
where the class was being held. He was careful to walk around the perimeter of
the room and not across the floor as he made his way to the narrow hallway
leading to the restrooms and what he assumed was the main office. There was a
closed door at the end of the hall with a black and gold sign that read ‘Office.’


He lifted his hand and tapped his knuckles
on the door. It took everything in him not to raise his motorcycle boot and
kick it in. He didn’t wait for a response before he threw the door open. 


The middle aged man on the other side of
the door jumped up from his desk. “What the—” 


The words died on his lips and Jay knew he
must look like a dark and dangerous storm cloud intent on turning his orderly
world upside down. “You messed with a friend of mine.” He braced his hands on
the desk and leaned forward. “Big mistake.” 


Rob swallowed and held his hands up in
self-defense. “I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about, Jay. I didn’t do
anything, I swear to you.” 


Jay wasn’t surprised the guy knew who he
was. The martial arts community was tight knit, especially in Tennessee. “Like
hell you didn’t. You drew first blood, and you know what that means, don’t
you?” 


He kept backing up, his hands still out in
front of him until he butted against a bookcase and couldn’t go any further.
“I’m not a violent man. I would never hurt anyone. I don’t know what you’re
talkin’ about.” 


“I’m talkin’ about what you did to
Victoria.” 


The color drained from his face at the
mention of her name and he swiped his palm over his damp forehead. “I, uh,
didn’t know she was a friend of yours. If I had, I never would’ve…” He started
swallowing convulsively. “Shit, she’s not your girlfriend, is she?” 


Jay smirked. “If she was, you’d be spittin’
out teeth by now. You lay one hand on my woman, and I can promise you
that hand will wind up in a cast for a good long time.” 


“I understand.” He skirted around the
bookcase and tried to make his way around the room toward the door.


“Where the hell do you think you’re goin’?
I’m not finished with you yet.” Jay knew he wouldn’t have to lay a hand on him.
They both knew he could render him immobile if he chose to, but the threat of
what he could do was more than enough to drive his point home.


“I’m sorry.” He sank into a guest chair
positioned by the door. 


“I care about Victoria, and if you cross
someone I care about, you have to answer to me. Understood?” 


“Yes, yes, sir. I won’t bother her again. I
promise.” 


Jay smirked. “Good, ‘cause if you do…” He
let the threat hang in the air, knowing they both knew what he could do if
someone was stupid enough to cross him. 


“I won’t. Victoria will never see or hear
from me again. You have my word.” 


“Good.” Now if only he could get his
brother out of Victoria’s life so easily.  
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Victoria had a few hours to spare before
Jay was expecting her at the studio, so she decided to stop into the shelter to
find out if there was anything she could do to help. She knew they were nearing
the end of the month, and they’d had more women and children checking in over
the last six days than they’d anticipated. The problem with government
subsidized shelters was they often provided enough money to keep the doors
open, but beyond that, the employees were on their own to figure out how to
meet the needs of their residents. 


The volunteers routinely had to solicit food
donations from local grocery stores and restaurants just to get them through
the month. 


Lindsay looked up from her computer screen
when Victoria walked into the small office. “Hey, I was gonna call you today.
How was your date last night?” 


“It was good.” 


It hadn’t taken long for Victoria to
realize Jay’s brother was a great guy. Once they agreed their relationship
would never be romantic, they let their guards down and had fun getting to know
each other. He regaled her with stories about some of the outrageous cases he’d
worked over the years, and they talked, laughed, and danced until it was time
for J.T. to throw them out. 


“So you’ll be seeing him again?” 


She sat down in the chair across from her
friend. “Definitely.” 


“How does his hot brother feel about that?”



Victoria shrugged. She knew she was
terrible at feigning indifference, but she felt she should at least try to pull
it off before she caved in and told her friend the truth. “I haven’t told him
yet. I’m due at the studio in a little bit. I assume he’ll ask.” When he did,
she was ready with a response that would surely shut him down. 


Lindsay spun her chair around to face
Victoria. “There’s something you’re not telling me. You went out with a hot
guy, said you had a great time, yet you don’t seem too happy about it. Why?” 


Her friend was too perceptive and she was a
terrible liar. She only hoped Jay wouldn’t be able to see through her as
easily. “I do like Mike… as a friend.” Lindsay looked so dejected Victoria had
to laugh. “It’s okay, a girl can never have too many friends, ya know?” 


“Yeah, but when are you gonna meet the guy?
The one who’s gonna force you out of your comfort zone… who’ll be worth taking a
risk for?” 


Lindsay was the only person on the planet
who knew Victoria’s life story in its entirety and she’d only confided in her
because Lindsay could relate. She’d grown up in the system too, which led them
both here, to the shelter, trying to help other kids who were suffering to find
their place in a world that had left them beaten up and battered when they had
nowhere else to turn. 


“I’d never want to put anyone else through
what I went through. It wouldn’t be fair.” 


She and Lindsay hadn’t been friends during
Victoria’s lengthy hospital stay, but her friend knew the whole ugly story of
her fight for her life. 


Lindsay leaned forward and reached across
the desk. “Honey, you don’t know how long you have. None of us do. Hell, I
could walk out of here and get hit by a car; so could you. We can’t assume the
Grim Reaper is waiting around every corner.” 


She knew her friend was only trying to
help, but she couldn’t possibly understand what Victoria had been through. “He
wants a family.” She looked Lindsay in the eye. “Jay told me he wants a
family.” 


Lindsay closed her eyes and leaned back in
her seat. “There are lots of ways to have a family, Vic. Hell, we both know there
are tons of kids out there who need a good home.” 


If her situation had been different,
Victoria wouldn’t have hesitated to adopt a baby. But she couldn’t bear the
thought of leaving a helpless baby alone in the world to fend for him or
herself, the way her mother had left her. “I know, but…” 


Lindsay held her hand up. “I don’t want to
hear it. I’ve known you for five years, and I’ve watched you turn away dozens
of great guys—guys who were really starting to care about you- just because you
were afraid to take a risk. Everyone thinks you’re so fearless, but I’m not
buying it. I think you’re scared to death of everything.” 


Victoria glared at her. “You have no idea—”



“Yes, I do.” She sighed. “Okay, maybe I
don’t know exactly what you’ve been through, but I do know you’re using your
past as an excuse not to plan for your future.” 


“How can you say that?”


“You know I love you. I just want you to be
happy, and it bugs me when I see you reject one great guy after another because
you’re too afraid to let someone love you.” 


“I almost died.” She was fighting a losing
battle to maintain control. “Thankfully, there was no one to give a damn back
then, but what if I’d had a husband or kids? How the hell could I have left
them behind the way my parents left me behind?” 


“Your parents chose to leave you, Vic. Just
like my parents chose to become drug addicts and dump me with a grandmother who
died before I turned eight. People who die don’t choose to leave their kids
behind. They have no choice.” 


Victoria covered her face with her hands.
She hadn’t thought about that dark period in her life in a long time, but
meeting Jay and knowing her annual check-up was only days away was wreaking
havoc with her sense of reason. “Do you think it matters to the kids who are
left behind, Lindsay? All they know is their mommy or daddy is gone. They don’t
understand why.” 


“If you were to go to the palliative care
unit right now and ask any of the mothers and fathers lying in those beds whether
they would have traded one moment they spent with their kids if they knew how
it was all going to end, I can guarantee you they’d all tell you their kids
were the best damn thing to ever happen to them.” 


Victoria knew her friend was right. She’d
spent enough time in the hospital getting to know the other patients. No one
ever came to visit her, so when she got tired of staring at the same four walls
all day, she’d take her walker or wheel chair and venture down the hall to visit
some of the other patients. She got to know some of them quite well. So well they’d
left a huge hole in her heart when she eventually walked in to each and every
room to find their beds empty. Some of her new friends passed on in their
sleep, all alone. Others slipped into a coma with family and friends crowding
their bedside. Some were children with their whole lives ahead of them. Others
were senior citizens with a good life behind them. But they all told stories of
the things they wished they’d done, people they wished they’d met, trips they
wished they’d taken while they still had enough life left in them. 


Victoria was one of the lucky ones who got
to leave propelled by the strength of her own two legs. She was ‘in remission’
according to her doctors, but in her mind, it felt like she was just waiting
for the other shoe to drop. 


She did everything she could to buy time.
She ate well, exercised every day, drank plenty of water, and took her vitamins,
but she hadn’t been able to shake the feeling there was a dormant beast lying
in wait inside her body, ready to strike when she finally let her guard down.
So she couldn’t let her guard down. Ever. 


“Hey, I’m sorry,” Lindsay whispered,
leaning in to hold her hand. 


She didn’t realize she’d started crying
until the tears fell on her bare legs. Crying twice in as many days was a new
record for her. She hadn’t cried this much since she was a kid who still
thought there might be someone out there somewhere waiting to dry her tears,
hoping to find a little girl like her to make their life complete. 


“Don’t be sorry.” She reached for a tissue
on the desk and blotted her eyes. “You were right.” 


“I was?” 


“Yeah, I live in fear every single day.”
She pressed her closed fist against her mouth, willing her body to stop
trembling. “And I don’t know when or if I’m ever gonna feel safe again.” 


“Oh, honey…” Lindsay got up and came around
the desk to draw her into a hug. “You deserve to be happy. More than anyone I
know, you’ve earned it.” 


She laid her head on her friend’s shoulder
and let her stroke her hair. “You don’t earn the right to be happy. You either are
or you’re not.” 


Lindsay pulled back to look her in the eye.
“Have you ever been happy? I mean, really happy?” 


She tried to smile when she said, “I can’t
say I have.” 


“If you were to die tomorrow, wouldn’t that
be your greatest regret… you’d never allowed yourself to steal even a few
moments of happiness?” 


It was difficult to be happy when death was
a real and present danger every day. It was the first thing she thought about
when she woke up in the morning and the last thing she thought about before she
fell asleep at night. It was the voice in her head while she was driving. It
was the pain in her stomach when she was lying on the couch watching TV. It was
the five pounds the scale told her she lost last week. It was the meal she
couldn’t finish. It was the day she couldn’t drag herself out of bed because
she was too tired. The threat of death was constant, and it was everywhere. 


“I’d have a lot of regrets if I were to die
tomorrow, but wouldn’t we all?” 


“You deserve to be loved, honey. Just
because your parents were too screwed up to love you doesn’t mean there isn’t
some great guy out there just waiting to fall in love with you.” 


Victoria forced a smile. “Those are just
fantasies, hon. I can’t afford to waste time fantasizing.” 


 


 


Jay was counting down the minutes until
Victoria’s shift started. He was eager to find out how her date with Mike went,
but he knew he had to play it cool. He couldn’t let her know the thought of her
kissing his brother, or worse, making love to his brother, had been eating him
up inside since she walked out last night. 


Victoria pushed through the door and lit
his world up with her smile. He hadn’t had it this bad for a woman ever. “Hey,
beautiful.” 


“Hey, yourself.” She looked around at the
artwork he’d hung that morning. “Looking good.” 


Wielding a hammer had done little to ease
his tension, but the sight of her gorgeous face gave him hope the day was going
to get better just because she’d walked back into his life. “Thanks.” He
grinned. “I think we just might be ready for the grand opening, after all.” 


“Was there ever any doubt?” 


“No.” He set the hammer down on a nearby
chair. “We make a pretty great team, don’t we?” 


She gestured to the open space surrounding
them. “I can’t take credit for this. All I did was unpack a few boxes. This is
all you.” She smiled. “I really admire what you’ve accomplished here.” 


He tried not to let the compliment go to
his head, but it did. Her opinion of him mattered, a lot. “Thanks. It’s easy
when you love what you do, right?” 


“Yeah, I guess.” 


He reached for the one of the take-out cups
he’d bought from the café around the corner minutes earlier. “Black, just the
way you like it.” Working side by side all day, he’d learned a lot about her,
but there was so much more he wanted to know. He wanted to know everything. 


She reached for the cup, brushing her
fingertips over his, and he felt the heat practically sear his hand. “Thanks.” 


“My pleasure. I could use a break.” He
gestured to one of the stools pushed against the tall counter. “Have a seat.
Tell me about your date with my brother.” He promised himself he wasn’t going
to ambush her as soon as she walked in the door, but if their night was a disaster,
he wouldn’t have to waste any more of his time worrying about it. 


She laughed. “I just got here. I can’t take
a break.” 


He winked. “Your new boss is a pretty cool
guy. I don’t think he’d mind if you finished your coffee before you dug into
those boxes.” 


She smiled as she slid up on the tall stool
and peeled back the plastic lid on her cup. “I’m not gonna lie, just the smell
of caffeine is making my mouth water.” 


“Late night, huh?” He was going for
nonchalance, but he knew he fell way short. 


“Yeah, we closed Jimmy’s down. Poor J.T.
had to practically throw us out.” 


He took a sip of his coffee and tried not
to let his disappointment show. He was hoping she would tell him they’d had
nothing in common and called it a night early. “Really?” 


“Yeah.” She smiled over the rim of her cup.
“Your brother’s a great guy.” 


Dozens of women had said the same thing to
him over the years, but never before had it made him feel nauseous. “Yeah, I
guess he is…when he’s not bein’ a pain in the ass.” 


She chuckled. “You’re just saying that
‘cause he’s your brother. Don’t all siblings feel the same way?” 


He shrugged. “I don’t know. I just know
it’s true.” In reality, Mike was one of his closest friends, and she was right,
he was a great guy, but in that moment, Jay hated his guts. “So, you plan on
seein’ him again?” 


She nodded. “He invited me to the birthday
party at your dad’s house tomorrow night.” 


Jay closed his eyes briefly as he processed
her words. Mike didn’t bring girls home to meet their family unless it was serious,
which was rare. “He invited you to meet the family after one lousy date?” 


She tipped the cup to her lips and took a
sip before she said, “It was a pretty incredible first date. I haven’t felt so comfortable
with someone in a long time.” 


He tried to ignore the sharp stab of pain.
Jay knew she wasn’t trying to hurt him. She was just being honest, letting him
know their attraction paled in comparison to what she felt for his brother. Now
he just had to figure out how the hell he was going to start treating her like
Mike’s new girlfriend when everything in him was dying to pull her into his
arms for the kiss he’d been robbed of yesterday. “Good to know.” He pointed to
the boxes stacked in the corner. “I’ve got some things to take care of in the
office. Would you mind unpacking those brochures and business cards?” He
pointed to the Plexiglas wall racks he’d installed that morning. “You can just
put them in there.” 


She jumped off her stool and set her coffee
down on the glass counter. “Not a problem.” 


He wanted to say more. He wanted to ask her
if she had the choice, would she choose him. But he was too afraid of what that
answer might be, so he decided to lock himself in his office and pretend his
biggest concern was the grand opening of his new studio. 


 


 


Victoria released a sigh when she heard
Jay’s door close with a soft click. She hadn’t lied to him. Her connection with
Mike was easy and natural, but she knew he assumed it was a romantic
connection, which couldn’t be further from the truth. 


She hated seeing the disappointment on his
face when she tried so hard to let him down gently. She would give anything if
things could be different, but…


Her cell phone rang and she pulled it out
of the back pocket of her denim shorts. Oh God. It was her doctor’s office.
She’d had the routine tests he’d ordered weeks ago in anticipation of this
appointment. What if they’d found something? 


“Hello.” 


“Victoria, this is Dr. Dalton’s office.” 


She couldn’t utter a word as she waited for
the receptionist to deliver her fate. From her experience, if the doctor wanted
to see her right away, it meant bad news… very, very bad news. 


“Would it be possible for you to come in
this afternoon?” 


She was gripping the edge of the counter,
trying to keep her knees from buckling when she felt Jay’s presence behind her.
“Um… I could come on my break.” It’s not like she’d be able to eat anything
anyways. As it was, her breakfast was sitting in her stomach like a lead
weight. 


“Does 3:00 work for you?” 


“Yes, that would be fine. Thank you.” 


She pressed the button and stared at the
blank screen, trying to make sense of what just happened. Had she brought this
on herself? She’d watched a TV program about the Law of Attraction just last
week. Had her dark thoughts caused the disease to take over her body again? Had
the hours she’d spent fearing a tumor growing inside of her actually resulted
in her worst fear coming true?


“Are you okay?” Jay asked, moving in behind
her. When she didn’t respond right away, he repeated, “Victoria, is everything
all right?” 


She couldn’t tell him the truth. He had
enough to worry about with his grand opening. She didn’t want to burden him
with her problems, too. She turned around to face him, plastering a smile on
her face. “Everything’s fine. I have an appointment later. I hope that’s okay?”



His light eyes darkened in an instant. “I
hope it’s nothing like the appointment you had yesterday?” 


“No, not at all.” What happened yesterday
paled in comparison to this. “It’s just a doctor’s appointment.” 


He raised an eyebrow. “You feelin’ okay?” 


“Yeah, fine.” She tried to walk past him,
but he grabbed her wrist. 


“You’re lying to me. Tell me what’s really
goin’ on with you.” 


“It’s just a routine check-up.” Except
there was nothing routine about this, and she sensed he knew it. 


“Why don’t I believe you?” 


She shrugged. “I don’t know.” 


“You need a lift there? You shouldn’t be
drivin’.”


She frowned. “Why would you say that?” 


He looked at the hand he was now holding.
“You’re ice cold and your hands are shaking.” 


Damn. She thought she was doing such a good
job of holding it together, but this man had an uncanny ability of knowing when
something was troubling her. She tried to pull free, but he wouldn’t let her.
“Just let me check the thermostat.” 


“The problem isn’t with the thermostat.
It’s with you. Are you gonna tell me what the hell’s goin’ on?” 


She wanted to scream and cry, kick or throw
something, but more than anything, she wanted to fall into his arms and have
him tell her everything was going to be all right. She wanted him to promise
her she wasn’t going to die, at least not yet, but she knew he couldn’t make
that promise. No one could. Her life was up for grabs, and in a few short hours,
she’d find out her fate. And when she did, she’d deal with it, just like she
had the last time. Stage three ovarian cancer should have been a death
sentence, but it wasn’t. She’d survived. And she would again. She hoped. 


“I don’t want to talk about it.” 


He sighed as she released her hand. “Fine,
but I’m not lettin’ you drive in this condition. I’ll take you.” 


“No!” She pointed to the medical building
on the corner. It was less than a five minute walk from the studio. “Dr.
Dalton’s office is right there. I can walk.” 


“Maybe you just need someone to hold your
hand,” he said softly. “At least let me do that.” 


No one had ever offered to accompany her to
a doctor’s appointment before. Some patients had relatives or friends with them
during their chemo treatments, to talk or pass the time, but she’d always gone
alone. The nurses often took pity on her, she assumed because they always saw
her alone, so they would come in to chat with her on their breaks. But she
would shut them down, offering only one word responses when they tried to
engage her in conversation. She didn’t want them to waste their breaks on her.
She could survive on her own. She’d been doing it all her life. 


She closed her eyes and a single tear slid
down her cheek. “No, thank you. I’ll be fine.” 


 


 


It hit Jay like an avalanche. He was
falling in love with this woman. He knew it was crazy. His mind rallied to
present him with all the reasons it was impossible: he hadn’t known her long
enough, they hadn’t even kissed, she was seeing his brother, and she was his
employee. But none of that seemed to matter now. The only thing he cared about
was making sure she was okay. He’d never had such a strong impulse to take care
of another person in his life. 


“You don’t have to pretend with me,
sweetheart.” He framed her face with his hands and he felt her body sway in his
direction. “Come here.” He pulled her into his arms, supporting her weight as
she leaned into him. Her body felt limp, lifeless, and that scared the hell out
of him. That phone call had obviously shaken her to the core. 


“I’m tired,” she whispered, laying her head
on his chest. “I don’t know why I’m so tired all of a sudden.” 


He felt it, almost as though the energy was
draining from her body and she was relying on him to keep her upright. “Do you
need to sit down?” 


She shook her head. “Can you just hold me
for a minute?” 


He’d be content to hold her forever. “Sure,
whatever you need.” She needed him. There was no doubt in his mind. His
self-centered, egotistical brother couldn’t begin to meet her needs the way he
could. 


“This is nice,” she said, sighing. “It’s
been a long time since I’ve had someone to lean on like this.”


He questioned whether she’d ever let
herself lean on someone like this. It made him happy to think he’d earned a
place in the select group of people she counted on. “I’m here, as long as you need
me.” 


She wrapped her arms around his waist and
held him tight. “You’re such a good man, Jay.” 


Victoria made him want to be a better man.
No one had ever made him feel that way before. 


She tipped her head back to look at him.
“Mike told me about Lily, the woman you were with at Jimmy’s.”


Jay frowned. His ex-girlfriend was the last
thing on his mind. Why would she bring her up now, when they were finally getting
closer? 


“She’s very beautiful, and it’s obvious she
still has feelings for you.” Her full mouth tipped up at the corners. “She was
shooting daggers at me.” 


He didn’t want to talk about Lily right
now. Hell, he didn’t even want to think about her ever again. The only thing
that mattered to him right now was Victoria and finding out why she was using
his ex-girlfriend and brother to try and create a barrier between them. “I
don’t care about her. I care about you.” 


She shook her head, trying to deny his
claim. “You can’t. You don’t even know me.” 


He stepped back, holding her hands in his.
“Don’t I?” 


They’d spent a lot of time talking
yesterday, and he got the sense she’d opened up to him more than she had any
other man in her life. “You told me about your childhood, how hard you fought
to get an education, how you got interested in martial arts, your work at the
shelter…” He smiled when he knew he had her. “What else? Oh yeah, you told me
you’d love to open your own studio someday. Your favorite foods are pasta and
cheesecake, but you rarely overindulge. You’d love to have a dog, but you’re
allergic. You can’t swim because a near miss when you were a kid made you
terrified of the water…” 


Victoria’s mouth fell open. “I can’t
believe you remembered. What’s more, I can’t believe I told you all that. My
best friend doesn’t even know I can’t swim.” 


He smiled. “Don’t tell me I don’t know you.
I think I do.” He’d gladly shared as much with her. He wanted to know
everything about her, and he wanted her to be confident she knew enough about
him to reciprocate his feelings.  


“Maybe you’re right,” she said, quietly.
She looked up at him, her eyes filled with unshed tears. “But we all have our
secrets, Jay.” 
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Victoria was reading the same paragraph in
her magazine for the fourth time when the door opened and Jay walked into the
waiting room. 


Several of the women seated around the
L-shaped room looked up when he walked in. One young woman even gaped at him
from behind her magazine until he claimed the seat beside Victoria and took her
hand. 


“What are you doing here?” she whispered,
trying desperately to blink back the tears threatening to spill down her
cheeks. What was wrong with her lately? Ever since she’d met him, it was as
though the floodgates had opened and she couldn’t keep her emotions in check. 


“I knew you needed me.” 


She couldn’t deny he was right. “You
shouldn’t be here.” 


“Yes, I should.” 


She didn’t want to argue with him, not
here. “Thanks.” She knew she should let go of his hand, but she couldn’t bring
herself to break the connection.  


“My pleasure.” 


“It shouldn’t be much longer.” She didn’t
even want to think about how true that might be. “I think I’m next.” 


“It doesn’t matter how long it takes.” 


She loved him for offering to stay, but she
knew how busy he was. The phone had been ringing off the hook all day with
people wanting a piece of him, and he was putting everything on hold to be here
for her. How could a man who didn’t even know her know how much she needed his
support? 


“It’s gonna be okay, Victoria,” he said
gently. 


It was then she realized the terror she’d
been trying so hard to hide must have been reflected in her eyes, because he
looked as though his heart was breaking for her. “You don’t have to say that.”
But she was so grateful he had. He had no way of knowing what she was facing or
what she’d already been through, but just knowing he believed she was going to
be okay put her mind at ease somehow.


She leaned her head on his shoulder and
looked at their joined hands. His was big and strong. Hers was paler and much
smaller. He was the picture of health, and she felt so weak right now. She
didn’t know if it was because she felt so emotionally drained, but she was so
scared she wouldn’t have the strength to face this battle again. 


“Mike called a few minutes after you left.”



