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      Amy rested her hands on her lap then brought them together over the silk fabric of her skirt.

      She’d been sitting in the manager’s office at Orbit Consultancy for the last half an hour looking around and taking in the strange combination of décor. While it had quite an attractive floor-to-ceiling window, which faced the main road, she wasn’t sure what to make of the rest of the room and supposed that the designer must have been going for a…

      Well that was just the thing. She wanted to say modern, but didn’t think that was quite correct so maybe original was a better choice of word to describe and interpret it.

      It was the only explanation for the black-and-red-striped polka dot walls. And why anyone would put a lovely oil painting of the Trevi Fountain next to what looked like an African mask made of string cheese that dangled from the edges?

      And the French windows. While the glossy white polish made them gleam, the wrought-iron flower baskets attached to either side were made to look like skeleton bones with roses peeking out of the gaps. On the baskets’ rims were a series of bright red miniature skulls running along in a row. She could see where the idea attempted to be imaginative and in line with that style that had emerged with skulls and bones mingling with flowers, but this here designer had done some mad weirdness that just ended up looking tacky. Tacky, and actually a little scary. It made her conjure up images of those movies where the characters ended up shipwrecked on an island and ran into a cannibal tribal community who displayed human skulls for trophies.

      She thought the flower baskets were awful, but what caught her attention even more was the large oil painting to her left of one of those alien-like hairless cats. It had bright, bright yellow eyes that stared back at her and sat on a silky cream cushion in an armchair.

      Amy grimaced at the sight and looked away as goosebumps prickled her skin.

      The entire office needed redoing, but that was just her opinion. Perhaps the whole ensemble would look original and creative in another person’s view. She wouldn’t know who, but she guessed there would be some people who saw it that way.

      Each to their own, she supposed.

      Amy was a designer herself. Not an interior designer, but a fashion designer. Well…soon to be. Very soon. She had all the academic qualifications, having studied at The Fashion Institute of Technology in New York, and she had a wealth of experience from her placements at Chanel, Gucci, and Vogue. All she needed now was the job. Literally, the job.

      She’d always dreamed of working for Christian Dior. She could have chosen to work with a smaller fashion house or brand, and would more than likely be well into designing by now, but Dior was where she wanted to be. She’d had her heart set on it.

      Her first dose of inspiration came to her six-year-old self as she watched the Oscars ceremony on TV with her mother. She’d always remember how spectacular Michelle Pfeiffer looked as she walked across the red carpet, lighting it up with her bright yellow, strapless, Dior Couture dress with sequins splashed across the bodice. That was the moment, her moment, when Amy not only knew that she wanted to become a fashion designer but one that worked for Dior. She wanted to make dresses just like that one, and have celebrities parade them on the red carpet. That moment was a wakeup call for her. It was like her calling in life had been issued to her and she’d answered fiercely, fighting against any obstacles that came her way with unparalleled perseverance. She took it upon herself to gain all the knowledge she needed. There wasn’t anything about the fashion world or Dior that she didn’t know.

      She’d had quite the journey since that memorable childhood day, and life hadn’t joked to issue her the rough stuff, but she kept the dream alive. She kept the dream alive even though each year it seemed to get further away from her.

      Amy had been very fortunate with her education, which almost didn’t happen, and work so far. Despite her difficult upbringing she’d managed to stay on the path that should have led her to where she wanted to be, but life kept throwing obstacles at her. Like this recent thing with her mother.

      It was a serious blow that had thrown her off track. Now she’d have to fight even harder to keep the dream alive in her mind as she took on this PA role. She’d been a PA in New York, but that was for Style Magazine. She’d worked with them for five years, three of which were spent working as a PA for Teddy Donovan, the editor in chief. When she took that job she’d been in two minds because it was different to what she was used to and didn’t exactly fit the designer route. However, a source from Dior had informed her that they valued people who had experience in supporting those with a decision-making capacity. So, having something like a PA role to the editor in chief of a top magazine on her résumé would be extremely appealing. The cherry on top was that Style Magazine was one of the favorites among designers. Right in league with the likes of Vogue and Runway magazine.

      Amy had immersed herself in the role and it provided her with valuable skills she could add to herself. It was a job with a goal in sight, and Teddy had made sure that she was given all the opportunities to increase her knowledge of the industry and experience.

      The PA role she was about to take on now would not be like that. Not even close.

      This would be a regular, completely average PA role.

      She straightened up in her chair as a slender, petite woman came in wearing a baby blue blouse Amy immediately recognized from Chanel’s latest spring collection. The black three-quarter-length trousers from the same collection complemented it fantastically like it would on one of the models on the runway displaying it. The woman was about mid-to-late fifties and had that elegance most people carried themselves with in L.A. Her sophisticated attire and neat updo of fiery red hair only served to enhance this.