She didn’t want to talk about his brother
right now. Everything outside of this room seemed so insignificant. “Did you
tell him I had a doctor’s appointment?” She didn’t want Mike to know about
this. If it came down to it, she’d rather fight this battle alone; like she had
the last time she faced it. It seemed so unfair to drag other people into her
private hell. It was bad enough Jay was here with her now. 


Victoria would never let Jay see her the
way she’d been then. Too weak to get out of bed and too tired to care. She was
a mere shell of the young, vibrant woman she’d once been, and the treatments
they’d given her, the same ones that eventually healed her, had slowly
eradicated the insidious disease, but not before they almost took her will to
fight for another day. 


“No. I just told him you had to step out for
a bit. Would you rather he was the one here with you?”


There’s no one else she’d rather have by
her side right now. She thought about where she’d be if Jay hadn’t come into
her life. She’d still be here, but she’d be alone, without his strong shoulder
to lean on. “No, I’m glad you’re here.” 


He squeezed her hand. “Me too.” 


A young nurse in brightly colored scrubs
rounded the corner and smiled at her. “Victoria, the doctor will see you now.” 


She looked up at Jay, wishing there was
something she could say to make him understand how much it meant to her that he
was there. “You don’t have to stay. I can just meet you back at the studio when
I’m finished.” 


He picked up a magazine from the stack on
the end table. “And miss out on the opportunity to read this issue of Sports
Illustrated?” He grinned. “It’s only six months old.” 


She laughed, and the sound surprised her
when it escaped her lips. How had he made her laugh when her life as she knew
it may be over? “Okay… well, enjoy.” 


He winked. “Don’t worry, I will.” 


She turned back to look at him before she
walked down the narrow hallway toward the private offices. Sure enough, his
nose was buried in the magazine, as though he’d been waiting forever to read it.
She was grateful; if he’d looked up at her, she may have burst into tears and
run screaming from the office. 


Victoria didn’t want to do this. She didn’t
want to face the truth. She’d much rather crawl under the covers and pretend
everything was fine. Pretend she was normal, that she could have a husband, a
few kids, and a long, happy, healthy life. But she wasn’t normal. She never had
been. Since the day she was born, she’d faced struggle, and evidently she was
bound to die the same way: struggling, begging, pleading for another minute,
another hour, another day. For what… to find happiness? As far as she was
concerned, happiness was just an illusion.


“Dr. Dalton will be in shortly. Just have a
seat.” 


“Thank you,” Victoria whispered. 


The door closed at the same time she closed
her eyes. She was finally alone, alone to process her feelings and wallow in
her terror. Her stomach clenched and her hands were cold and clammy. If she
were prone to panic attacks, she surely would have had one then, but she forced
herself to stay calm, at least on the outside. 


“Hello, Victoria,” Dr. Dalton said as he
entered the room. He had been her family doctor for twelve years. He’d seen her
through the surgery and treatments. He’d consulted with her oncologist. He’d
offered her a reassuring smile when she was ready to give up hope. 


“Hello.” 


She looked at the manila folder in his
hands. She knew most doctors favored computer files nowadays, but Dr. Dalton
was old-fashioned and she loved that about him. He was the kind of father she
wished she’d had… if she’d been blessed with a father at all. 


“I’m sorry you had to come in early. I got
called out of town unexpectedly.” He smiled. “My daughter’s having her first
baby, my first grandbaby.” 


“Congratulations.” It took a moment for her
to process his words. He’d called her into his office today because he had to
leave town? Did that mean—?


“Now, let’s see what we have here.” He
opened the file and reviewed her test results.


Minutes seemed like hours as the only sound
in the room was the second hand on the wall clock marking the passing of time. 


“Everything looks good.” 


Those three little words sounded like an
echo in her eyes. “It does?” 


He frowned. “You sound surprised? Have you
been feeling okay?” 


She’d been feeling great, until she got the
call from his office. “Yes, fine.” 


“Excellent.” He looked her in the eye.
“Victoria, there is one other thing I wanted to talk to you about.” 


Here it comes, she thought. This was the bad news she’d been
waiting for. 


“The last time we met, you made a comment
about living on borrowed time. It stuck with me.” He closed her file and leaned
back in his swivel chair. “Is that how you really feel?” 


She barely remembered making the comment.
Given how many patients he’d likely seen since then, she was surprised he even
remembered her name, much less an innocent remark made during a weak moment.
“Sometimes.” She looked down at the hands clasped in her lap as she admitted,
“Most of the time.” 


He reached into his desk and extracted a
card. “It’s not unusual for patients who’ve faced life-threatening illnesses to
have difficulty coming to terms with it.” He passed the embossed business card
across his desk. “Dr. Greene is a colleague and friend of mine. I think it
might help you to talk to her about this.” 


She looked at the fancy script on the card
before asking, “You really think I need a shrink?” 


He chuckled. “I think you need to talk to
someone, a professional.” He set his silver-rimmed glasses down on the desk.
“This may not be my place to say, but I’ve known you a long time, so I feel I’d
be doing you a disservice if I wasn’t honest with you…” 


She didn’t know which was worse, being
physically sick or having her doctor think she was coming unglued. 


“Victoria, your life didn’t end with your
diagnosis. On the contrary, your remission is a second chance. Do yourself a
favor, make the most of it.” 


She considered what that would mean, making
the most of the time she had left instead of living in fear her body may betray
her again. There was no question it would be liberating to step outside of her
comfort zone and learn to live again. “I’ll think about it.” She held the card
tighter. “I’ll think about calling Dr. Greene, I promise.” 


Dr. Dalton smiled as he stood up. “Glad to
hear it.” He pointed to the small room beside his office. “Why don’t you slip
into a gown so we can finish up your exam, and I can send you on your way?” He
winked at her. “With a clean bill of health.” 


 


 


Jay’s stomach was tied up in knots as he
waited for Victoria. He didn’t know what was wrong, but something definitely
was. Ever since she’d received the call from the doctor’s office, she’d been
walking around in a daze. Whatever it was, there was no way he was going to let
her go through it alone. No matter how determined she was to push him away, he
was going to be there to support her, whether she liked it or not. 


He felt her presence filling the room
before he even looked up. He was almost afraid of what her reaction might be.
After the panic he’d seen clouding her eyes earlier, he didn’t know what to
expect now. Whatever he’d been anticipating, the reality was completely
unexpected. She looked radiant, as though the doctor had given her a new lease
on life in the mere minutes she’d spent with him. 


“Hi,” she said, beaming. “Are you ready to
go?” 


“Yeah, let’s get the hell out of here.” 


He slid his hand in hers and led her out of
the office. He felt like he did the first time he went sky-diving. He was
terrified before he took the leap, but the adrenaline rush from facing his fear
and coming out the other side left him weak with relief. That’s how he felt
now, holding Victoria’s hand as they stepped onto the elevator: inexplicably
relieved. He didn’t know what had just happened, but he felt like she’d just
dodged a bullet, and he was just so grateful her smile told him she was going
to be okay.


She frowned when she looked up at him.
“Hey, are you all right?” 


He punched the stop button and backed her
into the mirrored wall.  “No, I’m not okay.” He thrust his hands into her hair.
“I was scared to death. I didn’t know what the hell was going on, but I just
wanted to protect you, to keep you safe. I hated that I couldn’t. I felt so
damn helpless…” His breath was coming out in gasps and his heart was pounding
in his chest. He felt more winded than he had when he ran the 10K last month. “I
hate feeling like things are beyond my control.” 


But he knew the way he felt about her was
beyond his control. It defied logic, broke down every barrier he’d ever
erected, and laughed in the face of everything he thought he knew about
relationships. 


It was supposed to take time to build a
relationship, to fall in love. You weren’t supposed to meet someone and be
struck speechless. You weren’t supposed to waste every minute thinking about
them, especially when you had a business to run. You sure as hell weren’t
supposed to be interested in a woman who was dating your brother. But he was.  


His mouth came down on hers, stealing the
words hovering on her lips. He didn’t want to hear her protest. There were no
words to describe the avalanche that had torn through his life and nearly
brought him to his knees in recent days. Nothing else mattered in that moment
as he explored her mouth, not his brother or her doctor, the studio or the fact
she was his employee. The only thing he cared about was exploring this
incredible connection that had them clinging to each other and pouring
everything they had into a single kiss.


She pushed against his shoulders and tried
to tear her mouth from his. 


“Don’t,” he whispered. The words fell from
his lips like a broken plea. He’d never felt so desperate or so confused. “God,
please… don’t push me away. I need you right now.” 


Her whole body stiffened before she finally
framed his face with her hands and brought his mouth back to hers. “We
shouldn’t…” 


“I don’t care.” He nipped and licked her
bottom lip before moving to her ear. 


“Your brother…” 


“I don’t care.” He drew her earlobe into
his mouth and felt her grind into him as a soft moan escaped her lips. 


She ran her hands through his hair. “Work…”



“Don’t care.” The only thing he cared about
was getting closer to her, busting through her barriers and forcing his way
into her heart. 


“Jay, we can’t do this here.” 


He knew she was right. They were in an
elevator in a medical building, for God’s sake. “Fine.” He pulled back and drew
a deep breath. “But this isn’t over.” 


 


 


Thankfully, they were too busy to talk
about the kiss for the rest of the day. But Victoria wasn’t too busy to think
about it. She’d be on the phone, talking to a new student, explaining their
program options, and she’d catch a glimpse of Jay across the room. His back
would be turned, deep in conversation with someone else, but her eyes would
travel the length of his hard body and her mind would drift back to the memory
of having those rippling muscles pressing her into the wall at her back,
demanding complete and total surrender. 


She didn’t know if Jay realized it, but
that’s exactly what he’d been doing, demanding she surrender to his will. And
she had. She allowed herself to get caught up in the spicy scent of his cologne
lingering on her skin, the minty taste of his breath invading her mouth, and
the slow slide of his hands branding her body. She shivered just thinking about
it. 


The painter she’d met the day before
entered the studio and grinned when he saw her. 


Jay was talking to another local business
owner who’d approached him about a joint marketing venture, but he raised his
hand in greeting to his friend. 


“Hiya, gorgeous.” 


Victoria smiled. She’d liked Kurt as soon
as she met him. He was fun, playful, flirtatious, and despite his tough biker
exterior, she sensed he was totally harmless. “Hi yourself.” She looked him up
and down the same way he’d looked at her when they first met. “How is it you’re
a painter, yet I don’t see a drop of paint on you?”


He leaned on the counter, moving in closer
as he treated her to a sexy smile. “Maybe you’re not lookin’ in the right
places.” He threw his head back and laughed when she blushed. 


She was used to engaging in playful banter
with guys like Kurt, but she had to admit, doing it under Jay’s watchful eye
made her uneasy. “You’re terrible.” 


He raised an eyebrow. “That’s not what the
ladies tell me, sugar.” 


Keeping a straight face with a guy like him
was impossible, so she gave in to the smile. “You gonna tell me what’re you
doing here, or do I have to guess?” 


He winked. “I came here to see you.” 


“Liar.” 


He laughed again, drawing Jay’s attention.
Jay scowled at the back of his head. 


“Now try the truth.” 


He crooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Your
deadbeat boss owes me a check for the work my guys did on this place. I thought
I’d teach him a lesson about not paying his bills on time.” He cracked his
knuckles and smiled. “But I gotta warn you, it ain’t gonna be pretty.” 


“Is that so?” 


He tried, unsuccessfully, to hide his
smile. “You ever seen a grown man cry?” 


With her tongue firmly planted in her
cheek, she said, “Can’t say I have. Are you gonna make Jay cry?”


He frowned, as though confused by the
question. “I was talkin’ about me. I’m gonna cry.” 


She laughed. “Why?” 


He shrugged his massive shoulders.
“Usually, if a guy doesn’t pay his bills, I go in and intimidate him, maybe
rough him up a little…” 


“But you don’t think that would work with
him?” 


He shook his head, looking serious. “Nuh-uh,
his flyin’ ninja shit scares the hell out of me.” 


Victoria burst out laughing as she slapped
her palm against the counter. “You’re too much.” 


Jay walked his associate to the door before
making his way over to them. He glared at his friend. “What the hell are you
doin’ here?”


“You owe me money. I came to collect.” 


“You haven’t even given me an invoice yet,
so quit bustin’ my chops.” 


“All right, you got me. I thought I’d see
if you wanted to go to Jimmy’s for a beer.” 


“Brad just texted me to ask the same
thing.” Jay looked at Victoria. “What are your plans for tonight?” 


She was almost afraid to tell him. “Mike
and I are gonna meet up and Jimmy’s, then we’re going to the movies. He wants
to see—”


Kurt held his hand up. “Hold up a minute.
You and Mike… as in his brother Mike?” 


Victoria gripped her pen tighter when she
saw the muscle jumping in Jay’s jaw. She could tell he was furious and being
baited by his friend wouldn’t help. “Yes.” 


“You dumbass,” he said to Jay. “Why the
hell didn’t you move in before he could stake his claim?” 


“Who the hell asked you?” Jay’s fingers
flew over the keypad on his phone. “Let’s get out of here.” He set a key ring
on the counter. “These are yours. Lock up for me.” 


“Sure.” She hated to let him walk out when
he was angry. “Have a good night.” 


He shoved the glass door open. “Yeah, you
too.” 
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“I don’t get it,” Kurt said, glancing over
his shoulder. 


Mike and Victoria were having drinks in a
booth at the back of Jimmy’s while Jay tried to rein in his frustration at
seeing them together. He didn’t understand it either. He thought they were
making progress, yet here she was, cozying up to his brother as though this
afternoon had never even happened. 


“Me neither,” Jay muttered, taking a pull
from his longneck. “What the hell does she see in him?” 


Brad laughed as he nudged Jay in the arm.
“Come on, he’s not so bad.” 


“Depends who you ask. His last girlfriend
would probably disagree.” Mike was a total commitment-phobe. Of course, Jay had
been too before Victoria walked into his life. Now the idea of having a
girlfriend was looking better and better, especially if it meant he could keep
the woman he wanted away from his brother.


“I thought you don’t date women who work
for you?” Brad said, smirking. 


Jay knew his friends enjoyed shoving his
own words back down his throat. He supposed he deserved it. He’d lived by that
cardinal rule for a long time, and he swore, time and again, there wasn’t a
woman alive who’d change his mind. How wrong he’d been. “Huh, I thought you
liked havin’ a job. I guess we were both wrong.” 


Kurt laughed and pointed at Brad. “He’s got
you there.” 


“Shut up,” Jay said scowling. “What the
hell were you talkin’ to her about at the studio earlier? Don’t tell me you
were makin’ a play for her, too?” The old song was right; it was hard to be in
love with a beautiful woman. Or in lust. Or whatever this was that was making
him lose sleep. Hell, he was even relegating his business to the back burner when
it should have been his first priority. No, lust wouldn’t cause him to lose
focus, which meant there was only one explanation... 


“If you’re gonna hook up with her, you’d
better get used to it. Men are gonna be on her like bees to honey,” Kurt said,
grinning. “Good thing you got that fancy ninja shit to keep ‘em in line.” 


Normally, Jay would laugh it off, but when
he saw his brother leading Victoria to the dance floor, he wasn’t amused. “I’m
gonna kill him,” he muttered. 


Brad smiled. “Man, you don’t know the way
Vic used to turn the guys on the football team inside out in high school. They
wanted her—” 


“I don’t want to hear it,” Jay said,
watching Victoria laugh at something his brother said to her. 


“Did any of ‘em get her in the sack?” Kurt
asked. 


Jay glared at him. “Don’t you speak
English? I said I don’t want to talk about this shit anymore.” 


“Quit whinin’ to us about your brother
stealin’ your woman,” Kurt said. “If you want her, you need to man up before
Mike seals the deal.”


His friend was right. It was time to set
his brother straight. Jay made his way to the dance floor and tapped his
brother on the shoulder. “Get lost.” 


Mike rolled his eyes. “Not again.” 


“I’m not askin’. I’m tellin’.” 


“I don’t take orders from you.” He looked down
at Victoria. “You wanna dance with this guy, or what?” 


She smiled. “Well, since he is my boss and
all…” 


“Fine.” Mike stepped back and checked his
watch. “But we have to leave in ten minutes if we’re gonna make the movie.” 


“Go by yourself,” Jay muttered as he pulled
Victoria into his arms. 


“Who the hell asked you?” Mike asked. 


“You’re crowdin’ the dance floor. Go sit
down, or better yet, go home.”


“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” 


“You have no idea.” 


Victoria cleared her throat. “Excuse me…
are you gonna dance or you gonna have a pissing contest with your brother?” 


Jay chuckled at her candor. He loved
everything about this woman. “No need, I already won.” He grinned at Mike.
“Later, loser.” 


Mike shook his head. “I really should kick
your ass.” 


“Don’t forget to radio for back up,” Jay
shouted as Mike walked back to their booth. 


Victoria slapped his shoulder. “Behave
yourself. Quit baiting your brother.” 


“Why? He was baitin’ me.” His grip on her
waist tightened. “What the hell’s goin’ on with you two? And don’t tell me
you’re into him, ‘cause I know you’re not.” 


She looked at the graphic design on the
front of his T-shirt. “I do like him, a lot.” 


He dipped his head to whisper in her ear.
“Does he make you feel the way I do when he kisses you?” He didn’t even want to
think about Mike touching her, but he needed answers and he knew the direct
approach was the only way he was going to get them. 


“Stop,” she whispered. “Not here.” 


He brushed his lips across her ear and felt
her tremble in his arms. “Where then? You wanna go back to my place and uh… talk
about this?” 


She shook her head. “I can’t. I came with
Mike.” 


“So what? Doesn’t mean you can’t leave with
me.” He and his brother had never competed for a woman before. As soon as one
learned the other was interested, they’d back off, but Jay wasn’t backing down
this time. If Mike wanted Victoria, he was going to have one hell of a fight on
his hands. 


“Of course it does.” She pressed her palms
against his chest. “This isn’t the time or place for this.” The song ended and
she stepped out of his arms. 


“I’m getting tired of you puttin’ me off.
You can’t keep denyin’ there’s something between us, Victoria.” 


“Do yourself a favor,” she said quietly.
“Just walk away.” 


  


 


Victoria was surprised when Jay took her
advice. Not only did he walk away from her, but he kept walking, out of the
bar, with barely a wave to his friends. 


“He looked pissed,” Mike said when she
finally reclaimed her seat across from him. 


“I hope not.” 


“All right, let’s hear it. What’s goin’ on
with you two?” 


Victoria really liked Mike, but talking to
him about her feelings for his brother seemed too personal. “He’s my boss.” 


Mike laughed. “You really expect me to
believe that’s all there is to it? I’ve known Jay his whole life and I’ve never
seen him this bent out of shape over a woman.” 


She tried to ignore the little flutter of
excitement in her stomach. “What about Lily? It seemed like she was really into
him.” 


“She may be into him, but the feeling
definitely isn’t mutual. He doesn’t care about her. Now you… That’s a different
story.” 


“I told you, I can’t get involved with your
brother.” 


“Yeah, I know what you told me, but I wanna
know why.”  


How was she going to get herself out of
this mess? She couldn’t tell Mike the truth, and he’d be able to see right
through her if she tried to lie to him. “No.” 


He grinned. “What if I told you I don’t
wanna play unless you tell me the rules?” 


She leaned back in her seat and tried to
play it cool. “I wouldn’t believe you. You said it yourself; you want to sell
this relationship to your family as much as I want to sell it to Jay.” 


After what happened this afternoon, she was
more certain than ever that keeping Jay at arm’s length was best for him. In a
short time, he’d already become too invested. He wanted to be there for her
today, to help her, comfort her, support her, and he had, but she couldn’t let
him get too close and risk breaking his heart if something happened to her. 


He was a stand-up guy; he’d never walk away
from someone he loved, no matter how much it cost him to stay. She had no doubt
he’d want to hold her hand through every treatment, sit by her side during
every test and doctor’s appointment. It would be horrible for both of them and
she knew those memories would continue to haunt him long after she was gone. 


“You’ve got me there. My mother, God love
her, is drivin’ me nuts about findin’ a nice girl and settlin’ down.” 


Victoria stirred the straw around in her
ice water. “Your mama wants grandbabies, huh?” 


“You have no idea.” 


If Jay ended up with her and Mike remained
single, their mother may never get her wish. She wouldn’t just be crushing Jay’s
plans for the future if she let their relationship evolve; she’d be costing his
mother the grandchildren she so desperately wanted too. 


She looked up at Mike and smiled. “You
think you’ll ever find a girl that makes it worth the risk?”  


“I already have, but she’s in love with my
brother.” He laughed when she sprayed him with the water from her straw.
“Seriously? Yeah, I think it’ll happen someday, but I’m in no hurry. I like my
life the way it is. If I find the girl I can’t live without, will I put a ring
on her finger? Sure. I’m not afraid of it, but I’m not lookin’ for it, either.”



Victoria wished she could approach life
with Mike’s nonchalance. It was difficult for her to try and compartmentalize
her feelings and protect those around her from getting too close so they
wouldn’t feel the loss when she wasn’t a part of their lives anymore. The only
person who’d ever crossed that barrier was Lindsay, and she hadn’t just crossed
it, she’d charged through it, refusing to allow Victoria to keep her distance,
no matter how much she may have wanted to in the beginning. 


“I’m sure she’s out there just waitin’ for
you to find her, Mike.” 


He leaned back and propped his arm up on
the bench seat. “Lemme guess, some jerk broke your heart. That’s why you’re so
gun-shy, right?” 


She knew he would never guess why she was
so determined to keep his brother at a safe distance. To look at her, no one
would suspect what she’d been through. She’d spent years creating an
impenetrable façade to fool the world. Not even a seasoned cop like Mike would
be able to uncover the truth behind her fake smile. 


“Wrong.” 


He watched her carefully, as though he were
trying to read her body language. “You’re bi-curious, confused about your
sexuality?”


She almost spewed her water across the
table. Instead she pounded her chest and tried to swallow without choking.
“Wrong again.” 


His blue eyes were dancing with amusement
when he said, “You’re in love with someone else?” 


“Would you stop? I just don’t want to get
involved with anyone right now. End of story.” 


“Fine.” He stood up. “But you know I can’t
let this go, right?” He grabbed her hand and pulled her out of her seat. “If
there’s one thing I live for, it’s solving a mystery.” 


Great, she’d just painted a big target on
her forehead. Apparently, Detective Mike was going to be on her case until he
uncovered the truth. 


 


 


Victoria was just crawling into bed when
her cell phone rang. She didn’t bother to turn on the light. It wasn’t uncommon
for her to get calls from the shelter in the middle of the night. She was one
of the on-call crisis counselors, and when Lindsay didn’t answer, calls were
forwarded to her. 


“Hello.” 


“Hey, beautiful. You mad at me?” 


Jay. She smiled. How could she possibly be mad at him? “No,
why would I be?” 


“The way I walked out…” He sighed. “Let’s
just say I didn’t want to say or do anything I’d regret.” 


She knew how frustrating this must be for Jay.
She couldn’t blame him for being confused. It must seem like she was running
hot and cold, especially after that kiss. If only she could control her
reaction to him, but it seemed like every time he was within five feet of her,
the devil on her shoulder beat the angel into submission, and she forgot all
about the reasons she needed to keep their relationship platonic. 


“It’s okay, I understand.” 


He paused before he asked, “You’re alone,
aren’t you?” He sighed when she didn’t respond right away. “Please tell me
you’re alone.” 


“I am.” It was bad enough she was letting
him believe she and Mike were getting close. It wasn’t fair to convince him
they were sleeping together. That would just be cruel. 


“Good. You and Mike have fun tonight?” 


“Did you call to talk to me about your
brother?” She held her breath waiting for his response. They both knew he’d
called because he wanted to pick up where they’d left off in the bar. It was
safer to have this conversation when she was tucked safely in her own bed,
alone, without the threat of his hands and lips coercing her. 


His voice was raspy when he asked, “Are you
in bed?” 


Oh God. His sexy voice was bound to be her undoing. Within
seconds he could have her spilling her deepest, darkest secrets. “Yes.” 


“I wish I was there with you, baby.” 


She closed her eyes and tried to think
about what it felt like when she was lying in a hospital bed, sick and weak.
She had to hold on to that memory if she had any hope of resisting him. “I
don’t think we should—” 


“I can still taste your lips on mine. God,
you tasted incredible.” 


Her tongue darted out to lick her own lips.
“Jay, I—”


“Let me come over. I need to see you.” 


She turned her head and imagined his big
body filling the other side of her double bed. It was too tempting. If she had
him once, she’d never be able to get enough. “Uh, not a good idea.” 


“I can’t stop thinking about you,
sweetheart.” 


She knew the feeling, but she could never
admit it. “We should both get some sleep.” 


“I want to fall asleep with you in my arms,
Victoria.” 


A sigh escaped her lips when he said her
name. God, this man was irresistible. “You know that’s not possible.” 


“Are you tellin’ me you’ve never thought
about what it would be like to make love to me?” 


Only every other minute of every day. “You’re my boss. I can’t. We agreed…” 


“I don’t care.” She could hear his shallow breathing.
“Baby, I need you.” His voice sounded so raw, so damn sexy. 


“Please, don’t do this.” 


“Do you know what it did to me, lyin’ in my
bed, waitin’ to hear my brother’s goddamn headboard pounding against my wall,
knowing he was the one loving you instead of me?” 


Victoria knew Mike and Jay were next-door
neighbors, which was the reason she’d refused his offer to go back to his place
for a drink after the movie. She was terrified she might run into Jay and he
would demand answers she couldn’t give. 


“Did you let him kiss you tonight?” 


How was she supposed to answer that? If she
told him they hadn’t kissed, he’d know their relationship was a farce and their
cover would be blown, but she couldn’t stand the thought of lying to him
either. “I don’t feel comfortable talking to you about this.” 


“Did he kiss you the way I kissed you?” He
groaned as though merely asking the question cost him an ounce of pride.
“Please tell me he didn’t.” 


She hated what this was doing to him. “No,
he didn’t.”


“Thank God.” He sighed. “I know I’m pushin’
too hard, too damn fast, but I can’t help it. I haven’t felt like this about a
woman in… hell, who I am kiddin’? I’ve never felt this way about anyone. I feel
like I’ve known you forever.”


Victoria felt the same way. He was
everything she’d never even known she wanted. He was sweet and gentle, but he
also had a tough and sexy edge that made her melt. He shared her passion for
karate, and he could turn her on with just one kiss. She’d lived long enough to
know it didn’t get any better than him. “I think you’re a great guy...” 


“If you’re plannin’ to give me the ‘friends’
speech, I’ve got to warn you, I just might put my fist through the wall.” He
chuckled. “With any luck, it’ll connect with my brother’s thick head.” 


She smiled. “I wouldn’t want that. So, I
think I’ll just say good night instead. Jay…” 


“Yeah, baby?” 


“Thanks for coming to the doctor’s office
with me today. You don’t know how much it meant to me.” 


“I think I have some idea. Sweet dreams,
angel.” 


“Bye.” She was still sitting there gripping
the phone long after he hung up, wondering what might have happened if just
this once, she’d acted on impulse and let him come over tonight. 


 


 


Jay knew he should put on a happy face for
his little sister’s birthday party, but the thought of Victoria being there
with his brother had him twisting the doorknob to his father’s house with a
fierce scowl on his face. She should be there with him, as his date, not on his
brother’s arm, trying to pretend what she was feeling for him was real. 


His father walked up and pulled him into a
hug. “Hey, glad you could make it. I know how busy you are with the new
studio.” 


He forced a smile. “I wouldn’t have missed this
for anything. Where’s the birthday girl?” 


“She’s out back.” Josh frowned. “You okay?
You don’t seem yourself.” 


“Yeah, I’m good. Just tired, I guess. I’ve
been runnin’ like crazy lately.” 


Josh led him into the kitchen. “You really
should think about hirin’ an area supervisor to help you manage all the
studios, especially if you’re thinkin’ about opening another one next year.” 


“Yeah, I know. I will.”


Victoria would be perfect for that job.
They’d spent the better part of the day discussing their marketing plan and
interviewing part-time instructors and it seemed she was born to the task. As
he sat behind his desk listening to her question potential employees, he let
his mind wander. He imagined what it would be like to have her as his business
partner… as his life partner. He’d never dated a woman who was as passionate
about martial arts as he was, and the thought of working side-by-side with her,
realizing his vision for his business, made him want it all the more. 


“Hey, I hear your brother’s new girlfriend
is managing the new studio, huh?” 


Jay turned around, scanning the crowd of
family and friends for the woman he’d left mere hours ago, yet missed already.
“Victoria’s here?” 


“Yeah, your mother’s got her cornered out
on the patio.” Josh laughed. “I think she’s trying to nail down a date for the
wedding.” 


“Like hell,” Jay muttered, pushing past his
father. He stepped out onto the patio and saw his mother, Victoria, Derek, and
Mike standing in the corner talking and laughing. The cozy picture would have
been perfect, had he been the man by her side instead of his brother. 


He watched them, trying to resist the urge
to pull his brother aside and demand to know what kind of game he was playing
with Victoria. 


Trey came up behind him and stood quietly by
his side, watching the small group. 


Trey Turner had been one of his father’s
best friends for years, and despite his success in country music, he was one of
the most down to earth guys Jay had ever met. 


“Hey, man,” Trey said quietly, inclining
his head toward the group. “What’s the deal with Mike’s date? Is it serious or
what?” 


“I sure as hell hope not.” 


Trey grinned. “It sounds like there’s a
story there.” 


“I need a drink.” Jay glanced at the soft
drink can in Trey’s hand. He was a recovering alcoholic who had been sober
since he reconciled with his wife, Sierra, years ago. “Sorry, man, I didn’t
mean—”


Trey held his hand up. “Believe me, in my
line of work, I’m around the stuff all the time. It doesn’t bother me.” 


There was a makeshift bar set up outside,
with beer bottles positioned in an ice chest. Jay wasn’t a big drinker, but he
sure as hell needed something to take the edge off tonight. He reached for one
of the bottles. “How’s Sierra and your gorgeous daughter?” 


Trey smiled. “They’re good.” He looked
around the expansive backyard. “They’re around here somewhere.” 


“I saw Alisa the other day. Man, you’re
gonna have to keep your shotgun on hand.” Jay wasn’t kidding. Trey and Sierra’s
daughter was already stunning. 


Trey rolled his eyes. “Don’t I know it? She
says she wants to be a model. Can you believe it?” 


Actually, he could, but given how
overprotective Trey was of his little girl, he couldn’t see it happening. Alisa
was turning fifteen and Jay knew if her daddy had his way, she wouldn’t be dating
until she was thirty. “Let me guess, you’re tryin’ to talk her out of it?” Jay
twisted the top off his beer bottle and tossed it in the nearby garbage can.


“Hell, yeah. Can you blame me?” 


“No, I guess not.” Jay wasn’t ready to
think about becoming a father. He assumed it would happen someday, but he was
in no hurry. 


“Man, you wanna talk about predators and
perverts,” Trey said. “And they say the music industry is bad.” 


Victoria finally spotted him and waved her
hand in a shy greeting. 


If she was like most of the women he’d
dated, she’d be a little star struck tonight. He’d already spotted Ty, Nikki,
and the newest addition to Luc’s team, Tori. He never thought of them as
multi-platinum selling artists; they were just the people he’d grown up with. 


“Man, she sure is a cutie, ain’t she?” Trey
said, grinning at Victoria. 


Jay knew Trey was a happily married man,
but it didn’t stop him from experiencing a twinge of jealousy when Victoria
looked at Trey with a trace of hero worship in her eyes. “Yeah, too damn good
for my brother.” 


“Come on, now. Mike’s a good guy. I don’t
have to tell you that.” 


Jay thought his brother was a great guy,
until he started moving in on Victoria. Lately, he’d been harboring fantasies
about a sparring match that left Mike battered, bloody, and begging for mercy.
“He’s been pissin’ me off lately.” 


Trey laughed. “Sure, he has. He’s your
brother. It’s the same with me and Marisa. She gets under my skin all the time,
but anyone tries to hurt her and you’d better believe they’ll be answerin’ to
me.” 


It had always been the same way with him
and Mike. They always had each other’s back, which is why Jay couldn’t figure
out why he’d started dating Victoria. He knew his brother could be
self-absorbed, but he hadn’t exactly made a secret of how he felt about her. Even
Mike couldn’t have missed the signs. 


“I get the feelin’ Mike’s not the only one
interested in your new employee,” Trey said, bringing his can to his lips to
hide his smirk. 


“What do you mean?” 


“You haven’t been able to take your eyes
off her since you stepped out here.” 


Jay grimaced. He didn’t realize he’d been that
obvious. “Sorry, man. I guess my head is somewhere else tonight.”


“So tell me, why didn’t you ask her out
before your brother had the chance? You obviously met her first.” 


“I don’t date my employees, Trey. It’s just
askin’ for trouble, ya know?” 


“Yeah, I know what you mean. But come on,
Jay, there are exceptions to every rule.” He smiled. “Nice thing about bein’
the boss, you get to bend the rules whenever you want to.” 


Trey was right. He didn’t give a damn about
his stupid self-imposed rules anymore; he just wanted to steal his brother’s
place by Victoria’s side before his mother started talking about venues for the
wedding. He knew his mother wasn’t quite that bad, but he wasn’t willing
to take any chances. 


“Hey, I just thought of somethin’ I need to
talk to your brother about. If you’re headin’ over there, you mind tellin’ him
I’d like a word with him?” 


Jay smiled. He knew Trey was just trying to
pave the way so he could have some time with Victoria. “Sure.” 


Trey extended his hand. “Good luck, kid.
Seriously…” 


Jay frowned as he accepted Trey’s hand.
“What’re you talkin’ about?” 


“You have the same look on your face I had
when I saw Sierra for the first time. It was like I’d been struck by a damn
thunderbolt.” He gripped Jay’s shoulder. “I’ve never looked at another woman
like that since. When you meet the right one, you just know.” He inclined his
head toward Victoria. “Just don’t waste too much time lettin’ her know.” 
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Victoria was trying to listen politely
while Ashley humored her with stories of Mike’s childhood, but her gaze kept
drifting to Jay. He was standing there talking to a superstar, yet she couldn’t
take her eyes off him. Trey Turner could have started serenading her right
there in the backyard and she didn’t think she’d notice. In a house full of
people, Jay was the only one who drew her attention. 


“I guess we should head back inside,”
Ashley said, drawing Victoria’s attention back to the conversation. “I need to
talk to Sierra about a benefit we’re working on for the school.” 


“It was really nice meeting you, Mrs.
McCall.” She extended her hand to Ashley, who pulled her into a tight embrace. 


“Call me Ashley, and believe me, the
pleasure was all mine.” She nudged her son. “After some of the girls my sons
have brought home over the years, you’re like a breath of fresh air.” 


“Hey now,” Mike said, raising his finger in
warning. “You be nice.” 


Ashley laughed. “This one especially…” She
waved a hand in Mike’s direction. “He likes the ones who go along with whatever
he wants.” She winked at Victoria. “What he doesn’t realize is that he needs
someone like you, who’ll put him in his place now and then.” 


The conversation had flowed easily because
she wasn’t trying to impress the McCalls. Mike was her friend, not her
boyfriend, and it allowed her to join in on the good-natured teasing that had
the big, burly cop blushing like a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar. 


Victoria bumped her hip into Mike’s side.
“It would be my pleasure to put your son in his place whenever he gets out of
line.” 


Mike put his arm around her neck and pulled
her into a hug. “Careful, sugar,” he whispered in her ear. “I just might tell
them it’s you who’s steppin’ outta line.” 


She pursed her lips as she swallowed a
smart retort. He had her right where he wanted her and they both knew it. “I
hope to see y’all again before I leave.” 


Ashley smiled as she squeezed her hand. “You
can count on it.” 


“Oh great,” Mike muttered, letting his arm
slide down to her waist. “I was hopin’ to avoid her.” 


Victoria’s mouth fell open when she saw who
was heading in their direction. Tori Warner. She’d won an internationally
televised singing competition four years ago, and Victoria, along with the rest
of the world, fell in love with not only her voice, but her quick wit and grace
under pressure. She went on to win the competition and had been topping the
country and all genre charts ever since. 


“Oh wow,” she whispered. “I can’t believe
she’s here.” 


“Yeah, lucky us.”


Tori was even more beautiful in person than
she was on TV, Victoria
thought as she watched her approach. She’d never been star-struck before, and
she tried to remind herself Tori was just a regular person who happened to have
been blessed with an incredible singing voice. 


“Hey, hotshot,” Tori said, grinning up at
Mike. “Aren’t you gonna introduce me to your friend?” 


It was obvious to Victoria why Mike didn’t
like Tori. She was exactly like she appeared on TV. When most of the
contestants were kowtowing to the judges, she’d been respectfully defending
everything from her song to wardrobe choices week after week when they continued
to challenge her. She claimed she knew who she was as an artist and she wasn’t
going to conform for the masses. 


The judges told her she needed to think
about her commercial appeal, and she told them she thought the music-buying public
was ready for an artist who wasn’t afraid to speak her mind, even if it got her
into trouble now and again. 


When Mike didn’t appear interested in
taking the lead, Victoria extended her hand. “Hi, I’m Victoria Pierce. It’s a
pleasure to meet you, Tori. I’m a huge fan.”


She flashed a big, white smile complete
with deep dimples. She was a tiny little thing, at least five or six inches
shorter than Victoria and a foot shorter than Mike, but her larger-than-life
personality clearly held audiences captive. 


“It’s nice to know you have better taste in
music than men.” She poked Mike in the ribs and giggled. “No offense, sugar.” 


Mike rolled his eyes. “Don’t you have
anything better to do than waste your time givin’ me grief? You must be losin’
what… twenty Gs standin’ around here talkin’ to us?”


“Awww…” She pouted. “But I’ve missed
bustin’ your chops. You haven’t been around much lately.” She put her hand on
her lip. “Have you been avoidin’ me?” 


“Only every chance I get.” 


Instead of being offended, Tori threw her
head back and laughed. “See, that’s what I like about you, Coop. You give as
good as you get.” 


Wow. If Ashley thought Victoria could keep
Mike in line, what must she think of Tori? Victoria cleared her throat when
Mike scowled at his nemesis and she smiled back. “Um, I hear you’re gearing up
for a new tour, Tori?” 


“Yes, ma’am. Me, Trey, Nikki, and Ty.” She
took a pull from her longneck beer bottle.


“Classy,” Mike muttered. 


She stuck her tongue out at him. “You’re
just mad ‘cause I can drink you under the table.” 


Victoria laughed. Seeing someone like Mike,
who usually commanded control of every situation, cut off at the knees by a little
bit of thing with a southern drawl was more entertaining than watching reality
TV. 


“What are you laughin’ at?” Mike asked,
turning his attention back to Victoria. “She doesn’t need any encouragement to
act like a spoiled brat.” 


Tori tipped her chin up and tried to look
down her nose at Mike. “I’d rather be a spoiled brat than an uptight pain in
the ass like you.” 


Victoria pinched her lips together to try
and suppress her laughter when Mike looked like he’d like to hoist Tori over
his shoulder and tan her behind for talking back to him. 


“I need a drink.” He looked at Victoria’s
near empty glass. “You want anything?” 


“No, I’m good for now. Thanks.” 


When he walked away, Tori called after him.
“Hey, aren’t you gonna ask me if I want anything?” 


“Get it yourself!” he shouted. 


Tori burst out laughing, doubling over at
the waist. “I love messin’ with him.” She stood up and swiped at the tears
collecting at the corner of her eyes. “He’s so damn easy.” 


It had been a long time since Victoria had
met someone as likeable as Tori. It was obvious that, in spite of her fame, she
didn’t take herself too seriously, and she still didn’t give a rip what people
thought about her. “Have you always given him such a hard time?” 


Tori took another sip of her beer before responding.
“I know he’s a cop and he deals with death and depravity every day, but geez,
you’d think the guy would lighten up once in a while.” 


The Mike she knew had been fun, confident,
and flirtatious, yet he seemed like a completely different person around Tori.
Victoria couldn’t help but wonder if the mega-star might actually intimidate
him. In his line of work, he was used to being the one to intimidate others,
but Tori clearly threw him off his game. 


“So, what’s your deal?” Tori asked. 


Had anyone else posed the question,
Victoria might have been offended, but she was beginning to understand being blunt
was just Tori’s M.O. “I’m working for Jay, managing his new karate studio.” 


“Now he’s a hottie.” Tori turned around to
look for the man in question. “Hey, where’d he go? He was here a minute ago.” 


Victoria had been so entertained by the
exchange between Tori and Mike, she hadn’t even noticed him slip away. “I’m not
sure.” 


“Okay, so what’s the deal with you and the
hotshot?” 


Hotshot. Victoria smiled when she realized Tori was talking
about Mike. “Why do you call him that?” 


She shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess ‘cause
I know it pisses him off.” 


“And you like pissing him off?” 


Her blue eyes sparkled with amusement.
“It’s damn near the highlight of my day.” 


“Well… to answer your question, Mike and I
just started seeing each other.” She wasn’t lying; dinner, drinks, and movies
qualified as seeing each other. She couldn’t risk telling Tori the truth about
their relationship in case it got back to Jay. 


“Huh, you don’t seem the type he usually
goes for.” 


“Really? What type is that?” 


Tori rolled her eyes. “God, the last one
would’ve jumped at the sight of her own shadow.” She covered her mouth when a
giggle escaped her lips. “I gave him a really hard time about her. Man, did he
get mad.” 


“But that didn’t stop you?” 


“Why would it stop me? I love to get him
all riled up. It’s good to keep him on his toes.” She took another sip of beer.
“You know, I have a theory about him.” 


“Do tell.” 


“He’s used to dealin’ with these bad-ass
criminals who damn near wet their pants when he says boo, so he thinks the rest
of us should treat him the same way.” 


Victoria suspected Tori was onto something
with her analysis of Mike, but it didn’t escape her notice she must have spent
a lot of time thinking about it to come to that conclusion. “That’s why you
think he likes submissive women?”  


“I know it is. Jay, on the other hand, is a
different story.” 


Victoria tried not to get her back up when
Tori mentioned Jay for the second time in as many minutes. She already knew
Tori found him attractive, and he’d have to be blind not to notice Tori’s
obvious attributes. She couldn’t help but wonder if they’d ever…


“Jay looks all mean and bad-ass, but he’s
not afraid of women who challenge him. I like that.” 


“Yeah, me too.”


“I mean, who the hell wants someone who’s
gonna jump when they ask ‘how high?’ Am I right? Really, what does Mike see in
girls like that anyways?” 


Victoria didn’t know, but she sensed it
bothered Tori a whole lot more than it bothered her. “I don’t know. Why don’t
you ask him?” 


“Oh please, like he’d be willin’ to give me
a straight answer.” 


“He just might surprise you, Tori.” 


She shrugged. “Whatever. It’s not like I
care.” 


Victoria grinned. “Riiiight.”  


 


 


Jay grabbed his brother by the back of the
shirt. “I wanna talk to you, now.” 


“Whatever it is, I’m not in the mood.” 


“Yeah, too damn bad. I want to know what
the hell’s goin’ on between you and Victoria.” Jay had been trying to hold his
tongue all night. He knew this wasn’t the time or place to get into it with his
brother, but he couldn’t help himself. Not knowing where things stood was
killing him. 


Mike poured a shot of Jack Daniels into a
crystal glass. “You’ll have to ask her.” 


It wasn’t like Mike to drink heavily at
family functions, and he never got the behind the wheel after he’d knocked back
more than one beer. “Are you drivin’ tonight?” 


“No, Victoria drove. My truck’s in the
shop.” 


Damn. Jay was hoping they’d arrived at the
party in separate vehicles. “Tell me somethin’. Are you really into her, or are
you just doin’ this to piss me off?” 


Mike threw back the drink in one mouthful
and grimaced. “I couldn’t care less whether you’re pissed. I’ve got my own
problems.” 


Jay frowned when Mike reached for the
bottle again. “What the hell’s got you all worked up?” 


“Can you believe…” Mike took a deep breath.
“You know what, it doesn’t matter. I don’t know why I let anything she says get
to me.” 


Jay could only hope Mike and Victoria were
already on the outs. “Who the hell are we talkin’ about?” 


“Tori.” 


Jay couldn’t help but laugh. He knew how
his brother felt about the newest addition to Luc’s label. He couldn’t stand
her and it seemed the feeling was mutual. “What’d she do this time?” 


“She started off by tellin’ me I couldn’t
hold my liquor…” 


Jay glanced at the crystal glass Mike was
gripping in his hand. That explained the drinking. “Go on. What else did she
say?” 


“She started goin’ off about the women I
date… like it’s any of her goddamn business who I go out with. Every time I
pass the checkout stand at the grocery store, I have to see her smug mug
starin’ back at me with some new boy toy hangin’ off her arm. It makes me
sick.” 


Jay had never known his brother to pay
attention to tabloid gossip. “You know you can’t believe everything you read.
Just ‘cause those rags say Tori’s datin’ a different guy every month doesn’t mean
she is.” 


Mike reached for the bottle again, but Jay
snagged it just in time. “Man, you need to slow down with this stuff.” 


Mike all but growled when Jay held the
bottle just out of his reach. “Who the hell are you to tell me what to do?” 


“Man, what’s your problem tonight?” 


“Nothing. I gotta get some fresh air.” 


Jay watched him throw the patio door open
and stalk outside as he stood there trying to figure out what the hell he was
missing. 


Victoria stepped inside and smiled at Jay.
“Hey there. I was hoping I’d get a chance to talk to you.” 


It didn’t matter they’d spent all day
together, Jay would be happy to spend all night with her as well. “You have any
idea what’s got my brother in such a mood?” 


“Uh, I think it might have something to do
with Tori.” 


“I figured as much. What’d she say to him?”


Victoria climbed up on the stool at the
granite breakfast bar. “She was just teasing him.” She sipped carbonated water
through a straw. “I don’t think he liked it.” 


“Yeah, he’s always been like that. He can
dish it out, but he can’t take it. Pussy…” 


She laughed as she pushed against his
shoulder. “You’re nasty.” 


“What? I’m not lyin’.” Okay, maybe he was
exaggerating a little. He didn’t think anyone would ever use that particular
word to describe his gun-wielding brother. 


God, he loved to make her laugh. “You
havin’ fun tonight?” 


She practically lit up when she responded.
“Everyone’s been so great to me. You were right when you said they’re just like
you and me.” 


Jay was relieved to know she felt at ease
with his family and friends. He wanted her to acknowledge how easy it would be
for her to find her place in his world. “I’m glad you’re gettin’ along with
everyone. Figures my brother would leave you to fend for yourself though.” 


“I’m not by myself. I’m with you.” 


She peeked up at him through her long
lashes as she sipped her drink and his heart clenched. He wanted to be the man
by her side every day and night, but how could he let her know how he felt without
scaring her off? 


Before he had a chance to plead his case,
his half-sister, Brianna, came barrelling through the patio doors and launched
herself into his arms. “Daddy just told me about your present. Thank you, thank
you, thank you.” She wrapped her arms around his waist and laid her head on his
chest. “You are the best big brother ever.” 


Jay chuckled as he squeezed her tighter.
“Just make sure you tell Mike that, baby doll.”


Victoria smiled as she watched the scene
play out. “Mind if I ask what he gave you to warrant such an honor?” 


“He’s arranged for me and my friends to be
picked up by a limo…” She squealed as she jumped up and down. “And we’re goin’
to the hottest…” She fanned her face. “I mean the hottest club in the city.”


Victoria raised an eyebrow at Jay, who
shrugged his shoulders. 


“Oh my God, I have to go and call everyone.
They’re gonna die when they hear about this.” 


“Isn’t she a little young to be going to
nightclubs?” 


He laughed. “This is a teen hangout, for
underage kids. Trust me, it’s just music, dancin’, and soft drinks. A buddy of
mine owns the place, and I’ve given the limo driver strict instructions to hang
around all night. She’ll be fine. My own old man and Lexi are totally on board
with the idea.” 


Her eyes softened. “You’re so sweet. You
just made her day; hell, I’d venture a guess you made her year.” 


“The friend who owns the place is one of my
black belt students. He’s working on his second degree now, and I’ve given him
a lot of private, one-on-one instruction. He wanted to repay me, so he reserved
this V.I.P. room for the kids. Bri doesn’t know yet. I thought I’d let it be a
surprise when they get there.” 