      “Amy, so sorry to keep you waiting. I’m Zelda.” Zelda put out her hand to shake Amy’s. Amy stood up and shook it with a cheerful smile that she hoped hid her nerves. She wasn’t nervous about doing the job itself. It was everything else. Mainly the significance she placed on it for what it meant to her.

      “That’s okay. I’ve just been admiring your office.” That was a lie, but her nerves were making it a little difficult for her to focus on conversation starters.

      “Admiring? Geez, you’re too nice.” Zelda narrowed her bright green eyes and laughed. “This is my husband’s atrocious attempt at ambiance. I’m not usually so accepting but it would hurt him to no end if I told him the truth.”

      That explained it.

      “Oh.” Amy offered a smile and sat back down when Zelda lowered into her chair neatly positioned behind the immaculate, well-organized desk before them.

      “So, thank you for stopping by. We don’t usually do this sort of meeting but I had to warn you that Mr. Mancini is a very special case.” Zelda sat back in her chair and sighed with a slight edge. “A special case that has to be handled with…tact and care, if you will.”

      Orbit Consultancy was a Sports PR company who represented the L.A. Gladiators, L.A.’s superstar football team.

      Teddy had made this opportunity possible for her. Even though it wasn’t fashion related, it was a route, if she could hack it, to take care of her current family situation and still have a hand in accomplishing her dreams. L.A. was where she needed to be to continue her designer application for Dior and—fingers crossed—work for them. She’d planned to move here the minute she got the okay that her application had been successful. But more importantly, taking this job would provide the funds she desperately needed to take care of her mother.

      When Teddy had told her about the job she started researching straightaway and did all her ground work on Mr. Mancini. From what she read she knew that the poor guy had been through a lot.

      “I understand and I will definitely be sensitive to his needs,” Amy said with confidence. Minus the fashion side of things, being the PA to a star athlete couldn’t have been that different to being Teddy’s PA. Sure she imagined there would be some notable differences, but the basic processes to carry out the role had to be the same.

      Joshua Mancini was the star linebacker for the Gladiators. He’d played football all his life. Tragedy had however struck last year at the start of the season when his mother and sister were killed in a car crash. Understandably, he was unable to continue with the season and was left devastated at the news. She’d read all about the incident, and other things about him, during the week that she’d spent here in the dreadful hovel of an apartment she’d managed to get on her budget.

      Her job was to help him get ready for the upcoming season in six months. She imagined it to be the standard paperwork filing and sorting, organizing events, doing emails, and just offering support. Surely it was that simple.

      “That’s exactly what I was worried about.” Zelda sighed again. “Amy, I’ll be honest with you.”

      Amy leaned forward, her curiosity piquing from the tentative tone Zelda’s voice took on. She would have thought that her sensitivity was exactly what was needed here, given what had happened to the poor man. Amy just assumed that Mr. Mancini needed someone to get on with the work and handle his affairs.

      Zelda brought her hands together and knitted her perfectly manicured fingers. “This job is going to be difficult.” She bit the inside of her lips. “Teddy is a dear friend of mine and he spoke very highly of you. His word alone was sufficient for me to offer you the job.” Zelda smiled.

      Amy really appreciated that. It was the first job she’d ever had where she hadn’t gone through the standard interviews and assessments process. She’d been lucky to have met someone like Teddy. He’d always looked out for her and was the kind of person that helped because he cared and wanted you to do well. He’d helped her to no end when she worked for him and he was still helping her out now.

      “However,” Zelda pulled in a breath. “That is the same reason why I wanted to meet with you today before you started. I wanted to give you a full brief and heads up. Mr. Mancini is like your standard athlete with the super ego.”

      Oh, that was what this was about. It hadn’t escaped her that Joshua Mancini was incredibly handsome and a masterpiece of a man. She’d seen the pictures and she guessed Zelda was going to tell her that she’d have to deal with his fans and football groupies.

      “I’m used to working with celebrities,” Amy stated with a confident nod. She’d worked with a number of them on photo shoots and other fashion-related events. She’d long since lost that starry-eyed craze and knew how to handle herself.