“She’s right, you know. You are just about
the best big brother ever.” 


“I love her. If I can do something to make
her birthday memorable, why wouldn’t I, right?” 


Victoria lowered her head and Jay
remembered she’d never celebrated a birthday before… no presents, cake, cards,
friends to help her celebrate the passing of another year. He’d do anything to
wipe the slate clean and replace her painful memories of the past. “Describe
your ideal birthday celebration.” 


She frowned, creating a crease between her
arched eyebrows. “I’ve never thought about it. What’s the point? You know I
don’t celebrate birthdays.” 


“Fine, call it whatever you want. What’s
your ideal celebration look like?” 


She closed her eyes. “Fine, I’ll play
along.” Her full mouth tipped up at the corner. “We’re on a rooftop terrace.
There’s a table for two, champagne, a thousand stars in the sky, and fireworks
going off in the distance.” She sighed, as though she was so caught up in her
vision she forgot where she was. “Music… dancing…” She grinned. “It’s a warm
night, so there might be a blanket and some soft pillows…” She blushed as her
eyes flew open. “Sorry, I guess I was getting a little carried away.” 


He reached for her hand across the counter.
“You know my favorite part of your fantasy?” 


She bit her lip as she looked down at their
joined hands. “No. What?” 


“I was in it. You said we. Did you
even realize that?” He didn’t want to push too hard, but he knew if he allowed
her to retreat again, she would. 


“No, I guess it just sort of slipped out.” 


He came around the counter and positioned
himself between her legs as he cradled her face in his hands. “It’s what you
want... to be with me. I know it is. I don’t understand why you’re fightin’ it.
Why are you here with Mike, pretendin’ you’re into him when we both know you’re
not?” 


She closed her eyes as she drew a deep
breath. “Don’t do this. Please.” 


“I was watchin’ you two together tonight,
and it’s so damn obvious. You may like him as a friend, but you two’ll never
have the kind of connection we do. Tell me something, are you usin’ my brother
to try and make me jealous?” He didn’t want to believe she could be so
manipulative, but it was the only explanation that made sense. 


She pushed against his shoulders, forcing
him to take a step back as she slid off the stool. “Nice to know you think so
highly of me, boss.” 


He grabbed her wrist. “Vic, wait… I didn’t
mean to offend you. I’m just tryin’ to understand what the hell’s goin’ on
here.”


“I’m your employee, end of story.” 


“That’s not all there is to it and you know
it.” He ran his other hand over his head. “Look, you’ve been runnin’ hold and
cold since I met you. Why?” 


“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I
thought I made it pretty clear how I feel about you.” 


“Yeah, you did.” He looked her in the eye,
sliding a finger under her chin when she tried to look away. “The day in the
elevator.” 


“That never should’ve happened.” 


“Like hell.” 


He was trying to rein in his frustration,
but he wasn’t used to women shutting him down. In fact, he was usually the one
trying to slow things down before his girlfriend started picking out engagement
rings or making noise about moving in together, but he knew he’d love to hear
those words slip past Victoria’s sweet lips. Logically, he knew it was too soon
to start thinking about forever, but he needed to know there was a chance for
them to build a life together.    


“You don’t even know me, Jay.” 


“I’ve gotten to know you better in the past
couple of days than women I’ve dated for months.” He tried to slip his hand in
to hers, but she pulled back, just out of his reach. “We work. Admit it.” 


“I can’t.” She took a step back. “Stop,
please.” She turned away. 


“Where the hell are you going?” 


“To find your brother. I need to get out of
here.” 
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Jay was just falling asleep when his eyes
flew open. 


Thump. Thump. Thump. 


He laid there listening, praying this was
just a bad dream and he’d wake up any second. 


“Oh God, oh Mike…” 


Oh, he was going to kill his brother. Jay
jumped up without bothering to reach for the T-shirt at the end of his bed. He
threw his door open, causing it to ricochet off the console table positioned
behind the door. He couldn’t care less about broken furniture when the only thing
on his mind was busting his brother’s head open. 


He pounded on Mike’s door, planning to give
him ten seconds before he split the panel with one well-placed kick. That was
one of the advantages of being a martial artist; he routinely broke wood for sport.



“What the hell…” Mike opened the door a
crack and Jay forced his way inside. 


“What were you thinkin’, man?” Jay asked,
getting in his face. “It wasn’t enough to go out with her? You had to bring her
home and do her here, in your apartment, knowing damn well I could hear
everything?” 


Mike put his hand up. “Listen, you’re way
off base.” 


Jay was standing close enough to smell the
stench of alcohol, not that it excused Mike’s behavior. He knew, with aching
certainty, their relationship would never be the same again. “Of all the women
you could have had. Why her?” 


“It wasn’t her.” 


Jay turned around to see Tori standing in
the hallway, wearing one of Mike’s button-down shirts. Thankfully, it brushed
her knees. “What the hell—”


“Are you happy now?” Mike asked, walking
into the adjoining kitchen. 


“No, hell no. What are you doin’ sleepin’
with Tori?” He followed him into the kitchen and scowled when Mike reached into
the overhead cabinet for a bottle of pain reliever. “You’ve been seein’ Victoria,
yet you take off with someone else?” 


Jay left his father’s house right after his
argument with Victoria, so he wasn’t exactly sure how it had happened, but the
fact Tori wound up in his brother’s bed tonight told him everything he needed
to know about Mike’s relationship with Victoria. 


Mike popped two pills into his mouth and
reached for bottled water inside the fridge. “Tori said she was headin’ in my
direction and wouldn’t mind givin’ me a lift. We took a little detour and ended
up at Jimmy’s…” His eyes traveled to Tori, who was standing just outside the
door. “Let’s just say I had a few too many shots, and I made one hell of a
mistake.” 


Tori’s eyes flashed and her mouth fell open
before she snapped it shut again. “You made a mistake?” She snorted. “Hell, you
give new meanin’ to the word.” She turned on her heel and stormed down the
hall. 


“That was harsh,” Jay said, wincing when
she slammed the bedroom door. 


“It never should’ve happened.” 


Jay didn’t care about his brother’s regret
right now; he had his own problems. “Tell me what’s goin’ on between you and
Victoria, and I want the whole goddamn story. Don’t leave anything out.” 


Mike tipped the water bottle up to his
lips. “I like her a lot, but we’re just friends. There was never anything
between us; we both knew that from the beginning.” 


Jay was relieved to hear his brother wasn’t
harboring any feelings for Victoria, but it still stung to know they’d set out
to deceive him. “Then why’d you pretend there was?” 


He shrugged. “She thought it would be
easier than trying to fight this thing between you two.” 


Jay turned around, glancing out the wall to
wall window in the dining room. The view was what had sold him and Mike on the
penthouse apartments. Right now, he didn’t even see the breathtaking view of
the city as his mind tried to process Victoria’s motives for leading him to
believe she was falling for his brother. “That’s what I don’t get… why the hell
is she tryin’ to fight it? I’m crazy about her, but she keeps pushin’ me away.”



Mike shoved his hand into the pocket of his
black athletic shorts. “You got me. I haven’t been able to figure it out
either.” 


Jay turned to face him. “And what was your
excuse? Why’d you agree to play along?” 


He grinned. “I brought her to the party to
get Mom off my back. I thought if I told her I was seein’ Victoria, she’d give
me a break for a while.” 


Jay didn’t like his reasoning, but he could
definitely understand it. “And Vic was okay with that?” 


“She knew the score.” 


Tori walked into the room and stood on her
tiptoes to brush a kiss across Jay’s cheek. “Nice to see you again, Jay.” 


Jay smirked at his brother. “Yeah, you too,
Tori.” 


She glared at Mike. “I wish I could say the
same about you.” 


“Don’t let the door hit you in the ass on
the way out, baby.” 


Jay couldn’t believe his brother was being
so callous. He loved women, had dated more than his fair share, but he was
always respectful. 


Her eyes narrowed. “You worthless piece of—”
She took a deep breath before plastering a smile on her face. “You know what?
You’re not even worth it.” She turned toward Jay. “I hope things work out with
Victoria. She seems like a sweetheart.” 


“Thanks, hon. I hope so, too.” Unlike Mike,
Jay liked and respected Tori and was happy to count her among his friends.
“I’ll keep you posted, okay?” 


“You better.” Without another word to Mike,
she walked out the door. 


“Are you crazy?” Jay asked, turning on his
brother. “You just slept with Tori-freakin’-Warner, and you treat her like some
cheap one night stand?” 


“That’s all it was, a one night stand.” 


“Do you know how many guys would give their
right arm to have that woman in their bed?” 


Mike got a fierce look on his face. “Yeah,
maybe that’s the problem.” 


Jay had never known his brother to be possessive
of a woman, but there was no other way to describe his reaction. “Man, you need
to think about goin’ after her.”


“Let her go. Hell, she’ll be on to some
other guy by tomorrow night.” 


“Is that what you want?” 


“I don’t give a shit what she does.” 


Jay shook his head. He didn’t have time to
stand around trying to convince his brother he was missing out. He had to see
Victoria. 


 


 


Victoria rolled over, trying to find a
comfortable position when the sound of an engine revving alerted her that
someone was outside. She jumped up and ran to the window. Jay. Damn.
When she’d written her address on the employment forms he’d given her, she
never expected him to use the information to ambush her in the middle of the
night.


She threw the door open before he had a
chance to knock, deciding that being on the offensive was her only chance of
holding her ground. She turned the outside light on, and when he stepped off
his motorcycle and took his helmet off, she knew she didn’t have a prayer of
resisting him. Man oh man, faded blue jeans, a black leather jacket, and
motorcycle boots had never looked so good. 


She watched him walk up the driveway and
cross the porch. “What are you doing here?” She put her hands on her hips and
tried to infuse as much bravado as she could muster into her next statement.
“Whatever it is, I don’t want to—”


He cut her off with a fierce kiss that swallowed
her next breath. “Inside. Now.” 


Any woman in her right mind would be afraid
to comply with his demands, but Victoria knew Jay would never hurt her. She
pressed her hands against his solid chest. “I don’t—”


“You lied to me.” He backed her into the
wall in her small foyer. “Now you’re gonna tell me why.” 


Her brain couldn’t process his words when
his calloused palms were sliding under her tank top, skimming her warm flesh. “What’re
you talking about?” Her eyes drifted closed and she tilted her head back when
his thumbs brushed the underside of her breast. She was ready for bed, wearing
only a skimpy tank top and drawstring linen capris, which gave him easy access,
should he be so inclined. What was she thinking? She couldn’t let this happen. 


She tried reaching for his hands, but he
snagged both of her wrists in one of his hands and held her arms above her head
as he pressed her body into the wall at her back. “Tell me why you pretended
you had somethin’ goin’ with my brother.”


Damn Mike. He’d outed her. She should have
known better than to think he’d be comfortable deceiving his twin forever. To
him, it was a game, a way of one-upping his brother, but this was her life. And
now she was on her own to try and figure out how to protect herself from
falling for a man who epitomized every secret fantasy she’d ever had. “I never
said—” 


He cut her off with a kiss, dipping his
tongue into her mouth as she whimpered. With her hands pinned above her head,
she was helpless against his erotic assault on her senses, not that she would
have thought to fight back. Her traitorous body was already betraying her,
begging her to surrender to his demands. 


Jay licked the sensitive spot behind her
ear and smiled against her neck when she started grinding her hips into him. “I
heard him with someone tonight, and it made me crazy, thinking it might be
you.” 


In her lust-induced haze, it was impossible
to think straight. “You mean… he was…” He traced the shell of her ear with his
tongue as thrill bumps chased each other across her skin. “Having sex…” 


He grinned. “Is that an invitation,
sweetheart?” 


“No…” Was it? She didn’t know anymore. It
had been a few months since she’d shared her bed with anyone and she knew if she
invited Jay into her bedroom, she’d never want him to leave. 


He drew her earlobe into his mouth before
asking, “You sure?” 


“No…” She shook her head. “Yes… oh… I don’t
know anymore.” 


He chuckled. “Let me make it easy for you.”
He tipped his head back to look at her and the intensity burning in his bright
blue eyes startled her. “I want you. You want me. We both know my brother was
never a factor and I couldn’t care less about you workin’ for me. Any more
objections?” 


The only reason that mattered almost
tumbled from her lips; she couldn’t let him fall in love with her knowing she
may eventually have to leave him. She could never have his baby or give him the
life he deserved. Instead of saying what she should have said, she let him drag
her tank top over her head and bare her skin to the brisk brush of the air
conditioning cooling her sensitive breasts. 


“I didn’t think so.” 


She watched him dip his head as he lovingly
caressed her with his tongue. There was still time to stop him, before they
both passed the point of no return, but the words were lodged in her throat.  


“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered. “God,
I feel like I’ve been waiting for this forever.” 


She knew the feeling. She’d had sex dozens
of times over the years, but something about this felt so different. His hands
were so big and rough, yet he was gentle as he grazed her skin. “Where’s the
bedroom?” 


This was it. Decision time. “Down the hall,
first door on the left.” Jay bent down to pick her up and she gasped. “What’re
you doing?” 


“What does it look like I’m doing? I don’t
want to give you time to change your mind.” 


Was she so transparent or did he know her
so well already? “What makes you think I’m going to change my mind?” 


“I can see it in your eyes. You’ve been
goin’ back and forth since I got here. Once I get you into bed, you won’t be
thinkin’ twice, trust me.” 


That’s what she was afraid of. She knew
once he stripped her down, she’d be unable to resist the urge to give him
everything he asked for, and then some. She closed her eyes, leaned her head
against his shoulder, and decided she’d give herself one night of freedom from
her worries. Tonight would be about two people satiating their mutual desire
for each other, nothing more. The nagging little voice in her head mocked her,
telling her if she was stupid enough to step off the edge of a cliff with him,
there’d be no parachute opening to ensure her soft landing. She’d be falling
hard, fast, and may suffer the effects of those wounds for a long, long time. 


She’d never fallen in love before. Never
allowed herself to forge that kind of connection with someone, knowing one way
or the other it would end in heartbreak. Either he would leave her, the way her
parents had, or she would leave him when she got too weak to fight her body’s
natural enemy another day. 


He laid her down in the middle of her
double bed and peeled her capris off as she tried to distract herself by thinking
about logistics. Jay  was a big man. A small bed like hers would never
accommodate him. “Maybe we should—”


He pressed his fingertip against her lips.
“You’re doin’ it again… tryin’ to talk yourself out of lettin’ me love you.
It’s not gonna work, baby.” His eyes traveled the length of her body, saying
more with one look than mere words could ever convey. “It’s too late.”


Victoria tried not to read too much into
his statement, but her heart responded to the promise of his love. No one had
ever loved her. She’d had a few close friends throughout her life, some
friendly acquaintances, but when she felt them getting too close, she’d simply
retreat, telling them she was too busy to get together or return their calls.
Eventually those relationships died a natural death, and she was free to move
on with her life unencumbered by the ties of commitment. 


She knew it was pathetic that she wouldn’t
even allow herself the pleasure of strong bonds with other women, but she
refused to do what her mother had done to her. She wouldn’t leave a single
person in the world to grieve for her when she was gone. Lindsay had already gotten
too close, and Jay was moving closer to the danger zone with every kiss and
caress. 


Tomorrow, in the bright light of day, she
would figure out how to rebuild the protective barrier that had once served her
so well. But tonight, under the cloak of darkness, she would let herself
pretend they had the rest of their lives to experience satisfaction in each
other’s arms. 


She watched him strip his clothes off
slowly, never taking his eyes off of her. When he’d stormed into her home,
she’d seen a fierce hunger in his eyes, and she assumed this was going to be a
quick mating borne of a lust they could no longer control, but what she saw in
his eyes now was so much more terrifying.


No man had ever looked at her that way, or
if he had, she’d pretended not to notice. Looking into Jay’s bright blue eyes
was like staring into an eclipse. She knew the danger, tried to force herself
to look away… to protect herself, but she couldn’t. 


“You can’t escape this, Victoria,” he
whispered, crawling on top of her. He braced his forearms on either side of her
head. “I won’t let you.”


She tried to close her eyes, but he was
right there, placing feather light kisses over her closed eyelids, forcing her
to open her eyes and look at him. 


“I’ve never felt this connection with anyone,
and I know you haven’t either.”


“Please… don’t.” Maybe if they didn’t
acknowledge it, it wouldn’t seem so real, so undeniable. 


“It’s not gonna go away, you know it.”  He
buried his face in the crook of her shoulder, leaving a trail of soft, moist
kisses along her shoulder, up her neck. “It’s only gonna get stronger, more
intense, every damn day. Until you can’t imagine your life without me, and I
refuse to imagine my life without you.” His mouth skimmed her lips. “Just admit
it, sweetheart.”


She knew he was right, but she was
terrified to acknowledge it. The outcome he described was her worst fear.
Depending on someone, allowing someone to depend on her, knowing she would
eventually leave them broken-hearted when she was forced to abandon them… It
was too painful to contemplate. “Please…” Her voice broke on a sob. She didn’t
even realize she was crying until he started brushing her tears away with his
thumbs.


“Hey, I’m sorry. Please don’t cry,” he
whispered. 


“Please… just make me forget.” She reached
for him, trying to close the gap between them.


He pulled back to look her in the eye.
“Forget what, baby?” 


She moved her head from side-to-side. There
were no words to describe what she was feeling, and she was too tired to try.
“I just need you tonight. No more talking… please.”


He paused, obviously considering her
request before his hand started traveling the length of her body, closely
followed by his mouth. 


Victoria put her hands above her head,
trying to detach her mind from the sensations coursing through her body. She
tried to tell herself this was just sex. Just because his hands felt like they
were searing her flesh with his brand didn’t mean she belonged to him. It
didn’t mean she could never find pleasure with another man because the memory
of Jay would always be there between them. It didn’t mean that. It couldn’t. 


As he eased down her body, she couldn’t
help but arch into his touch. When he started placing moist kisses along the
inside of her thigh, her mind shut down completely. 


Their first kiss, so intimate, almost caused
her to come apart in his arms, but when she tried to retreat from the intense
pleasure, he was right there, forcing her to face it. Just like she knew he’d
be the one forcing her to face her fears every day, if she ever let him into
her life. He wouldn’t allow her to postpone doctors’ appointments or pretend
the cold that wouldn’t go away was nothing. He would be in her face every day,
forcing her to face her fears and fight for her life. It was exhausting just
thinking about it. 


Within seconds, she couldn’t think at all.
No one had ever loved her so thoroughly, so intensely. It felt as though he was
getting pleasure from her pleasure, reveling in the fact he had complete
control over her body in that moment. 


She tried to give herself over to it, but
it was too much, too intense. “Jay, stop…” She pushed against his shoulders,
but he wouldn’t relent. The slow slide of his tongue against the swollen,
sensitized bud at the core of her pleasure was his weapon, and she was too weak
to fight anymore. 


She tipped her head back and let go in a
way she never had before. She gave her body to him, trusting him to take care
of her, to catch her when she inevitably fell from the peak he was forcing her
to scale. “Oh… yesss….” There were no words to describe the pleasure of feeling
so free, of not having to think or feel or worry about tomorrow. In this
moment, he forced her to be totally present, and she’d never felt more alive. 


“Just let go for me, baby.”


His words of encouragement were all it took
to send her freefalling. There were bright lights dancing behind her eyelids, a
rush of adrenaline coursing through her body. Her head was pounding, her limbs
were trembling, and she was laughing and sobbing and coming completely unglued,
and it felt so incredible to finally be free to let go. 


“Oh my God,” she whispered. 


He had a self-satisfied smirk on his face
before he pulled her into his arms and settled his head on her chest. 


She knew he must be more than ready to
claim his own release, but he was obviously willing to put her needs first, and
in that moment, she fell just a little deeper. How could she not?  “You’re
incredible,” she whispered. She hadn’t intended to voice her thoughts, but
obviously holding back with him wasn’t an option anymore. 


Jay brushed his lips across her hair. “You
don’t know how much I needed this tonight.”


She ran her hand down his chest, over the
ink decorating his huge bicep. He was so strong, so powerful, and for tonight
at least she could pretend he was all hers. “Me too.” It was a small
concession, but she knew it made him happy when a grin split his handsome face.



Victoria lived in a duplex on a busy
street, between two retail stores, and the glow from the street lights coupled
with the traffic should have been distracting. It usually cost her precious
sleep, but tucked into the cocoon of his arms, everything else faded to black.
The only thing that mattered was him and the way he made her feel. 


“I want you,” she whispered, pressing her
lips to his chest. She knew he was waiting out of deference to her, but with
the evidence of his arousal beckoning to her, she couldn’t wait another minute.



He watched her reach into her nightstand
for a condom and his eyes darkened with some unreadable emotion. 


“What’s wrong?” she asked, gripping the
plastic packet in her fist. 


“Nothing…” He closed his eyes. “It’s not
important.”


She surprised him by crawling over him and
pinning his hands above his head. “Are you gonna tell me now or do I have to
force it out of you?”


Jay laughed. They both knew his years of
martial arts training would ensure he had her flat on her back in the time it
took her to blink, but he was obviously willing to play along. “What are you
gonna do to me if I don’t wanna tell you, darlin’?”


“Hmmm…” Her eyes skimmed his torso,
practically drooling over all the bronze skin pulled taut over well-defined
abs. “I’ll bet I can think of something.” She was in her element now. She
specialized in fun, playful sex. It was the promise of deep, intense
love-making that scared the hell out of her.  


Almost as though he could read her mind,
his smile fell and he pinned her with his gaze, refusing to allow her to look
away. “You asked me what was wrong. I was thinkin’ about how many lovers have
shared this bed with you.”


She swallowed. Oh, wow. Of all the things
she’d expected him to say, that would have rounded off the list. She tried to
laugh it off. “I’m not exactly a virgin, if that’s what you’re asking.”


“You haven’t told me about your last
boyfriend, your last lover. Who? When? What happened?”


She let the condom wrapper fall out of her
hand as she climbed off of him. “Do we really have to do this right now?”


“Yes.”


“Why?”


“’Cause I don’t wanna end up like him, a
distant memory a few months from now. I’m in this for the long haul, Victoria.”


The long haul. It smacked of forever, a word no man had ever been
brave enough to utter to her. Her previous boyfriends, if she could call them
that, all knew the score. If they started talking about white picket fences or
engagement rings, their season in the sun would be over. Why couldn’t Jay just
follow the unspoken rules and respect her boundaries?


“I don’t want to talk about this.” 


“Too bad, we’re gonna talk about it. I’m
not gonna let you hide from this anymore.” His body was partially covering
hers, pinning her to the mattress. “I don’t want your body if you’re not
willing to let me in, I mean really let me in.” 


Was he actually giving her an ultimatum?
Tell him what he wanted to know or his offer of sex was off the table? She
wanted to call his bluff, but she was afraid Jay wasn’t the kind of man who
made idle threats. “He was a banker. His name was Daniel. We dated for three
months.” She hoped rhyming off the facts would be enough to satisfy him, but
she should have known he was just getting started. 


“What happened? Why didn’t it work out?” 


Victoria hoped she could deflect the
question with playfulness. She ran her hand over his hard pecs. “Like I said, he
was a banker… desk job, played squash, drove a Volvo.” She licked her lips. “I
like my men a little edgier… motorcycles, tattoos, rippling muscles…” 


She moaned when he kissed her neck. “I like
knowing my man could take care of me…” Okay, where the hell had that thought
come from? She was a second-degree black belt in karate. She’d worked hard to earn
the distinction so she could take care of herself, but she couldn’t deny she
got a little thrill knowing her man could take down 99.9% of the population
with one hand tied behind his back. No, she had to stop thinking like that! Jay
was not her man. 


“Mmm, good to know,” he said, working on
the sensitive spot he’d discovered at the base of her collarbone. He alternated
nibbles and moist kisses… first one side, then the other, until she was
panting, moaning, and writing beneath him. 


“God… Jay… please, you’re killing me here.”



He grinned as she reached for the condom
package she’d dropped earlier. “We can’t have that, can we?” His eyes were dark
as she watched him roll the condom over his hard shaft and slide a finger deep
inside of her. “We need to have a few ground rules.” 


She groaned in frustration. She didn’t want
to comply with his rules; she just wanted him to make love to her, damn it!
Correction, they were having sex, not making love. “What kind of rules?” 


“Neither one of us is gonna pretend this is
a one-time deal. This is just the beginning, baby. You need to understand
that.” He was teasing her with his hard shaft poised at her entrance, promising
to give her what she needed, but only if she was willing to give a little in
return. 


She knew once would never be enough to
satisfy her insatiable hunger for this man. Tomorrow she would have to figure
out how she could guard her heart while giving him her body, but that was a
problem for another day. “Fine…” She clenched her teeth. “Anything else?” 


“Yeah, you’re mine.” 


Her eyes locked with his and there was no
doubt in her mind he was serious. He hadn’t just come here to get into her bed,
he came determined to steal her heart. “What are you talking about?” The words
were barely more than a whisper because she couldn’t force air past the fear
blocking her airway.  


“Your body, your heart, your soul, your
secrets, your dreams… are all mine now.” 


She trembled when he finally thrust deep
inside of her. She hadn’t agreed to anything, hadn’t complied with his wishes,
but her body still demanded she meet him stroke for stroke. “Jay… I…” There
were no words to describe how incredible he felt. He filled her in a way no
other man ever had. More than just satisfying a longing in her body, something
inside of her shifted when they were joined, as though she was making room for
him to take up permanent residence in her heart. 


“God, you feel amazing…” He muttered,
gripping the headboard as he clenched his teeth. “So damn tight…” 


She knew as a lover Jay could probably
outlast most men because of the fierce control he’d developed as a martial
artist, but tonight she wanted to watch him lose control in her arms. “Jay,
look at me.” 


He opened his eyes and she could see the
barely leashed passion consuming him. 


“Don’t hold back.” 


He groaned. “You don’t know what you’re askin’
of me, baby.” 


“Yes, I do. I want you, all of you. You
asked me to drop the façade; well, I’m asking you to do the same.” 


He stared at her a long time before he finally
grabbed her waist, held her hips firmly in place, and plunged into her so fast,
so hard, so deep, so relentlessly, they were clinging to each other, sticky
with sweat, and trembling by the time they finally demanded each other’s
release. 


Their shared cries of ecstasy echoed in the
small room, drowning out the sound of everything outside those four walls. 


“Wow,” she whispered as he rolled off of
her and pulled her into his arms. She didn’t like to cuddle after sex. Normally
by now she’d be handing the guy his clothes, thanking him for dinner, and
planning for the following day. But lying here in Jay’s arms felt so right. She
wasn’t thinking about tomorrow, or the repercussions of her reckless actions,
or her illness. He made her feel strong, healthy… hell, his strength and
determination almost made her feel invincible.   
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Victoria groaned when the sound of her
ringing cell phone pulled her out of Jay’s arms a few hours later. “Hello.” 


“I’m so sorry to wake you, but we’ve got a
situation here,” Lindsay said. 


She sat up before pushing her hair out of
her eyes. “What is it?” 


“Lena’s back.” 


Lena was a runaway teen who had grown up in
the system just like Victoria. A few months ago, she ran off with Victoria’s
wallet and a little piece of her heart. “Is she okay?” 


“Physically, yes. Emotionally, she’s a
mess.” She sighed. “She’s pregnant, Vic.” 


“No! Damn it, she can’t even take care of
herself without having to worry about a baby.” 


“I know. Listen, we’re taking her to the
hospital now. She doesn’t look well. She came in malnourished, dehydrated, and
I’m willing to bet she hasn’t had any prenatal care.” 


Victoria cursed softly. “How far along is
she?” 


“She doesn’t know for sure, and it’s hard
to tell, given her condition. I’m guessing five or six months, maybe more.” 


“Does she know who the father is?” 


“Some guy she met on the streets. He left
her when he found out.” 


Victoria rolled her eyes. “Of course he
did. He was probably just a kid himself.” It broke her heart to think of
another baby coming in to the world without a home or loving parents to care
for them. 


“Um…” She glanced at Jay, who was sitting
up, scanning the messages on his phone, obviously trying hard not to eavesdrop
on her private conversation. “It’s the opening of Jay’s karate studio today; he
needs me.” She hadn’t intended it to come out quite that way, but his smile
made her glad it had. 


“Hey,” he whispered, “if you have something
to take care of, we can meet up later. I’ve got the rest of the staff there to
help me.” 


“Oh my God,” Lindsay squealed. “Is he there
with you?” 


Victoria blushed. She probably would have
told her friend about their relationship eventually, but now was definitely not
the time to get into it. “Listen, I’ll meet you at the hospital in a bit. I
need to see Lena to make sure she’s okay.” She had a rule about getting too
involved with the women and children who passed through their shelter, but
something about Lena reminded her so much of herself at that age it made it nearly
impossible for Victoria not to befriend her. 


“She’s worried you’re mad at her, given the
way she left.” 


“Just tell her I’m not. I’m glad she came
back.” 


“Will do. See you soon. Oh, and, Vic, don’t
think I’m gonna let you get out of telling me what’s going on with your sexy
new boss.” 


Victoria chuckled as she hung up the phone.
“Sorry,” she said, turning to Jay. 


“You want to talk about it?” 


She knew he must have a lot on his mind
today, but he still cared enough to make sure she was okay. It shouldn’t
surprise her. He was the same guy who dropped everything to follow her to the
doctor’s office, but having someone looking out for her was still a foreign
concept, one she didn’t think she could ever get used to. “We have a
confidentiality thing at the shelter. I can’t really talk about it. Sorry.” For
once, she was sorry she couldn’t tell him everything. It had always been a
reasonable excuse whenever the man she’d been dating tried to understand her
commitment to the shelter, but with Jay it was different. She found herself
wanting to open up to him. 


“No problem, I understand.” He pulled her
into his arms and kissed her forehead before getting out of bed and reaching
for the clothes he’d tossed on the floor last night. “Listen, don’t worry about
things at the studio. I’ve got it covered.” 


She loved that about him. He was so
generous, so compassionate. He didn’t know Lena or her story, but he knew she
was in trouble, and he was willing to put his own needs aside so Victoria could
help her. “Thanks.” She wanted to say more, to tell him what an incredible man
he was, that last night had changed her life, but instead she just got up and
reached for the white terry robe hanging on the back of her door. “I guess I
should get in the shower.” 


“Yeah, I gotta go home and get ready, too.
Hey, how about dinner tonight?” 


She knew he was expecting their night
together to evolve into a normal relationship with dinner, drinks, movies, and
sex, lots and lots of sex. He probably expected her to spend the night at his
place tonight, but she knew she couldn’t. One night would lead to another and
before she knew it, she’d be leaving a toothbrush in his bathroom, and he’d be
clearing out a drawer so she could keep a change of clothes at his place. 


“Can I let you know later? I’m not sure how
things are gonna go at the hospital. It may take a while.” She slipped into her
robe, trying to ignore the fact his eyes were tracking her every move. 


“Sure, no worries.” 


If only he wasn’t so damn understanding.
Why couldn’t there be a single thing she didn’t like about this man? “I’ll call
you later. I’ll really try to make it into the studio. I hate to leave you in
the lurch like this.” 


He grinned. “Vic, this is the fourth time
I’ve done this. Trust me, I know what I’m doing.” 


“Okay, well thanks.” 


She knew she should reach out to him, hug
or kiss him, acknowledge the physical connection they’d forged last night in
some small way, but she was feeling so confused and vulnerable. She didn’t
trust herself not to haul him back to bed and beg him to make love to her so
she could shut the rest of the world out just a little while longer. 


The phone call about Lena took her back to
a place she’d rather not go, when she’d been that scared little girl with
nowhere to run. 


 


 


Victoria entered Lena’s hospital room
trying to prepare herself for the memories she knew would come flooding back.
She hadn’t been back to the hospital since her last treatment, and seeing
someone she cared about looking so pale and sickly in a hospital bed just
reminded her of all the friends she’d lost. She knew Lena’s life wasn’t in
jeopardy, but she couldn’t say the same for the little baby growing inside of
her. 


“Hi,” she whispered when Lena opened her
eyes to look at her. “You mind if I come in?” 


“No.” She tried to sit up. 


“It’s okay, just relax.” 


Victoria pulled a chair up to the side of
the bed and took Lena’s hand. It was small, cold, and the bones were protruding
through a thin layer of skin. It reminded her of her own hands when she’d been so
sick she almost let go, but she had to offer Lena her support the only way she
knew how, so she held on tight, hoping the young girl could feel the depth of
her concern in her gentle touch. 


“I’m sorry about…” 


“It’s okay, don’t worry about anything
right now.” Victoria could see the shame in her big, dark, expressive eyes, and
she knew Lena hadn’t intended to betray her. She was just trying to survive the
only way she knew how, and in their world, you often had to beg, borrow, or
steal just to live another day. “You just need to focus on getting better now.”



She squeezed Victoria’s hand. “What am I
gonna do? I’m only fifteen… a high school dropout… How the hell am I gonna raise
a kid?” 


Victoria had never been in the position of
having to worry about anyone but herself, but she could imagine the fear Lena
must be feeling now. “If you don’t think you can handle it—”


She pulled her hand from Victoria’s and
crossed her arms over her chest. “I won’t put my kid into the system. I won’t
do it. I don’t care what anyone says.” 


The thought of willingly putting another
innocent baby into a system that dangled the promise of happily ever after, but
rarely delivered broke Victoria’s heart, but she couldn’t offer another
solution. 


Lena knew the system as well as Victoria
did. Her father left Lena and her mother when she was only a baby, and her
mother got hooked on crack, leaving her only daughter alone to fend for
herself. When a neighbor called CPS to report the situation, she was taken out
of the home and placed in foster care. 


Victoria knew Lena spent the first few
years hoping her mother would get clean and come back for her. When it failed
to happen, Lena fell in with the wrong crowd and started drinking, which led to
drugs and skipping school. It was a downward spiral, and Victoria tried
everything to pull her out of it, but she was already too far gone to listen to
reason. 


“You know I wouldn’t ask you to make that
choice, but if you can’t care for the baby, maybe we could arrange for a
private adoption. We could find a nice family who can’t have a family of their
own.”


Lena looked horrified. “You want me to give
my baby away to strangers? How is that better than putting her into the goddamn
system?” 


“Honey, it’s not the same at all. You could
screen the parents, interview them and visit their home…” 


She shook her head, looking every bit the
defiant teenager she was. “No way. Not gonna happen. I’m not givin’ my baby
away to strangers.” 


Victoria sighed. She knew she wasn’t going
to be able to get through to Lena when she was so emotional. “Listen, why don’t
you rest for a bit, okay?” She stood up, but Lena clung to her hand, refusing
to let her go. 


“You’re not gonna leave me, are you?” 


“No, honey, I’m not going to leave you.”
She smiled as she brushed the stringy black hair off the teen’s forehead. “I’ll
be right outside. You just rest, okay?” 


“Victoria, wait.” She chewed on her bottom
lip as she looked at their joined hands. “Will you come in when they do the
ultrasound? I’m scared.” 


She leaned over and brushed a kiss across
her forehead. “Of course.” No matter how hard she tried to keep her out, this
little goth princess managed to worm her way into her heart every time. 


 


 


Jay tried to keep his distance, to focus on
the buzz of excitement at his studio. He had some of the most famous and well-respected
martial artists in the world there to demonstrate for a room filled with eager
people, but he couldn’t stop thinking about Victoria. 


He knew she wouldn’t appreciate his
interference, but by the time late afternoon rolled around and he still hadn’t
heard from her, he couldn’t sit still another second without finding out what
was going on. 


Trying to control his anxiety, he walked up
to the main reception desk at the hospital and asked for Victoria. Since he
didn’t know her friend’s name or the reason for her visit, he couldn’t ask for
her. When the nurse said she couldn’t help him, he was turning to leave when a
pretty brunette approached him with a wary smile. 


“Excuse me. Did I hear you say you were looking
for Victoria Pierce?” 


“Yeah, you know where she is?” 


She pointed to a closed hospital door.
“She’s in there with Lena. She should be out in a bit if you want to sit and
wait with me?” 


“Sure, thanks.” 


“I’m Lindsay, by the way.” She extended her
hand and smiled. “Victoria and I are volunteer crisis counselors at the
shelter.” 


He shook her hand and returned her smile.
“It’s nice to meet you. I’m—”


“Jay Cooper, I know. I saw your picture in
a mixed martial arts magazine Victoria was reading at work.” She pointed to a
row of empty chairs. “Come, let’s sit down.” 


Lindsay’s relaxed and friendly demeanor
helped to put Jay at ease. If there was a problem, she would seem as anxious as
he felt. “I know you can’t talk about the specifics of your friend’s case, but
she’s gonna be okay, isn’t she?” 


They both sat down and Lindsay smiled. “I
think it’ll be a while before she feels fine, but at least she’s in good hands
now.” 


“Sounds like she and Victoria have a pretty
special connection.” After last night, he’d hoped to be able to say the same,
but he’d texted and called to check on her several times throughout the day and
she apparently didn’t think she owed him the consideration of responding, so he
still had no idea where he stood with her. 


Lindsay sat back and shifted in the seat so
she was facing him. “It’s tough for Victoria to get close to people, given her
upbringing, and then the cancer…” 


Cancer.  The word hit him like an avalanche. Victoria had
cancer? He thought back to her doctor’s appointment the other day. Oh God. He
felt sick. 


Lindsay touched his forearm. “Oh no, you
didn’t know, did you? I just assumed… I mean, Victoria told me you went to the
doctor with her the other day.” 


He leaned forward and dropped his head into
his hands. This could not be happening. The first woman he’d allowed himself to
fall for in years, and he could lose her to some insidious disease that was
beyond either of their control. “How bad is it?” His voice was barely above a
whisper when he finally found the words to voice the question. 


Lindsay frowned. “How bad is what?” 


Jay tried to hold his temper, but it wasn’t
easy. He needed answers. Now. “The cancer. What type, stage… Damn it, Lindsay,
I need details.” 


She rested her hand on his back. “I’m
sorry; I didn’t mean to scare you. Victoria’s cancer has been in remission for
a long time, but…” 


Remission. She was in remission. Thank God. “Jesus,” he
whispered, scraping his hands over his face. “You scared the hell out of me.” 


Lindsay tipped her head to look at him. “I
can see that. You really care about her, don’t you?” 


The fear of losing Victoria brought all of
those feelings closer to the surface, and he didn’t even think about censoring
his thoughts when he said, “You have no idea.” 


She smiled. “Victoria and I have been
friends for a long time. I kept hoping she’d meet someone like you. Someone
who’d be willing to see past the cancer and the fact that she can’t have a
family to the amazing person she is on the inside. She deserves someone who’s
going to love her...” Lindsay must have seen that look in his eye again.
“What’s wrong?” 


Talk about a one-two punch. Jay was still
reeling from the news about the cancer, and she nonchalantly tells him Victoria
can never have a family. What the hell was he supposed to say? “She can’t have
children?” 


Lindsay put her hand over her mouth,
wide-eyed with panic. “Oh God, I’m sorry. Oh, Victoria is gonna kill me for
telling you. Just forget I said anything.” 


“Just tell me.”


She stared at the dark brown liquid in the
bottom of her Styrofoam cup. “I’ve come this far, I may as well fill you in on the
rest.” She sighed. “She was diagnosed with stage three ovarian cancer when she
was twenty. The prognosis wasn’t good.”


He tried to process the news that the
strong, vital woman he’d been making love to last night had almost lost her
life. “But she beat it?”


“She’s a fighter. Hell, she’s the strongest
woman I’ve ever known.”


Jay smiled. He would have described her the
same way, especially knowing what she’d been through. “She went through it all
alone?” He couldn’t even imagine what it must have been like for her, not
having anyone to lean on or share her fears with. 


“Yeah.” She took a sip of her coffee. “She
never forged a relationship with any of her foster families. They all treated
her as a means to a monthly check, nothing more.”


Jay thought they all must have been blind
not to see the incredible woman he saw when he looked at her. “It’s their
loss,” he muttered. 


Lindsay grinned. “That’s what I told
Victoria, but she had a hard time believing it. When your parents abandon you,
and you grow up in the system…” She shrugged. “You never really get over it,
you know?”


No, he didn’t know. He’d been blessed with
two loving parents who wouldn’t have thought twice about laying down their
lives for him or his brother. “You grew up in foster care, too?”


“Yeah.” She nodded. “The system’s a fierce
bitch. Once it gets you in its clutches, it never lets go. You grow up, learn
to take care of yourself, but it’s always there, in the back of your mind.
Every day you look in the mirror and you have to face the fact no one loved
you, no one wanted you.”


He reached for Lindsay’s hand. “I’m so
sorry.”


She offered him a watery smile. “Thanks.”
She sighed. “Things changed for me when I met my fiancée. I was hoping the same
would happen for Victoria someday, that she’d find someone who’d help her move
beyond the cancer scare and—” 


“I can’t believe you told him.” 


Jay turned around to see Victoria standing
behind them, looking devastated. He jumped up, anxious to comfort her.
“Sweetheart, I—”


Victoria held her hand up as she took a
step back. “Don’t touch me.” She pointed a trembling finger at Lindsay. “I
trusted you. You were the only person I’ve ever trusted with my secrets. How
could you do this to me?” 


“Honey, I’m sorry.” Tears started streaking
Lindsay’s face and she brushed them away. “I thought he knew about the cancer
and the fact you couldn’t have a family—”


Her mouth fell open as hurt gave way to
shock. “You told him everything?” 


“Baby, listen to me…” He was desperate to
touch her, to pull her into his arms and tell her he didn’t give a damn about
any of it, but the wild look in her told him she would bolt if he dared to come
any closer. 


“You…” She glared at him. “You couldn’t get
the details you wanted from me, so you thought you’d come here and pump my
so-called friend for information about my past? You think one meaningless night
gives you the right to insinuate yourself into my life this way?” 


Jay told himself she was hurt and angry,
she didn’t mean what she was saying, but it still stung. 


A middle-aged doctor wearing a white lab
coat approached them. “Pardon me, are you Victoria Pierce?” 


She turned to face him. “Yes, sir.” 


“We’re ready to do the ultrasound now. Ms.
Wright said she’d like you to be with her.” 


“Of course, I’ll be right there.” She
waited for the doctor to walk away before she turned back to Lindsay and Jay.
“I don’t want either of you to be here when I come out of Lena’s room. Understood?”



She looked so cold, so detached. Jay knew
there was no way he was going to be able to reason with her until she had time
to calm down. “Fine, I’ll call you later.” 


“Don’t bother.” 


He reached for her wrist when she turned to
walk away. “You don’t really think I’m going to give up on you so easily?” 


She peeled his fingers off her wrist before
she looked up at him with eyes so emotionless it broke his heart. He knew
somewhere between hurt and anger, she’d slipped on her mask of indifference and
he feared that would be the hardest layer of all to penetrate. 


“You don’t have a choice.”  


 


Victoria took a deep breath before she
stepped into Lena’s hospital room. The last thing the young girl needed was to
bear the burden of Victoria’s problems on top of her own. 


She couldn’t believe the only two people
she’d ever allowed herself to trust betrayed her in one fell swoop. 


Lena looked terrified as the doctor spread
the gel on her protruding stomach. 


Victoria set her own problems aside as she
took the girl’s hand and smiled. “Everything’s going to be fine.” Of course,
she had no way of knowing that, and during her illness she always resented it
when nurses and doctors tried to sugar coat things to spare her, but she could
tell Lena was nearing her breaking point. 


“What’s if it’s not?” she whispered
fiercely, digging her short nails into Victoria’s hand. “What if I did
something wrong? What if I hurt my baby?” 


“Sssh,” Victoria said, brushing Lena’s hair
off her face. She’d never had any experience being maternal, and she’d
certainly never had an example to follow, but the other counselors at the
shelter told her she had a way of putting traumatized children at ease. They’d
always told her she’d make a wonderful mother someday. When they said it, they
had no way of knowing how deep the offhand compliment sliced her. 


They sat in silence, waiting and praying
for the tiny blip to appear on the screen. They both watched the doctor’s face
as he focused all of his attention on the screen, trying to read his reaction,
looking for some hint everything was as it should be. 


Victoria was stunned at how invested she
was. She hadn’t even known this baby existed twenty-four hours ago, yet she
knew she’d be devastated if she found out it was no more. Lena wasn’t ready to
be a mother. It may be a blessing in disguise, but Victoria couldn’t help but feel
every baby was a gift to be treasured, especially after she’d seen so many beautiful
infants being cast aside like unwanted waste. 


“Is everything okay?” Lena whispered,
staring at the screen. “Is my baby okay?” 


“Everything looks fine. Judging by this,
I’d say you’re about thirty weeks.” He looked to Lena for confirmation. “Does
that sound right?” 


“Yes, sir, I think so.”


Victoria and Lena both stared on, in awe,
as the doctor pointed out the blip on the screen. The tiny little blip with a
strong heartbeat and a stronger will to live had already beat the odds, already
established him or herself as a fighter. 


“I can tell you the baby’s gender, if you’d
like to know.” 


Lena looked up at Victoria and smiled.
“Yes, please.” 


“It looks like it’s going to be a girl. We
don’t like to say with absolute certainty. Of course, there’s always room for
error, but in this case, I’m 98% percent certain.” 


“A girl,” Lena whispered, clenching
Victoria’s hand tighter. “I’m going to have a baby girl.” 


Victoria couldn’t stem the flow of tears if
she’d wanted to. The last twenty-four hours had taken her on a rollercoaster
ride from heaven to hell and back again. “I’m sure she’s gonna be beautiful,
just like her mama.”  


“You know, you’re a very lucky young lady,”
the doctor said. “This far into your pregnancy, without prenatal care…” He
shook his head. “It could have been disastrous.”


“I understand,” Lena said, quietly. 


Victoria wanted to speak out, to defend
Lena, to tell the doctor she was barely more than a kid herself who’d had to
deal with more in her short time on this earth than most adults could deal with
in a lifetime, but she held her tongue. She knew Lena was going to have to
learn to take care of herself if she had a prayer of being able to take care of
her baby.


“Would you like a photo?” the doctor asked,
getting up from the stool he was perched on. 


“Yes, please.” 


Victoria watched the doctor print the image
and push the ultrasound machine aside. He’d probably done this hundreds of
times in his career, but this was the first time Victoria had ever witnessed
the miracle of life growing inside someone’s body and she was stunned to
realize it had shaken her to the core. 


The doctor passed the image to Lena. “I’ll
send you home with a prescription for prenatal vitamins. You should set up an
appointment with your family doctor as soon as possible.” 


Lena remained quiet until the doctor left
the room. “I don’t have a doctor. I don’t have insurance. What am I gonna do?” 


Victoria knew what it felt like to feel
helpless and alone. She knew what it felt like to be hungry and be scared.
“It’s okay,” she said, squeezing Lena’s hand. “The shelter has a reserve fund
for medical emergencies, and I’ll ask my doctor if he can see you.” 


Lena stared at the picture in her hand for
a long time before she said, “I came back for a reason, Victoria.” 


“I don’t need to know why you came back,
honey. I’m just so glad you did.” 


“I’ve never had a mother or big sister to
take care of me…” She cleared her throat, obviously trying to get the words
out. “Ever since I met you, you made it a point to take care of me. You’d visit
me at my foster homes, come in to my room and talk to me when I was at the
shelter, help me with my homework before I started skippin’ school.” She choked
back a sob. “Hell, you even came out to look for me on the streets once. Do you
remember?”


Victoria remembered being terrified at the
thought of a twelve-year-old girl being out on the streets at night with no one
to protect her. She’d hunted every dark alley, dumpster, bridge, park, and
abandoned house in the city, all night long, until she finally found her
huddled in the corner of a store, trying to keep warm. 


“Of course I remember.” 


“You were the first person to ever give a
damn about me, to care whether I’d be dead or alive come morning.” 


Victoria tried in vain to blink back the
tears. She’d tried so hard to protect her heart, to prevent anyone from getting
too close, but without even realizing it, this scared, lonely teenager wore her
down. “You have so much potential, Lena. You could do or be anything you want
to be.” 


“I want to be just like you,” she said,
looking up at Victoria shyly, under the veil of her long, dark eyelashes.
“Strong and fearless.” 


Victoria almost laughed out loud at her
inaccurate description. She felt as weak and helpless as she’d ever felt. Her
best friend had turned on her. The first man she’d ever thought to let her
guard down with betrayed her, and she felt hopelessly alone in the world. It
never bothered her before, the thought of being alone, but today, for some
unknown reason, it terrified her. 


“Victoria, I have something to ask you.”
She took a deep breath. “I know I don’t have the right to ask this. It isn’t
your problem to fix…”


“Honey, you can ask me anything. You know
I’ll try to help any way I can.” 


With trembling fingers, Lena handed
Victoria the image the doctor had given her mere moments before. “I’d like you
to adopt my baby.” 


A rush of nausea came over Victoria at the
same time the room began to spin. “What did you say?” She prayed she’d heard
her wrong. She must have heard her wrong. Anyone in their right mind could see she
wasn’t fit to be a mother. She was sick and… okay, maybe she wasn’t sick
anymore, but she could be, any time… tomorrow, the next day… no one knew for sure.



“I want you to take my baby.” 


“No!” Victoria jumped up out of her seat,
almost knocking it over in her haste to get out of the small hospital room. The
walls were closing in on her, trying to trap her. She couldn’t think, couldn’t
breathe. She couldn’t stay. “I’m sorry… I’m sorry… so sorry. You don’t want
me.” She covered her mouth when a sob escaped. “You wouldn’t want me. You don’t
understand. Your baby deserves better, someone who can promise to be there for
her.” She slowly backed out of the room. “I can’t. I’m so sorry… I just can’t.”
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Jay knew he should just go home and hope
Victoria would call or stop by when she was ready to talk, but he didn’t trust
himself to give her the space she needed if he was left alone with his thoughts.



When he pulled into his dad’s driveway, he
almost thought about completing the circle and leaving again. He didn’t know
what to say, how to explain what was going on with him. But then he realized
this was his dad, so he probably wouldn’t have to. Josh had always known what
he was thinking and when he was struggling without ever needing a clue. That’s
what made him the kind of dad Jay always hoped he’d be someday. But he never
imagined a family wouldn’t be in the cards for him. With Victoria, it was an
either / or proposition, and he already knew he’d be willing to make any sacrifice
to make her his. He thought he could live without kids, but he didn’t want to
think about living without her. 


Jay knew he could just walk in, but he rang
the doorbell instead. He needed another minute to collect himself.  


His step-mother, Lexi, pulled the heavy
wood door open and grinned when she saw him. She put a hand on her hip. “Hey, since
when do you ring the doorbell?” 


He couldn’t respond, couldn’t get the words
past the lump in his throat. It was so damn unfair. He’d always had a huge
circle of people who loved him, family, friends, extended family, and Victoria
had no one. “I’m sorry, Lex,” he whispered, holding his hand up. “Just gimme a
minute.” 


She pulled him over the threshold and into
her waiting arms. “It’s okay,” she said, stroking his back through his leather
jacket. “Whatever it is, it’s gonna be okay, honey.” 


Jay had always had a close relationship
with his step-mother, but he’d never felt so grateful to have her in his life.
She seemed to sense a hug was exactly what he needed to help him say what he
needed to say. “I’ve got a problem, Lex.” He cleared his throat. “A big
problem.” 


She stepped back and stroked his cheek.
“Your dad’s out back, honey.” She grabbed his hand when he stepped past her.
“Listen, if you need a woman’s perspective, you come back in and talk to me,
okay?” 


He forced a smile. “Will do, thanks.” 


Jay took his time walking out to the patio,
trying to collect his thoughts. He didn’t want to betray Victoria’s confidence
by sharing her personal story with someone else, but if he didn’t talk about this,
it was going to continue eating away at him until it impacted every area of his
life. 


Josh was cleaning debris from the pool, but
looked up and smiled when he saw his son. “Hey, buddy, this is a nice surprise.
What’s up?” 


Jay slipped his leather jacket off and set
it on the back of one of the loungers by the pool. “You got a minute, Dad?
There’s something I’d like to talk to you about.” 


Concern drew sharp lines between Josh’s dark
eyebrows. “Yeah, of course.” He sat down on the chair beside Jay. “What’s goin’
on? When I stopped by the studio, they said you’d slipped out for a bit. I
gotta admit I was kind of surprised. You’re usually there from sun up ‘til sun
down on openin’ day.” 


He cleared his throat. “Today was
different. I had other things on my mind.” 


Josh laced his fingers. “Does this have
anything to do with Victoria?” 


“How’d you know?” 


Josh laughed as he got up and walked to the
mini-bar flanking the outdoor kitchen. He poured a shot of scotch into two
highball glasses before handing one to his son. 


Jay hesitated before taking it. “I probably
shouldn’t. I brought the bike tonight.”


“So you’ll spend the night.” Josh grinned.
“Come on, when was the last time you tied one on with your old man?”


Jay eased back in the lounge chair, tipped
his head back, and closed his eyes. “It’s just all comin’ down on me at once,
ya know?” He sighed. “The new studio, tryin’ to grow the business… I thought I
was doin’ okay, but…”


“Then you met Victoria, and everything
changed?”


“Yeah, kind of feels like somebody ripped
the rug out from under me. A few weeks ago, I knew what I wanted, where I was
headed, now… hell, I don’t know which end is up anymore.”


Josh claimed the lounge chair beside him.
“I know what that’s like.”


He opened one eye and tipped his head to
the side. “You do?”


“Sure. Don’t you remember what a mess I was
right around the time me and Lexi got together?”


Jay took a deep swallow of the liquor,
savoring the slow burn on the way down. He’d welcome anything to numb his pain
and confusion, even though he knew it would only be temporary. “It was
different with you guys. You’d known each other a long time. You were friends,
good friends, before you ever thought about takin’ your relationship to the
next level. That’s how relationships are supposed to be, right?”


Josh chuckled. “Who the hell ever said
relationships make sense, son? Sometimes you fall in love with your best
friend, like I did. Other times you never get over your first love, like your
mother and Derek.” He swirled the contents of his glass around. “Then there’s
what happened with you and Victoria. It comes out of nowhere, when you least
expect it and sure as hell don’t want it.”


“Who said I don’t want it?” He’d never
wanted anything more.


Josh smirked. “What makes you think I’m
talkin’ about you, kid?”


“You don’t think Victoria wants to get
serious?” 


Josh set his glass down beside his chair
and folded his hands. “I’m pretty good at readin’ people, Jay, and Victoria’s runnin’
scared. I don’t know if it was a bad relationship or—”


“It was cancer. She had cancer, Dad.” Just
saying the word aloud scared the hell out of Jay. He didn’t even want to imagine
that time in Victoria’s life, how difficult it must have been for her to find
the strength to keep fighting, especially when she had to fight the battle all
alone.


“Jesus,” Josh whispered. “I had no idea.”


“Neither did I… until today.”


“She told you?” 


He wished he could say she trusted him
enough to confide in him, but she hadn’t, and that hurt more than anything.
“No, her friend told me. Victoria didn’t want me to know.”


Josh got up to retrieve the bottle of
scotch and poured another splash in his son’s glass. “Why?”


“I wish I knew.” He feared he did know, but
he was not willing to admit to his father or himself that Victoria was
determined to shut him out of her life because she couldn’t bear the thought of
letting anyone get too close. 


“She’s a fighter, a survivor,” Josh said,
quietly. 


“You have no idea.”


“What? There’s more?”


“Her mother abandoned her when she was a
baby. No family, no roots… she grew up in the system.” He looked at his dad.
“Would you believe she’s never even celebrated her birthday ‘cause she has no
idea when it is?” Just the knowledge that someone as amazing as Victoria could
grow up without a soul to love her reminded Jay there was no justice in this
world. 


Josh covered his face with his hands. “Oh
man, that’s brutal. Jay, someone who’s been through all she has is bound to
have serious trust issues.”


“I know.” He would be willing to wait as
long as it took, tear down any obstacle she put in his path, if only she would
give him an opening. “There’s more, Dad.”


“God, how much more can there be?”


“She can’t have children. She had stage
three ovarian cancer and—”


“Wow, when I said she was a survivor, I had
no idea…”


“She’s incredible. I’ve never met anyone
like her.”


“Son, you can’t save her from herself or
try and rescue her. Victoria’s been takin’ care of herself forever; she doesn’t
know any other way.”


Jay would love to show her another way, to
help her believe it was okay to lean on him, to trust he would be there to pick
her up when she fell or when life knocked her down. “I love her. I know it
sounds crazy. I keep tellin’ myself it’s too soon, but I don’t know any other
way to describe what I’m feelin’.”


“You’re not some teenager; you’re thirty
years old, Jay. You’ve been around the block a time or two. If you tell me you
love this girl, I believe you.”


“Question is, what the hell am I gonna do
about it?”


“You’re right, that is the question.”


Jay downed another shot and felt a measure
of relief when he relaxed into the chair and fatigue started to seep into his
bones. Maybe if he could surrender to sleep, he’d wake up with a different
perspective on the situation. “What would you do if you were me?”


“Lexi had her own issues when we met. The
bottom line is I loved her, and I was determined to fight for her. It wasn’t
easy, but I’m grateful I stuck it out. It made me appreciate what we have all
the more.”


His dad was right. Jay wasn’t a quitter
either; he was a fighter, just like his old man... just like Victoria. No
matter how determined she was to push him away, he would just have to prove to
her he wasn’t going to give up. 


  


 


Victoria walked into the shelter mere hours
after she left the hospital feeling as though it has been years instead of days
since she’d last been there. She felt like a different person, like she didn’t
even know who she was anymore. 


Lindsay looked up from the desk and started
to stand up when she saw her. 


“Don’t,” Victoria said, holding her hand
up. “I didn’t come here to talk or because I’m ready to forgive you.” She
dropped a plain white envelope on the desk. “I wanted to leave this for
Maureen. I know I could have just emailed her, but there’s something in there I
want her to have. It’s important to me she know this shelter has been a
lifeline for me. It gave my life purpose.” 


Lindsay glared at her as she dropped back
into her seat. “You’re leaving town, aren’t you? Running scared? My God,
Victoria, I never figured you for a coward.” 


“Don’t you dare call me a coward. I pray to
God you’ll never have to know what it feels like to walk in my shoes.” In spite
of Lindsay’s decision to tell Jay the truth, Victoria couldn’t erase all of the
years she’d been her sole source of support. 


“No one will ever know because you’re not
willing to tell us. You’re afraid to admit that you’re terrified of dying, and
sometimes you need help just to go on living.” 


It was painfully true, but she’d grind
broken glass into her hand before she admitted it. “You don’t know what you’re
talking about. You and Jay think you have all the answers, but trust me, you’re
clueless.” 


Lindsay folded her arms over her chest.
“You think you’re ever gonna find another guy like him? Hell, I’m not even sure
you deserve a guy like him.” 


Victoria knew her friend had her back up
because she felt backed into a corner, forced to defend herself. Victoria
recognized the signs because she’d been there herself, more times than she
could count. “Neither am I, that’s why I’m leaving.” 


“No!” Lindsay slammed her palm down on the
desk. “When I say you don’t deserve him, you’re not supposed to agree with me.
You’re supposed to tell me I’m wrong… I don’t know what the hell I’m talking
about. You’re supposed to yell and scream and swear, maybe even throw
something, because you care so damn much.” 


She shrugged. “Sorry to disappoint you. I
don’t intend to put on a show for you tonight.” 


“I hate seeing you like this, so determined
to give up.” Lindsay leaned forward, bracing her elbows on the old metal desk.
“You’re running away from the best damn thing that’s ever happened to you. He’d
be there for you, no matter what life threw at you. Why would you want to walk
away from him?” 


“For that very reason.” Victoria gripped
her purse strap until her knuckles turned white, the only sign she wasn’t as
composed as she was pretending to be. “He would insist on staying, no matter
how bad it got. He would waste months, hell, maybe even years of his life
taking care of me, watching me die. You said it yourself; he’s an incredible
man. He sure as hell doesn’t deserve to go through that.” 


“What about you? Did you deserve all the
things that have happened to you? Did you deserve to have your old lady drop
you off like a sack of clothes she’d outgrown? Did you deserve all of those vile,
disgusting things those bastards in all those worthless foster homes said to
you?” She whispered the final questions. “Do you believe you deserved to get
cancer, Victoria? Was it God’s way of punishing you for some unforgiveable
sin?” 


Victoria bit her lip, trying to convince
herself she would not cry no matter how sharply the words pierced her heart.
“No, I didn’t deserve any of it.” 


“Then when are you going to stop punishing
yourself? You didn’t do anything wrong.”  Lindsay reached for a tissue to dry
her tears. “You owe it to yourself to find love, and Jay… he’s the real deal.
Please…” Her voice broke. “Please don’t walk away from him.” 
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Jay saw the nondescript white envelope
lying on the floor even before he opened the door to his studio. He prayed it
wasn’t what he thought it was, but when he called Victoria that morning, she
didn’t answer. When he got tired of waiting for her to return his call, he
drove by her place and it looked eerily empty, almost deserted. 


Karen came up behind him and touched his
back. “Hey, boss, you okay?” 


“Yeah, I’m good.” He set his key in the
lock, pulled the door open, and deactivated the alarm before he finally reached
down to pick up the envelope. He needed more time; he wasn’t ready to face
reality just yet. 


Karen shot him a side-long glance when he
gripped the envelope in his hand instead of opening it. She chuckled. “How many
times do I have to tell you you’re not a superhero just because you can fly
through the air? You don’t have x-ray vision.”  


Any other day, he would have smiled at her
teasing, but today, he couldn’t muster a smile if his life depended on it.
“Have you heard from Victoria today?” She was due to teach the first class at
ten, and if she didn’t want to talk to him, she may have at least thought to
call his assistant so Karen could find another instructor to take her place. 


“No. Why?” 


“No reason.” He hit the light switches
before glancing over his shoulder at his assistant. “I’ll be in my office if
you need me.” 


“Jay… is Victoria coming in today, or do I
need to line up another instructor?” 


He didn’t want to face the truth, but if
she wasn’t here by now, chances were good she wasn’t coming. “Call someone
else.” He crossed the studio, anxious to be alone in his office so he could
open the envelope without a well-meaning friend peering over his shoulder,
asking him if he was okay. 


Jay sat down and tore in to the envelope,
his gut clenching with fear and dread when the familiar silver key fell to the
desk with a loud clatter. There were two sheets of paper folded and tucked
inside. One was a standard resignation letter, but the other was handwritten. 


 


Dear Jay,


We’ve only known each other a short time,
but I can honestly say you’re the best man I’ve ever met. You’re generous,
passionate, loving… and you deserve a woman who can make your dreams come true.
I wish I were that woman, but I’m not. 


I would never be able to give you a family
or a promise of forever, and even though you may try to convince me and
yourself you were okay with it, we both know you’d be living with fear and
regret every day. I can’t do that to you. I won’t do that to you. 


I’m leaving town today. Nashville may be
the place I was born, but it’s never been my home. In truth, I’ve never had a
home, a place where I felt like I belonged. Maybe someday I’ll find it. I won’t
give up looking. In spite of what you might think, I’m not giving up on life.
On the contrary, I’m going to find a way to start living it. 


I know you’re going to be disappointed I
left, but I hope you won’t waste your time trying to find me. I’m doing this
for you as much as I am for myself. You’re the kind of man who tries to save
those you care about from harm, and the reality is, you can’t save me. No one
can. So please, just let me go. And trust that no matter where I am, I’m
thinking of you. Always. 


Love, 


Victoria  


 


Jay crumpled the resignation letter up and
tossed it in the metal wastebasket beside his desk. He muttered a curse and
covered his face with his hands. What the hell was he supposed to do now?
Before he had a chance to consider his options, someone knocked on the door. 


“Not now!” he shouted. He had an open door
policy at all of his studios. Any of the students were welcome to approach him
at any time, but he couldn’t deal with anyone else’s problems today, not when
his own life was spiraling out of control. 


A young woman with long black hair opened
the door and peeked inside. “Excuse me, sir. I’m sorry to bother you, but your
assistant said I could have a word with you.” 


He frowned when he saw her protruding
stomach. Karate wasn’t precluded during pregnancy, but it wasn’t recommended
for a beginner either. “Karen can give you information about the program
options, but you may want to wait until after you deliver and the doctor gives
you—”


She licked her lips. “Um, I’m not here
about your programs. I’m here about Victoria.”


“You know Victoria?” He leaned forward and
raised his hand to beckon her inside. “Come in, please.” He stood to offer his
hand. “You probably already know I’m Jay Cooper, but you are…?”


“Lena.” She accepted his hand, but her grip
was weak. “I’m from the shelter.”


Jay covered her hand with both of his,
trying to put her at ease. “Of course, you’re Victoria’s friend.”


She offered a small smile at Jay’s
description. Obviously, she was proud to count herself among Victoria’s friends.



“Please, have a seat,” Jay said, pointing
to one of two guest chairs on the opposite side of his desk. “Tell me what I
can do for you, Lena.”


She sat down and set her oversized purse in
her lap, in front of her stomach. “Um, I was just wondering if you’d heard from
Victoria. I was released from the hospital this morning, and I went by the
shelter, hoping to talk to Victoria, but Lindsay said she wasn’t there. She
said you might know where to find her.”


“I wish I did, sweetheart. Unfortunately,
this is all I have to go on,” he said, holding up the letter. “And it’s not
much.”


The girl’s face crumpled before she began
to cry, silent, body wracking sobs. “This is all my fault. She left because of
me. I shouldn’t have asked her—”


“Hey now,” Jay said, getting up. He
crouched in front of her chair. “Listen to me; you’re not to blame.” If anyone
was to blame for her sudden departure, it was him. “We had an argument. It was
my fault she left.”


She set her trembling hands in her lap.
“No, I was the one who scared her away. Nothing you said could have shocked her
more than I did.”


Jay sensed this girl was desperate for
someone to confide in, and if she could give him some insight into why Victoria
left, he couldn’t leave questions unanswered. He pulled a chair up in front of
her and sat down. “Why don’t you start at the beginning? Tell me the whole
story, how you came to know Victoria, what kind of relationship you two had,
what you asked her to do for you…” He reached for a box of tissue on his
credenza before offering it to her. 


“Thanks,” she said. She took a moment to dry
her tears and blow her nose before she took a deep breath. “I was eleven when I
met Victoria. She was a volunteer crisis counselor at the shelter. The police
picked me up and brought me in ‘cause I ran away from my foster home three
times in one month.” She shrugged. “They didn’t know what else to do with me. I
told them if they tried to take me back there, I’d just run again.”


Jay could only imagine what horrible things
had driven her away from that house. “That’s when you met Victoria?”


She smiled for the first time since she’d walked
into the room. “Yeah, she was on duty at the shelter. She convinced me to fill
out some paperwork, and we talked.” Lena reached for another tissue before
throwing the used one in the wastebasket. “Victoria was the only person I’d
ever met who really got me, ya know?”


Jay nodded. Even though he and Victoria had
traveled different paths in life, he felt like she already understood him
better than anyone. She knew martial arts was his foundation because it was
hers too. She understood he wanted to grow his business because he wanted to
share his love of karate with the world. Most importantly, she understood
nothing mattered to him more than family. 


“She held my hand and said I had a right to
cry.” Lena sniffled. “No one had ever said that to me before. My foster parents
used to tell me I was a whiny little brat. They said it was no wonder no one
wanted me.”


Jay felt the impact of her words like a
physical blow. He loved kids and hated knowing so many were living Lena’s life
right now. “I’m sorry.”


Lena tipped her head and looked at him a
long time before she asked, “Are you Victoria’s boyfriend?”


He was taken aback by the question, but he
managed to laugh, hoping to ease her discomfort. “Uh no, I’m just a friend.”
Though he would give anything to be so much more. 


“Too bad,” Lena said, twisting the unused
tissue in her hands. “She needs someone like you, someone to take care of her.”


Lena, with the innocence of a girl, had no
idea her words were breaking Jay’s already battered heart. “Why do you say
that?”


She shrugged. “She’s always working so
hard, taking care of everybody else, but she’s got no one to take care of her.”


“How about you, Lena?” Jay asked, gently.
“Do you have anyone to take care of you?”


Her dark eyes hardened and she folded her
arms across her stomach. “I don’t need anyone to take care of me. I can take
care of myself, and my baby, if I have to.”


Jay knew the girl was strong; she’d already
endured so much. But he had little doubt she was deluding herself if she
thought it would be easy to raise a baby at her age, without a decent education
or job. “Do you mind if I ask how old you are?”


She raised her chin, looking angry and
defiant. “Fifteen, but it don’t make a difference. I been takin’ care of myself
since I was four.”


Jay took a deep breath. He knew challenging
the girl wasn’t going to convince her to open up to him, so he decided to
change tactics. “When you came in, you said you thought it was your fault
Victoria left town. You mind tellin’ me what you mean?”


Lena hesitated a long time before
responding. “I asked her to adopt my baby.” Her head shot up when she heard
Jay’s sharp intake of breath. “It’s not that I don’t love my baby, I do.”


“I know,” he said quietly. He could only
imagine how painful it must have been for the young girl to admit to Victoria
and herself that she couldn’t cope with the responsibility of being an unwed
teen mother without any family to support her. “Askin’ for help is nothin’ to
be ashamed of, honey. We all need a little help sometimes, right?”


She offered a small affirmative nod before
she said, “Victoria just seems so strong, so capable, ya know? I just thought
if my baby could have a female role model like that in her life, maybe she
could grow up to be a strong woman, too.” A tear slid down her cheek, followed
by another. “I just want her to have a chance at a good life, and I know I
can’t give her anything. I don’t want to give her away, but I don’t know what else
to do. I mean, how am I gonna support her?”


Jay felt like he was walking through a
minefield with no clue how to avoid the potential danger. “What did Victoria
say when you asked her to adopt your baby?”


“She freaked out.” Lena swiped the tissue
across her pale cheeks. “She said she was sorry, but she couldn’t do it. Then
she just took off.”


Jay could only imagine what must be going
through Victoria’s mind right now: guilt, shame… fear. He had no doubt she
would be an incredible mother if she gave herself a chance, but he knew her
financial resources were limited, and being a single parent was never easy,
emotionally, physically, or financially. Maybe she’d be willing to consider it
if she had support. He had more than enough money to support all three of them
more than comfortably, but he knew Victoria was too proud to accept his help. 


“Lena, where are you stayin’ right now?”


She lowered her head, looking ashamed. “At
the shelter.”


“Listen, I have a friend with a daughter
who’s just about your age. He has a guest house. Why don’t I give him a call,
see if he’d mind if you stay there for a while, until you figure things out?”


She looked panicked. “No, I couldn’t. I
mean, I appreciate the offer, but…”


Jay could only imagine what this girl had
to endure living under a stranger’s roof. It was no wonder she preferred living
in a shelter, with people she could relate to. “Have you ever heard of Trey
Turner?”


“Sure, who hasn’t?”


He smiled. “Well, that’s the friend I’m
talkin’ about. He and his wife Sierra are amazing people, and I know they’d
love to help you.”


Her mouth fell open. “You’re not serious.
Why would rich, famous people like them want to help me? I’m nobody.”


It killed Jay to know she felt so
worthless, but he knew he couldn’t impact her self-image in a day. Maybe, in
time, she’d begin to see the future possibilities, but for today, Jay was more
concerned about her physical safety and sense of security. “Would you mind if I
gave Trey a call? See what he has to say about the possibility of havin’ a
houseguest for a while?”


Lena shrugged, as though she was bracing
for disappointment. “Whatever.”


Jay pulled his cell phone out of his pocket
and dialed Trey’s number. “Hey, man, it’s Jay. You got a minute?”


Trey chuckled. “For you? Anytime, you know
that.”


The fact his father was one of Trey’s best
friends meant the famous singer always made time for Jay and his brother, no
matter how busy he was. “I got a favor to ask.”


“Anything.” 


Jay smiled. Trey was always willing to step
up and help a friend or stranger in need. “I have a friend who could use a
place to stay for a while.” 


“Uh sure, the guest house is open. What’s
his name?” 


“Actually, it’s a she.” 


Trey chuckled. “I thought you had your eye
on the pretty little martial artist I met at your old man’s place?” 


“Victoria. Yeah, I do. Actually, Lena’s a
friend of Vic’s, that’s how I know her.” Jay cleared his throat, wishing he
were alone so he could tell Trey the whole story, but with Lena sitting right
in front of him, he didn’t want to risk embarrassing her. “She’s just about
Alisa’s age.” 


“Where the hell are her parents?”


Jay sighed. “Look, you mind if I stop by in
a bit?” 


“No, of course not.” 


Jay was getting ready to hang up when Trey
said, “Jay, whatever her story, tell your friend she’s got a place to stay, as
long as she needs it.”


“Thanks, man, I owe you one.” 


“No worries. See ya in a bit. Hey, when you
come, bring the girl.”


“Will do.” Jay disconnected the call and
smiled at Lena. “I told you it wouldn’t be a problem.” 


She looked stunned. “That was not Trey-freakin-Turner.
You’re lyin’.” 


“No, darlin’, trust me, I wouldn’t lie to
you.” 


“Why would he want to help me? It doesn’t
make any sense.”


Jay shrugged. “Maybe because he’s a good
guy, or maybe it’s because he’s a dad, or hell, maybe it’s because he’s like
family to me. I don’t know. What I do know is that he’s waitin’ on us, so come
on, let’s go get your stuff and head on over there.” 


Lena stood up and extended a shaky hand to
Jay. “Thank you,” she whispered. “This is the nicest thing anyone’s ever done
for me.” 


He grinned. “Can I get a hug?” 


A huge grin split her face right before she
launched herself into his waiting arms. 


 


 


It was inconceivable to Jay that a teenage
girl managed to shove all of her worldly possessions into a trash bag in a
matter of minutes, but Lena had. 


The ride out to Trey’s house was quiet,
with only soft country music in the background to mask the silence. He knew
Lena was scared of being thrust into an unfamiliar world yet again, but Jay
knew being with Trey and Sierra, and more importantly, their daughter Alisa,
would be the best thing for Lena right now. It would help her to see life as it
could be, instead of accepting that her life was destined to be a dead-end on
the road to nowhere. 


Jay turned into the winding drive and waved
to the security guard manning his post at the gatehouse. 


Lena’s mouth fell open when they passed the
small guest house. 


He could only imagine how it must look to
her, someone who had probably spent most of her life residing in bedrooms the
size of his walk-in closet. “I know this may seem a little intimidating at
first, but trust me, Trey and Sierra are regular people, just like you and me.”



She rolled her eyes. “Like you maybe. They
sure as hell ain’t like me.”  


Jay knew Sierra’s background was more like
Lena’s than the girl realized, but it was Sierra’s story to tell, if she chose
to, not his. “You treat them right, they’ll treat you right.” He eased his
truck up to the front doors of the sprawling stone and stucco bungalow and cut
the engine. “You ready to do this?” 


Her big dark eyes were wide and frantic. “I
don’t think I can. I don’t belong here.” 


“Will you at least meet them?” He knew the
Turners would make Lena feel at home, if she set aside her fear long enough to
give them a chance. 


She bit her bottom lip as she looked up at
the imposing, hand carved wood doors. “I don’t know. What if they don’t like
me?” 


It took everything in Jay not to reach out
and hold her hand, but he knew she wasn’t used to random acts of kindness from
a stranger. Her life had been about the struggle to survive up to this point.
It was probably inconceivable to her that her meeting with the Turners would go
smoothly, that they might just like her because they could see she was a good
kid who just needed a break. 


“Come on,” Jay said, reaching for his door
handle. He didn’t intend to give her time to reconsider her decision. He jogged
around the front of his truck and pulled her door open. “If you’re not
comfortable here, I promise I’ll take you back to the shelter.” He held his
hands up. “No pressure, okay?” 


“Okay,” she whispered. She reluctantly took
Jay’s hand as he helped her out of the big truck. “Thanks.” She followed him up
the steps and stood behind him as he rang the doorbell.


Trey opened the door, a huge grin splitting
his tanned face. “Get the hell in here,” he said to Jay, grabbing his hand and
pulling him into a half-hug. 


“Trey, this is the girl I was tellin’ you
about. Lena, this is Trey Turner.” 


Trey tipped his cowboy hat a second before
his eyes fell to the girl’s protruding stomach. He raised an eyebrow as he
glanced at Jay. To his credit, he didn’t miss a beat as he offered his hand.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lena.” 


She cleared her throat and lowered her head
before taking Trey’s hand. “It’s nice to meet you, sir. I’m a big fan.” 


Trey chuckled. “Can’t have too many of
those.” 


Sierra came out of the kitchen, scarcely
looking old enough to have a daughter nearly Lena’s age. With her long blond
hair pulled up in a ponytail and her face scrubbed free of make-up, she didn’t
look like the lady of an impressive mansion. “There you are,” she said, walking
toward the group. She pulled Jay into a hug. “We’ve been waitin’ lunch on you.”



Jay smiled. “You didn’t need to, but thanks.”



She winked. “I talked my hubby into
grilling his famous basil burgers.” 


“I take it back. I’m glad you waited on
us.” 


Sierra laughed before including Lena in her
smile. “Hi, you must be the friend Jay told us about. We’re so happy to have
you.” 


“Lena, this is Mrs. Turner,” Jay said,
slipping his arm around Sierra’s waist.


Sierra reached forward to pull the young
girl into a quick embrace instead of offering her hand. “It’s Sierra. Mrs.
Turner is Trey’s mama.” 


Jay’s heart swelled as he watched Lena pat
Sierra’s back awkwardly. He was so damn lucky to have so many amazing people in
his life. If only Victoria had stuck around long enough to get to know them
better. Judging by the brief amount of time they spent with her at the birthday
party, he knew they were already crazy about her. Before long, she would be one
of them, and instead of having to face every battle alone, she would have all
of them to love her and support her through the tough times. 


Sierra slipped her hand into Lena’s. “My
daughter, Alisa, is out by the pool. Come, I want you to meet her.” 


Jay watched Sierra lead Lena outside. He’d
hoped offering Lena a place to stay might solve her immediate problems, but
when he saw her with Sierra, he realized she may finally have a hope of finding
a real home. 


“I can’t thank you enough for doin’ this,
Trey.”


“You know I oughta kick your ass.” The two
men exchanged a brief smile. As big and tough as Trey had been on the football
field in his prime, there was no way he could take Jay down on his best day.
“You coulda told me she was expectin’, boy.” 


“Would it have made a difference?” 


Trey looked out the French doors his wife
had just passed through. “I don’t know. I have a feelin’ Sierra’s maternal
instincts are already kickin’ into overdrive. That’s what worries me. I don’t
wanna see my wife get hurt. If she trusts Lena, and she lets her down—”


“She won’t. Lena’s a good girl. I don’t
know her well, but I have a really good feelin’ about her. She’s had a rough life;
she just needs somebody to cut her some slack.” 


Trey slapped Jay on the back as he led him
out to the patio. “That I can do.” 
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Victoria stared at the embossed card as she
tried to keep her hands from trembling. She’d never asked for help before,
never been willing to admit life had dealt her a blow she couldn’t handle on
her own. But this time it had. She couldn’t stand the thought of leaving Lena
to fend for herself, but the thought of being a mother, of taking
responsibility for a helpless infant knowing full well she may have to leave
her someday, was more than Victoria could bear to think about. 


“Dr. Greene’s office.” 


Victoria thought about hanging up, but with
the same courage she’d attacked every problem she’d faced, she said, “Would it
be possible to schedule a phone consultation with the doctor?” 


“Do you have a referral from your family
physician?”


“Yes, Dr. Dalton referred me.” 


“Dr. Greene doesn’t usually conduct phone
consultations, miss.” 


“I understand, but I’m calling from out of
town. I was hoping…” She was praying the doctor would be able to help her forge
a new path in life. She didn’t want to live in fear anymore. She didn’t want
the cancer to steal her remaining days. Whether it was months or decades, she
wanted to make the most of the time she had left. 


“One moment, please.” 


Victoria held her breath as she waited and
prayed the doctor would agree to work with her. 


“Hello.”


The voice on the other end of the phone line
wasn’t the same as the first. This woman sounded serious, as opposed to genial.
“Um hello, my name’s Victoria Pierce. I was hoping to talk to Dr. Greene.” 


“Victoria, ah yes, Dr. Dalton told me to
expect your call. My receptionist said you weren’t able to come in to the
office for a session?” 


“I’m out of town right now.” Running scared.



“I’m just taking a quick lunch break right
now. I have a bit of time to talk.” 


Victoria knew approaching an esteemed
psychologist this way was highly inappropriate, but she didn’t have anyone else
to turn to. “I’m sorry to bother you on your lunch break, but—”


“Think nothing of it. Why don’t you start
by telling me why you called today?” 


“I’m not sure if Dr. Dalton told you about
my medical history, but I had stage three ovarian cancer almost eight years
ago.” Victoria waited, but when the doctor didn’t respond, she continued. “I’ve
had difficulty coming to terms with it.” 


“The cancer or your remission?”


The question was so blunt, so unexpected.
“Um, I’m not sure. I’m afraid the cancer might return,” she whispered. “I think
about it every day.”


“You went through a traumatic ordeal; it’s
not uncommon to continue suffering the effects many years later. Tell me, have
you told your family or friends how you feel?” 


“I don’t have any family or many close
friends.” She didn’t want to hide from the truth anymore; she knew if she
expected the doctor to help her, she had to be honest about everything. 


“Your parents have passed on?” 


“No, ma’am.” She gripped the telephone
receiver harder. “I’ve never known either of them. I grew up in foster care.”


“I see. Victoria, did something happen that
prompted you to call me now?” 


“Yes, I have an opportunity to adopt a
baby. I want to, but… I’m scared.” 


“What are you afraid of?” 


How could she put her irrational fear into
words that would make sense to a rational person? “I’m afraid the cancer may
return, and then I would be leaving an innocent baby to fend for herself.” 


“The way you had to fend for yourself?” 


“Yes.” She was determined to hold back the
tears, at least until she hung up the phone, but it wasn’t easy. 


“But you don’t know how long you have; none
of us can predict the future.” 


“I know.” Rationally, she knew it was true,
but it still didn’t put her mind at ease.


“Are you prepared to love this baby?” the
doctor asked quietly. 


Victoria’s mind flashed back to the blip
she saw on the ultrasound machine. “With all my heart.” 


“Do you think you have something of value
to offer an infant?” 


“Yes.” 


“Tell me about it.” 


She knew the doctor was challenging her
because it was the only way she was going to be able to face the truth. “I know
I’m strong, independent, capable, intelligent…” 


“If you were to adopt, and ten years down
the road, you died, what’s the one lesson you’d want to leave your son or
daughter with?” 


“To be fearless…” she whispered. The doctor
didn’t respond. She didn’t have to. They both knew Victoria had an epiphany in
the short time they’d been talking. “Thank you.” 


“This isn’t the end, Victoria. It’s only
the beginning. You have a long and difficult road ahead of you. I’d like to
help you, but I can’t until you’re willing to face your fears.” 


“I am.” 


“Good, call me when you’re ready to set up
an appointment.” 


 


 


Jay stepped onto the elevator in his condo
building and groaned when he saw his brother. He had a long and tiring day, and
he couldn’t deal with any more advice. Everyone he’d talked to thought his
decision should be simple. If he cared about Victoria as much as he said he
did, he should just track her down and force her to face what she was feeling
for him, assuming he hadn’t imagined the depth of their connection. He knew her
feelings for him were real, but he also knew he couldn’t force her to
acknowledge them if she wasn’t ready. 


Mike grinned. “You look like hell.” 


“Thanks, so do you.” 


“Liar.” 


Jay rolled his eyes. His brother was one
cocky S.O.B. “Quit givin’ me grief. I’m not in the mood tonight.” 


“You wanna come over for a beer?” 


Jay considered his options. He knew he
wouldn’t be able to sleep; he’d probably toss and turn thinking about Victoria,
wondering where she was or willing the phone to ring. “Sure, why not?” 


They stepped off the elevator and Jay followed
Mike into his condo. Their units were almost identical, except for the interior
features and furnishings they’d selected. Jay preferred warm, traditional
décor, while Mike seemed to favor to sparse and modern. Jay suspected his
brother had just been too lazy to finish decorating the place, but at the
moment, he wouldn’t care if they were sitting on orange crates. 


Jay sank down on the smooth leather sofa
and waited for Mike to return with the beer he’d promised. 


Mike passed him a bottle before claiming
the suede chair opposite him. “Okay, let’s hear it.” 


“I don’t wanna talk about it.” 


“Yes, you do. If you didn’t, you wouldn’t
be here.” Mike kicked his booted feet up on the leather ottoman between them.
“I’m listenin’.” He tapped the face of his watch. “But the clock is tickin’. I
have a date in a couple of hours.” 


“Tori?” 


“Hell no! What makes you think I’d wanna
see her again? I told you, what happened with her never should’ve happened.” 


“What’s your problem with her? She’s a
sweetheart. You’d see that if you were willin’ to give her half a chance.” 


Mike tipped the bottle to his lips and took
a deep swallow before he said, “She’s loud and obnoxious.” 


“So are you.” 


Mike scowled. “She thinks she knows
everything.” 


“So do you.” Jay grinned. “So far, you two
sound perfect for each other.” 


“She sleeps around.” 


Jay narrowed his eyes as he tried to figure
out whether his brother was fishing for information. He and Tori were friends,
but they didn’t share intimate details of their lives. Even if they did, he
wouldn’t break her confidence by telling his brother. “You don’t really believe
the shit you read in those rags, do you?” 


“Can you say for sure it isn’t true?” 


“So you’re not willin’ to give it a chance
because you don’t think you’re man enough to compete with all those other guys
who’re after her, huh?” Jay chuckled. “I know there’ve been a couple of
professional athletes, an actor, a race car driver—”


“Shut the hell up!” 


It wasn’t often Jay got to see his brother
rattled. If not for his concern about Victoria’s whereabouts, he may have been
able to take pleasure in it. “You’re an idiot if you don’t call her right now
and beg her to let you make up for bein’ such an ass, throwin’ her outta here
the way you did.” 


“Are you crazy? I’m not apologizin’ to
her.” 


“So… was it hot?” It wasn’t unusual for
them to talk about sex, but there were certain lines they wouldn’t cross, and
when either of them was in a committed relationship, what happened between them
and their partners remained behind closed doors. 


“I don’t wanna talk about it.” 


“Really?” Jay smiled. “Why?” 


“Same reason you don’t wanna talk about
Victoria.”


“Man, just back off.” 


Mike sighed. “So, you heard from her since
she left town, or what?” 


“How did you know she left?” 


“I stopped by the studio a few minutes
after you left. Karen told me.” 


Leave it to Karen. She couldn’t keep a
secret if her life depended on it. “No, I haven’t heard from her. No idea where
she is.” 


“You want me to track her down?” 


This was one time when having a detective
in the family could prove invaluable, but Jay wasn’t going to try and lure
Victoria back. He wanted to, but he knew it wouldn’t help his cause. He may be
able to convince her to come home with him, he may even be able to get her back
into bed, but the problems that drove her away would still exist. Until she was
willing to fight to overcome them, he knew he couldn’t win. 


“Thanks, but I need to let her figure this
out on her own. If she comes back, it has to be because she wants to.” 


“Man, since when did you get so mature?” 


Jay smiled, even though it was the last
thing he felt like doing. His life had to go on, with or without Victoria.
“I’ve always been the mature one.” 


Mike started peeling the label off his
bottle, refusing to look at him. “You in love with her, or what?” 


“I think so.” He sighed. There was no sense
lying to his brother or himself. “Yeah, I am.”


“Then how the hell can you just let her go?
I don’t get it. If it were me, I’d be huntin’ her down right now.” 


His brother was typically jealous and
insecure, so his attitude didn’t surprise Jay. “What good would it do, man?” He
leaned his head back on the couch. “We’d still be right back where we were when
she left. She’s afraid to make a commitment, afraid to let herself fall in love
with me or that baby…” He hesitated when he realized he’d said too much. 


“It’s okay, Karen already told me about
Lena.” 


“Why am I not surprised?” 


Mike laughed. “You sure you don’t want me
to track her down for you?” 


Jay would have been lying if he said he
wasn’t tempted by the offer. “Right now, no. If she hasn’t come back in a week
or so, ask me again.” 


“You got it.” 






[bookmark: seventeen]Chapter
Seventeen 


 


 


Victoria was afraid to face Jay again. She
had no idea how he was feeling or what he was thinking, but she’d run as far
and as fast as she could. Now it was time to stop running and face what she was
feeling. 


She’d done some healing in the weeks since
she’d last seen him, but she knew she had a long road ahead of her. Given the
choice, she didn’t want to travel it alone anymore. 


Just as she raised her hand to knock on his
door, it flew open and Jay almost bowled her over in his haste to leave his
apartment. 


His face drained of color and he took a
step back. “Victoria.” 


“I hope you don’t mind? I snuck into the
building behind another guest.” When he didn’t say anything, she said, “If this
isn’t a good time, I can come back later.” When he still didn’t respond, she
said, “Or not.” 


“Gimme a minute,” he said, punching a
button on his phone. “Karen, something’s come up. You’re gonna have to
reschedule those meetings for me. Yeah, I don’t know when. I’ll let you know.
Thanks, bye.” 


She stood on the threshold, waiting,
praying he was ready to invite her in. “I’m sorry. I know I should have called
first.” 


Jay beckoned her inside before closing the
door behind her. The muscle in his jaw was flexing when he turned around to
face her. “I’m not gonna lie. I’m surprised to see you. When I didn’t hear from
you, I just assumed you weren’t comin’ back.”


He seemed so cold, so distant, so different
from the man who’d pleaded with her to listen to reason that day at the
hospital. Maybe it was too late to go back. Perhaps she’d waited too long to
reach out to him. “I wanted to call, but I needed to figure a few things out
first.” 


“And? Did you?” 


Victoria started pacing, walking the length
of the Persian runner covering the short hallway leading to the bedrooms and
bathrooms. “I’ve been talking to someone… a therapist. It’s helped a lot.” 


“I’m glad.” 


His curt responses told her it would be a
long time before she heard the warmth and understanding she’d come to expect
from him, if ever. “She helped me to realize some things, things I’ve been
avoiding for a long, long time.” 


“Like?” 


“I’m alone because I choose to be, not
because I have to be.”


He didn’t say anything in response to her
revelation, and the way he was staring at her so intently almost made Victoria
wish she hadn’t decided to put her heart on the line. If he told her it was too
late for them, she didn’t know how she would react. All of the hopes and dreams
she’d been building her life around for the past few weeks were centered on
this man. Without him, none of it made sense. 


“I want to make different choices.” She
raised her chin, hoping she looked braver than she felt. “Better choices.” 


He stuck his hands in the pockets of his
faded jeans before saying, “Is that so?” 


Jay obviously wasn’t going to make this easy
on her, not that she expected him to. “I went to the shelter before I came
here. Lindsay told me what you did for Lena. She said you arranged for her to
stay at Trey’s house… that you’d been checking in on her every day.” If she’d
had any doubt about her feelings for this man before, they’d been erased the
moment she found out the lengths he’d gone to helping a girl he barely knew. 


“Lena’s a good girl. I like her a lot.” 


“She is a good girl,” Victoria said,
quietly. “I hate the way I left her… when she needed me the most.” 


“I’ve been there for her.” There was a hard
edge to his voice when he said, “So has Lindsay, Trey, Sierra, Alisa… she
hasn’t been alone.” 


“I’m glad to hear it. Thank you for
stepping up to help her. You didn’t have to.” 


“I know.” He glared at her. “I did it
because I wanted to, not because I had to.” 


She was almost afraid to ask the next
question. “Has she decided what she’s going to do about the baby?” If she
learned Lena had found another home for her baby in the weeks since she’d left,
Victoria would be crushed. She’d already held that baby in her mind a million
times, rocked her to sleep, given her a bottle, and sang her a lullaby. There
was a huge part of her heart that already belonged to a baby girl who hadn’t
even been born yet. 


Jay shrugged. “I haven’t asked her. If she
wants to talk about it, she knows I’m here.” He looked her in the eye, unable
to conceal his hostility. “Unlike you.” 


She felt the force of his words like a
physical blow. “I’m sorry I let her down. I’m sorry I let you down.” 


“I can take care of myself, but Lena thought
you were her friend.” 


It felt like he was spewing venom with
every word lancing her. “I am her friend.” The fighter in her wouldn’t allow
him to continue reprimanding her without at least trying to defend herself.
“Why do you think I came back?” 


“I don’t know. Why don’t you tell me?” 


This was the moment of truth. Did she have
the courage to tell him the truth, even in the face of his anger? “I came home
for Lena and the baby. And Lindsay…” She looked him in the eye. “And you, I
came home because I missed you.” 


“But you never thought to call? Hell, you
didn’t even bother to text me. You know how many nights I’ve wasted wonderin’
if you were okay?”


“I’m sorry,” she whispered, daring to take
a step closer. “I needed time.” She found the courage to touch his forearm,
praying he wouldn’t lash out or retreat. “I know what I want now, Jay.” 


 


 


Jay knew he seemed cold and distant, but it
was only because he was trying so hard to resist the urge to pull her into his
arms and erase the fear and doubt plaguing the beautiful eyes that had been
haunting his dreams. He wanted to lash out, to punish her for the hell she’d
put him through, but more than anything, he wanted to hit his knees and thank
the God of fates for  bringing  her back to him. 


“I think you’d better tell me what you
want.” He fisted his hands at his side, when he would have preferred to thrust
them into her hair, tip her head back, and ravage her mouth. 


“You,” she whispered. She licked her lips
as she let her hand fall to her side. “I want you, if you’ll have me?” 


Those were the sweetest words he’d ever
heard, falling from the sweetest lips he’d ever kissed, but having her grace
his life only to leave again so soon made him realize the trip from heaven to hell
was a short one, and he had no intention of letting her take him to the promised
land until he knew she wouldn’t be leading him back to the dark side with her
next breath.


“What changed your mind?” He needed to know
beyond a doubt her feelings rivaled his before he could let himself step off
that cliff. 


“I thought about you every minute of every
day.” Her voice broke. “I’d fall asleep thinking about you and wake up thinking
about you.” She smiled up at him. “I got a job as a waitress in a truck stop. I
can’t tell you how many angry truckers left wearin’ their soup or chili ‘cause
I couldn’t stop thinkin’ about you long enough to deliver a damn meal.”


Jay hated thinking about her out there
alone, putting herself in precarious situations, just to make a buck. A
gorgeous woman surrounded by all those men. “You were okay out there by
yourself, weren’t you? I mean, no one tried to step out of line, did they?” He
knew she could take care of herself. He loved that about her, but if he found out
one of those guys touched a hair on her head, he’d hunt them down and make them
wished they’d just kept driving. 


She shrugged. “Some of them flirted; a few
asked me out, but…” 


“But…?” He held his breath, waiting for her
to continue. He couldn’t even stand the thought of another man putting his
hands on her. She was his. 


“After the night we made love…” She ran her
hands up his chest. “I couldn’t even think about being with anyone else.” She
ran her tongue over her bottom lip as she lowered her eyes. “Just thinking
about the way you touched me, the way you made me feel…” 


He groaned as he pulled her against his
chest and thrust his hands into her hair. There was nothing sweet or tender
about the kiss. It was born of pain and frustration, and the aching nearly
split his chest in two when he let himself think about her too long.


Victoria slipped her hands under his T-shirt,
grazing his back with her nails as she moaned into his mouth. 


Jay walked her toward the bedroom as they
hungrily demanded more from each other with each sweet slide of their tongues.
“Yesss,” he hissed, pulling the straps of her sundress over her shoulders. 


She tipped her head back, granting him
access to her neck. “God, I want you… I need you.” 


There were no words to describe how much
Jay needed her in that moment. It was all-consuming, claiming all sense of
reason with every breath he took. He pushed forward when the bed entered his
line of vision, knowing she would have a soft place to land when he finally
came down on top of her. 


“Clothes… off… now.” He tore his T-shirt
off just before reaching for his belt buckle. Gone was the controlled, focused
martial arts master the world knew him to be. In his place was a savage, intent
on claiming the one thing he needed to ensure his survival. Her. 


She wasted no time sliding the dress off
and baring herself to him. She looked as aroused as he felt, and it was a heady
aphrodisiac, knowing he could make her feel things no one ever had. “I love
you.” He was tired of holding back, pretending he had a clue how to control the
powder keg set to erupt between them. 


“I love you, too,” she whispered, reaching
up to stroke the stubble on his cheek. “I’ve never said that to anyone before.
I’ve always been so afraid to let myself go there.” She smiled. “No more fear.
I love you… I love you… I love you.” 


He closed his eyes as he turned his cheek into
her palm. He knew he would never get tired of hearing her say those words, no
matter how many years they spent together; those three little words would always
be the soothing balm that made bad days better. 


The physical and emotional barriers were
suddenly gone, and they lay there, staring at each other, reveling in the
freedom of finally being able to say what they felt without fear of pain or recrimination.



“I’m never gonna let you go,” he whispered,
forcing her to look him in the eye. “If the goddamn cancer comes back, we’ll
fight it together, you and me. And we’ll beat it.” 


She slipped her hands through his and
smiled. “I know. Just like I’ll be there to help you face every single battle
you have to face.” 


Victoria made him a better man, a stronger
man. The magazine articles always depicted him as this mysterious, fearless,
warrior type, but until he’d met her, he felt like he was just playing a role,
being the persona people expected to see when he donned the uniform that set
him apart from the masses. Now, he finally felt the strength of her courage
infusing him, making him feel as though there was no force in the world strong
enough to tear him down as long as he had her by his side. 


“Make love to me,” she whispered. 


Jay reached into his nightstand for a
condom, but she grabbed his wrist. “No more barriers. I want you to love me,
just you, just me, with nothing between us.” 


 He’d never thought to make love to a woman
without the benefit of protection, but with her it seemed so right, so natural,
as though that’s the way it was meant to be. He leaned down to kiss her and she
raised her hips, urging him to give her what she needed. 


When they finally came together, her mouth
taking his at the same time his body claimed hers, he knew it was different
than the last time they made love. She was so guarded then, trying to protect
both of them from getting hurt, but this time, she met him thrust for thrust, fearlessly.
She poured all of her love, courage, and strength into it, giving him her heart
and her body without reservation. 


“I want you here with me, every night,” he
whispered in her ear as he tried to prolong the pleasure just a few more
minutes. His tongue darted out to lick the shell of her ear as her nails
skimmed his shoulders. “I want you by my side at work every day…” There was no
part of his life he didn’t want her to share. 


“I want that too.” Her breath was coming
harder, faster, and he knew she was getting closer to the invisible peak. 


He licked her neck, drawing the sensitive
skin into his mouth. “Let go for me, baby.” 


She moaned and surrendered to her release
at the same time his body passed the point of no return. They lay together for
a long time, waiting for their breathing to return to normal, searching for the
strength to break the connection they’d finally found the courage to seek in
each other’s arms. 


The cell phone in Jay’s pocket rang and he
groaned. He was tempted to ignore it, but his business was in a period of
transition, growing beyond his wildest expectations, which meant he was on call
whenever the studios were open. “Sorry, sweetheart, I should get that.” 


She smiled as he eased off of her and
reached for the jeans he’d tossed on the floor. “No worries, I’m not going
anywhere.” 


Jay frowned when he saw the number flash on
the screen. “It’s Lena.” 


Victoria sat up. “Hurry, answer it.” 


“Hey, kiddo, what’s up?” 


“Jay… I need … you. Please, I… don’t… have
a …coach. I was… gonna ask… you, but there’s… no time. The … baby’s… coming
now!” 


The words were ripped from her throat
between huge gasps and Jay knew she must be already be in active labor. “Okay,
just try and relax. Where are you?” 


“On… way… to … hospital.” 


“Okay, just hang on, Lena. I’m on my way.
I’ll be there as soon as I can.” He hung up the phone and jumped out of bed,
thrusting his legs into his jeans. 


“Oh God, it’s the baby, isn’t it?” 


“She’s in labor. We need to get to the
hospital, now.” 


She clamped her hand over her mouth, her
eyes looking wide and frantic, before she finally said, “No, it’s too soon. She
can’t have the baby yet.” 


He pulled her against him, trying to ease
the panic he saw clouding eyes that just moments before had been glazed with
pleasure. “Just relax, she’s in good hands. We just need to get to the
hospital. She needs us.” 


She reached for his hand when he bent to
pick up her dress. “I need you to promise me the baby’s gonna be okay, and
Lena, please, just tell me they’re gonna be okay.” 


Jay didn’t even know how far along Lena
was. He had no idea whether she could safely deliver the baby at this stage of
her pregnancy, but he knew Victoria needed his reassurance, not reason. “She’s
gonna be fine, baby. Come on; let’s get the hell outta here.” 
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Victoria was gripping Jay’s hand as he
asked the woman at the admissions desk for directions to Lena’s room. By the
time they arrived, the waiting area outside her room was crowded with familiar
faces. Lindsay and her fiancé, Trey, Sierra, Alisa, Derek, Ashley, Josh, and
Lexi… even Mike was there. He’d been on his way out to pick up his date when
they met him in the hall outside his apartment. He’d obviously decided to
cancel his night on the town in favor of sitting in a hospital waiting room
with his family. 


Lena finally had what she’d always prayed
for, a family, and as everyone took turns hugging Victoria and telling her how
glad they were she was back home, where she belonged, Victoria realized she was
ready to face her biggest fear... She was ready to let people care about her.
She wanted friends and family like this, who weren’t afraid to love her in
spite of the inherent risks. These people cared about her simply because Jay
loved her, and that was reason enough for them to accept her into their hearts
without questions or reservations. They didn’t judge her because of her past or
because she ran away when she should have stayed. They seemed willing to accept
her exactly as she was… flaws and all. 


“Come on,” Jay said, tugging on Victoria’s
hand, pulling her away from his mother. “We need to get in there. Lena’s
probably scared out of her mind.”


So was Victoria. She was terrified for
Lena, and the baby she’d already fallen in love with. There hadn’t been time to
tell Lena she’d had a change of heart about adopting the baby. She thought
they’d have weeks before they welcomed her into the world, instead of hours.
And Jay, how was he going to react when she told him she wanted to be a mother?
Would he stand by her, as he’d promised, or would he decide he didn’t want the
headache of loving a woman he had to share?


“We’ll keep you posted,” Jay said to the
group. 


Sierra put her arm around her daughter, who
was biting her fingernails to the quick. “Please, give Lena our love. Tell her
we’re all out here praying for her and her sweet baby, okay?”


Jay smiled. “Will do.” 


Victoria took a deep breath as Jay led her
into the hospital room. “Hey,” he said to Lena. “Look who I brought.” 


The look of relief that passed over Lena’s
face before a fresh wave of pain stole her breath brought tears to Victoria’s
eyes. “Hi, there,” Victoria whispered, pulling a chair up to the edge of the
bed. 


“Are you the coach?” the nurse asked. 


“Um…” Victoria looked up at Jay. She had no
idea how to help Lena, and she suspected he was as clueless as she was, but she
couldn’t stand the thought of leaving the scared teen alone with the medical
team. 


“Please,” Lena whimpered, squeezing
Victoria’s hand. “Can they both stay?” 


The nurse gave them a quick once over.
“There are gowns in there,” she said, pointing to a small closet. “Slip them
on.” 


“Yes, ma’am,” Jay said, disarming her with
his sexy grin. 


The grey-haired nurse tried to hide her
smile when she said, “You’d think I’d be immune to a handsome young thing like
you…” She winked at Victoria. “But I guess you never get that old.” 


Victoria glanced up at Jay. There were
times when she almost forgot how handsome he was. His looks seemed so
superficial compared to the innate goodness she knew lurked beneath the
surface. The world got to see the attractive exterior, but she felt blessed
he’d let her see beyond that.


He moved to stand behind Victoria, resting
his hands on her shoulders. “You okay?” he asked, leaning over to whisper in
her ear. 


She gripped his wrist with her free hand.
“I am now.” 


“I’m so glad you’re here,” Lena said
between clenched teeth. “Both of you. I don’t think I could do this alone.” 


If Victoria hadn’t woken up that morning
feeling brave enough to conquer her fears, she would have missed out on this
moment. If she’d had any doubt fate had a hand in her future, she didn’t
anymore. “I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else, sweetie,” Victoria said,
pressing her lips to the young girl’s hand. 


“I’ll be right back,” Jay said, walking
toward the closet to retrieve the gown. He slipped into the adjoining restroom,
Victoria suspected to give her a few minutes alone with Lena. 


“I’m so sorry I walked out on you when you—”


Lena’s gut-wrenching cry echoed through the
room, bouncing off the walls and tearing through Victoria. She’d heard those
screams before, when she was the one in a hospital bed just like this one and
the morphine wasn’t enough to take the edge off the other patients’ agony. 


“It’s okay. It’s gonna be okay,” Victoria
whispered, brushing the girl’s hair off her face. She wasn’t going to look
back, not today. This was a time for hope, to look to the future, not to get
caught up in her bleak memories of the past. “You’re doing great. I’m so proud
of you.” 


“What… if… she’s not…okay?” Lena sobbed,
squeezing Victoria’s hand as the tears slid down her cheeks and into her
hairline. “It’s too soon. God, it’s too soon.” 


“Let’s just wait and see what the doctor
says, okay?” 


As if on cue, the doctor who’d performed
Lena’s ultrasound a few weeks earlier walked into the room. He smiled. “It
looks like the little miss didn’t want to wait to make her entrance, huh?” 


Victoria glanced at the gold nameplate
pinned to his white lab coat. “She’s premature, is that a cause for concern,
Dr. Riley?” She knew it was; she’d been reading books about pregnancy,
delivery, and the first few weeks of a newborn’s life, hoping she could help
Lena when she returned home, but she never expected to put her newfound knowledge
to use so soon. 


“She’s almost thirty-four weeks. I
certainly would have preferred she carry to term, but I don’t see any reason to
believe she won’t be delivering a healthy baby here today.” 


Victoria lowered her head and released the
breath she’d been holding. “Thank God.” 


Jay came out of the restroom. He passed
Victoria the paper gown, his hand lingering on hers long enough to put her at
ease. 


The doctor cleared his throat. “Um, are you
the baby’s father?” 


Jay looked insulted the doctor would assume
he was someone who would engage in sex with a minor. “No, just a friend.” 


“I see, well… We should be ready to get
started here in just a few minutes. The nurse tells me you’re already seven
centimeters, which means it’s too late for an epidural.” 


Victoria wished there was something they
could do to ease Lena’s pain, but she knew the girl had already endured more
emotional pain than most people twice her age. The physical pain would pass;
the emotional scars would last forever.  


“I’ll be back to check on you in a few
minutes,” the doctor said, slipping past Jay. 


“Can you believe him?” Jay muttered under
his breath. “Implyin’ that I’d be dumb enough to mess around with a kid half my
age?” 


Victoria smiled at his outrage. If only the
doctor knew Jay the way she did. “Forget about him.” She slipped the gown on
and pointed to the chair on the other side of the bed. “Get comfortable,
coach.” 


Jay looked hesitant as he reached for the
chair. He positioned the back of the chair against the side of the bed,
chuckling when Victoria rolled her eyes. “What?” 


“We may be here a while. You’ll probably
want to get comfortable.” 


He sat down and reached for Lena’s other
hand. “I am.” 


Victoria was surprised to see he did look
at ease, holding Lena’s hand, tipping a cup filled with ice chips up to her
lips, and wiping her forehead down with a cool cloth. He looked like the kind
of man a woman could count on in the face of a crisis. 


“You ready to do this, sweetheart?” Jay
asked. 


For a minute, Victoria thought Jay was
talking to her when the endearment slipped past his lips, but she quickly
realized he was talking to Lena. Of course he was talking to Lena; she was the
one having the baby, she reminded herself. The only thing she had to do was sit
there offering quiet words of encouragement and trying not to get in the
doctor’s way.


Victoria pushed the image of Jay whispering
quiet words of endearment to her as they welcomed their own baby into the world
out of her mind. She had no right to ask for more than she’d already been
given. She had her health, a man who loved her, and the chance to be a mother.
A few years ago, those blessings wouldn’t have seemed possible.  


The nurse came back in and asked for a few
minutes so they could prep the patient for delivery. 


“We’ll be back soon,” Victoria whispered,
leaning over to press a kiss to Lena’s cheek. 


“I’m so glad you’re here,” Lena cried, as
another wave of pain wracked her small body. 


Victoria held Lena’s hand, encouraging her
to breathe through the contraction and squeeze her hand. Once the pain passed,
she and Jay slipped out, promising to return as soon as they were permitted
back in the room.  


Instead of going to the waiting room to
give their friends and family an update, Victoria kept walking straight to the
nursery down the hall. She peered through the glass, marveling at the tiny
bundles swaddled in pastel blankets with tiny little hats on their heads. Some
were crying, others were trying to open their eyes to the light, and more were
just looking around, taking in their new surroundings. 


“They’re so beautiful, so perfect,”
Victoria whispered when she felt Jay pull her into the circle of his arms. 


He kissed her cheek and she could feel his
smile against her skin. “They are.” 


“Did Lena tell you she asked me to adopt
her baby?” Victoria whispered, praying this wasn’t the first he’d heard about
it.


“She did.” He pressed his lips to her hair
before he asked, “How do you feel about that, darlin’?”


“I want to.” She turned into his arms. “But
I don’t want to have to choose between you and the baby, Jay. I love you, but
I’m already in love with her, too. I know it’s crazy; she’s not even here yet.
She’s not even mine, but—” 


He pressed a gentle kiss to her lips. “It’s
not crazy, Vic. I think it’s incredible—you’re incredible.”


She rested her head on his chest, listening
to the sound of his heart beating against her ear. “What if she decides she
doesn’t want to give the baby up anymore? What if she takes one look at her and
realizes she wants to be her mama?” 


“You’ll support her no matter what she decides.
We both will.”


Victoria wrapped her arms around his waist
and held him tight. “It’ll break my heart. I know it’s terrible. I shouldn’t
say — I shouldn’t even think it, but…” 


“I don’t think you have to worry, honey.
Lena is just a baby herself. She’s only fifteen. She has so much livin’ to do
before she’s ready to think about bein’ a mama.” 


Victoria wanted to believe adopting Lena’s
baby would be the best thing for everyone, but a part of her worried the girl
might change her mind days or weeks from now when the baby had already stolen
her heart. 


“Trey told me he and Sierra want Lena to
stay with them indefinitely. Alisa’s already begging Trey to send Lena to her
school in the fall.” 


“Are you serious?” To go from being
homeless to living in a mansion with a famous singer and his family, attending
a private school… it was like all of Lena’s dreams were coming true, and it
wouldn’t have happened had Jay not stepped up and fought for Lena. “I love you
so much,” she whispered, not caring her tears were dropping onto his cotton
shirt. “Do you know how lucky I am you came into my life?” 


He smiled as he brushed her tears away. “I
feel the same way.” 


“Jay, if Lena does want me to adopt the
baby, I’m not expecting it to be easy. I mean, being a single parent never is,
but I’ll do my best to make time for you, and for us.” When he frowned, she
said, “If you still want to pursue this thing between us?” 


He stepped out of her arms. “This thing between
us? I thought I made myself clear; I want you with me all the time, at home, at
the studio. I want to build a life with you, Victoria.” 


“But that was before you found out I want
to adopt a baby.” Even though he was only standing a few feet away, he might as
well have been on the other side of the room. The gap between them seemed to be
widening with every word she spoke, and she didn’t know how to close it. She
was so afraid of saying or doing the wrong thing and losing him again. “Please,
don’t look at me like that… like you’re angry or disappointed in me. I’m not doing
this to hurt you.” 


“But you are hurting me.” 


She reached out to touch him, but he seized
her wrist. “You think I’d make you choose between being a mother and loving
me?” 


“I don’t want you to feel pressured into
anything. Adopting this baby is my decision, not yours. It’s not fair to expect
you to step up and…” She bit her tongue when she saw she was only making
matters worse by rambling on in the face of his rage. 


“Why don’t you ask me what I want,
Victoria?” 


“What do you want?” she whispered, praying
it wasn’t too late. 


“You.” He grabbed her waist and pulled her
against his chest. “I want you, and I want to be a father to that baby, if you
want me to?” 


She dropped her head against his chest,
unable to believe her good fortune. Not only did she have a man who loved her
unconditionally, but she’d found someone who understood that sometimes she was
still her own worst enemy. “I do.” 


He kissed her forehead. “Good, it’s settled
then.” 


“Wait.” She reached for his shirt when he
turned away. “What if she doesn’t want to give up the baby?” 


“Then we’ll do everything we can to help
her.” 


“But where does that leave us?” 


He threaded his hand through hers and
brought her hand to his lips as he looked into her eyes. “Together. Whatever
happens, we’ll deal with it together, agreed?” 


“Agreed.” 


 


 


After tending to her immediate needs, the
medical team granted them a few moments with the baby before they had to take
her back to the NICU. 


Jay watched the look of shock and awe on
Victoria’s face when she held that beautiful baby girl in her arms for the
first time and he could feel his heart swelling in his chest. He had no idea he
could love someone so completely. 


“You look so right holding her,” Lena said,
biting her lip. 


Victoria looked down at the exhausted teen
and smiled. “It feels right.” 


“Have you given any more thought to what I
asked you?” She looked from Victoria to Jay and back again. 


“I have.” Victoria sat down beside her on
the bed, still cradling the baby as Jay stood behind her. “But I need to know
whether that’s something you still want, honey.” 


Lena looked at the infant and smiled as she
reached out to stroke her tiny little clenched fist. “I want to be a mama, I
do, but I can’t. Not yet.” She closed her eyes as she leaned her head against
the pillows. “It wouldn’t be fair to her. I have nothing to offer her.” 


Jay didn’t want her to make this decision
because she felt like she didn’t have any other options; he wanted her to be
sure she was making the right choice for herself and her baby. “I’m happy to
help you out financially until you get on your feet, Lena.” 


Victoria tipped her head back and smiled at
him. 


He was concerned she may be upset he was
offering Lena an alternative, a way to keep her baby, but when she looked into
his eyes, he knew she understood he was doing this as much for them as he was
for Lena. He couldn’t stand the thought of falling in love with this baby, or
allowing Victoria to fall in love with her, only to have her taken away from
them. 


“You don’t know how much that means,” Lena
said, pressing her fist against her lips. “But I can’t, Jay.” Her breath caught
on a sob. “I hope you don’t think I’m a horrible person for wanting to give my
baby away.” 


Jay reached over to take her hand.
“Sweetheart, I think you’re one of the bravest people I’ve ever met. What
you’re doin’ for your baby takes a lot of courage.” 


“Maybe if she had a daddy like you,” Lena
said, offering him a watery smile. “But her daddy didn’t want her any more than
mine wanted me.” 


“I’d be honored to be your baby’s daddy.”
He sat at the foot of her bed and caressed Victoria’s hair as she brushed a
fingertip across the baby’s soft cheek. 


Lena’s mouth fell open. “You mean… you
two…” She covered her mouth with her hands as the tears fell from her eyes.
“You would honestly consider adoptin’ my baby? Both of you? Together?” 


“Is that what you want?” Jay asked
cautiously. He knew she was still reeling from the labor and delivery. He
didn’t want her to make a decision she might regret later. 


“You mean she’d have a real family… a real
mama and daddy to love her?” She looked at the newborn sleeping in Victoria’s
arms. “It’s more than I’d hoped for. Victoria, when I asked you to adopt her,
it was because I knew she needed a strong female role model, but knowing she’d have
a man like Jay in her life, too…” 


“Are you sure this is what you want,
honey?” Victoria asked as the tears slid down her cheeks. “Jay and I will
understand if you need some time to think about it.” 


“No, I want this.” She cradled the baby’s
head in the palm of her hand. “She deserves this.” Lena looked up at Jay. “Does
this mean you’ll be gettin’ married?” 


Jay laughed and tried to mask it as a cough
when Victoria frowned at him. “Yeah, that’s the plan.” 


“But not right away,” Victoria said,
kissing the sleeping baby’s cheek. “First we need to get used to living
together and taking care of this sweet baby girl.” 


It didn’t matter to Jay whether it happened
a month from now or a year from now; in his mind, they were already his
family. 


“You guys have made me so happy,” Lena
said, reaching for both of their hands. “I can’t thank you enough for doin’
this for me.” 


“You’re the one who’s given us a gift,”
Victoria said, smiling. “And I promise we’ll never let you or her down.” 


“Hey,” Jay said, resting his hand on
Victoria’s shoulder. “There’s a whole bunch of people out there waitin’ to meet
our little princess. How ‘bout we take her out there and make the
introductions?” 


Victoria wrinkled her nose. “A hospital
waiting room… with all those germs?” She shook her head. “I don’t think it’s a
good idea.” 


“Okay, let me see what I can do about
gettin’ us somethin’ a bit more private.” He stepped outside the room and
beckoned Trey over. 


Jay knew there was very little the world at
large wasn’t willing to grant Trey Turner when he asked. “Can you set up a
private room, man? Victoria and I need to talk to y’all about somethin’.” 


Trey clapped him on the shoulder. “Hey, is
everything okay? There’s no problem with the baby is there?” 


“No, everything’s good. Great, in fact.” 


“Okay, just give me a few minutes,” Trey
said. 


Jay watched him walk up to the admissions
desk and chuckled as Trey flirted with the pretty young nurse on duty until he
got his way. He hoped like hell his little girl would never fall victim to a sweet-talking
cowboy like him, but he knew the day would come eventually. He just hoped
twenty years would be enough time to prepare himself. 


  


 


Victoria sat in a chair cradling her baby
and staring at the expectant faces gathered around them. Like the sweet,
over-protective daddy she knew he was going to be, Jay insisted they all give
the baby some space instead of crowding around her, oohing and aahing over how
pretty she was. 


“So, I’m sure you’re all wonderin’ what’s
goin’ on,” Jay said, grinning. “Let’s just say, Victoria and I are a couple
now.” 


Ashley bounced up and down in her seat and
clapped her hands. “I knew it. I knew it was all gonna work out.” 


Derek rolled his eyes. “I think ya know how
my wife feels about welcomin’ you to the family, Victoria.” 


Family. Victoria looked around the small room and, with a lump
rising in her throat, she realized these people were going to be her extended
family. Jay and their baby, Ava, were her family now. The one thing she’d
always wanted, but was always afraid to hope for: a family of her own. 


Jay sat down on the arm of the chair beside
her and drew both her and Ava against his body. “What’s more…” He took a deep
breath. “Lena’s asked us to adopt Ava and we’ve agreed.” 


There was a collective gasp around the room
before everyone jumped up and started the screaming, crying, back-slapping, and
hand-shaking. Mike was the only one to hold back. He looked at both his brother
and Victoria before asking, “This is a huge responsibility. You sure you guys
are ready for this?” 


Jay and Victoria exchanged a brief glance
before she smiled and said, “We’re sure.” 


Mike gripped Victoria’s chin in his hand
and shocked her by pressing a kiss to her lips. 


“Hey.” Jay pushed against his brother’s
shoulder and chuckled. Nothing, not even Mike’s antics, could bring him down
today. “You do that again and I’ll have to kick your ass.” 


Ashley slipped her arm around Jay’s waist
and pressed her finger to her lips. “Sssh, not in front of my beautiful
granddaughter.” 


Derek grinned at Victoria as he nodded his
head toward his wife. “You do realize you’re gonna have a doting nana over at
your place twenty-four seven, don’t you?” 


Victoria smiled up at Jay. “We don’t mind.
Family’s always welcome in our home.” 


Jay kissed her hand as he looked into her
eyes. “God, I love the way that sounds.” 


“Okay,” Trey said, making his way toward
the door. “It’s time to give the happy little family some alone time. Let’s
go.” 


Jay waited for everyone to file out of the
room before he dropped to his knee in front of her. “I know you said you wanted
to give it a little time before we got married, but promise me you won’t make
me wait too long to make you my wife?” 


Victoria giggled. “It only seems fair to
make you wait. I’ve been waiting my whole life for you.” 
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