      She assumed that was why this job came with such an attractive salary. A salary that only an idiot would refuse. The role was full time and permanent, but she’d get fifty thousand dollars at the end of the first six months if she could get Mr. Mancini ready to play for the season, which started in September. To make the deal even sweeter, she was promised twenty thousand dollars as an extra bonus in three weeks if she could sort out all the backlog work from the previous PA and get him to the first scheduled TV appearance with ESPN. That was the first hurdle she had to jump over, which was her trial run. She planned to use that twenty thousand as a deposit for her mother’s surgery. The doctors had agreed to start treatment with a deposit and a subsequent installment plan. The price she was quoted was fifty-five thousand dollars, so by the time she was fully paid she’d have more than enough money for everything.

      Amy was ready for this and failure was not an option. Her mother’s life depended on it.

      “I wish it was that simple.” Zelda sighed, raising fine, arched brows. “As a PR company we’ve managed to keep a lot of the truth out of the media. What happened to Mr. Mancini was truly terrible, but I’m afraid it affected him a great deal and made him worse than he already was.”

      It was the way she put it that held Amy’s attention. Worse than he already was? What did she mean by that?

      “Really?” Amy widened her eyes and bit the inside of her bottom lip.

      “Yes. I have to be frank with you because, aside from coming from Teddy, you seem like a nice person and I can only imagine that the attractive salary is what interested you.”

      “Well, it is rather large.” It was a hell of a lot of money. More than what she’d made at Style in any year, and the fact that she’d get it in lump sums was even better for her situation.

      “There’s a reason for that. I’m sure you must have done your research, but what the internet won’t tell you is that Joshua Mancini is a raging alcoholic suffering from deep depression and bereavement. He lost complete control when his mother and sister died, and all I know is that we’ve had ten PAs leave him in the last four months. I won’t scare you with the details but, put simply, before the accident he was a womanizing, self-righteous jerk and now he’s an uber-womanizing, self-righteous jerk with alcohol and mental issues. That’s the part you didn’t read about.” She pressed her mouth together in a tight-lipped smile. “Also, he tends to get overly sexual when under the influence, and you’re blonde and beautiful. His favorite type.” Her eyes clung to Amy’s, analyzing her reaction.

      Zelda’s bluntness shocked her. Amy wasn’t expecting that at all. She definitely wasn’t.

      “Still want the job?” Zelda asked.

      “I need it,” was all Amy could say, because she did. There wasn’t a question about it. She needed this job, and that was the end of any contemplation for her.

      “Well honey, I appreciate that, but if he grabs your ass you run like hell. No job is worth the hassle and stress that this man can cause. I just didn’t want you walking in on this blind eyed.”

      “Okay.” Amy brought her hands together and pressed on her nails. This didn’t sound good at all, but she had to do it. It was a necessity, and she couldn’t see any other way of getting the funds she needed for her mother.

      Her mother had been sick for a very long time. Amy was originally from Atlanta. She’d lived there with her mother and Tristan, her brother, before college.

      Her mother had always had heart problems, probably because of all the time spent working so hard to support Amy and her brother. Particularly after her father walked out on them. Amy was eight at the time and her brother was five. Her mother had a part-time job at their school as a receptionist, but her father walking out heralded the need for her to grab another two jobs and move to a trailer park to keep their family going. It was a really rough time and the years of harshness took its toll. The week before Christmas last year Amy got a call from the hospital in Atlanta letting her know that her mother had a severe heart attack and was in intensive care. She was also informed that her mother’s insurance company wouldn’t cover the cost of surgery because she’d lowered her plan to the outpatient package. A way of saving money.

      Amy had to use all her savings, everything she’d built up to go to L.A. It was everything she had, but was only enough to cover the cost of a temporary fix to keep her mother going. That was a stent placed in her coronary artery to keep it open and reduce the chance of another heart attack. Had her mother gotten the stent sooner it would have helped her out a lot, but the years of non-treatment and lack of care deteriorated her heart significantly and what she needed was a triple bypass. This was why Amy was here, and why she couldn’t run like hell if Mr. Mancini so chose to grab her ass.

      “You sure you’re okay?” Zelda asked, eyeing her with concern.

      “Yes, you can count on me. I’m a strong person.”

      “Alright, well here is the job specs with your duties. As discussed, your first task is to get Mr. Mancini to the ESPN show. We’ll deposit the twenty-grand bonus into your account then, and the rest will follow in a few months if you can get him ready for training.” The show was in a few days short of three weeks. She was sure she’d be fine. “For your sake, I hope you’ll last the week. These are the keys to his house. That is where you’ll work. We need you there nine to five, later for events as required. If you need anything call me. If he needs anything call me. Best of luck.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

      “Just remember what I said,” Zelda warned.

      Amy nodded and fixed her red beret back onto her head. She was very unlikely to forget Zelda’s warning.

      Well, here’s to her first day of this job.

      She was sure she was in for a very interesting day.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Amy pulled up in front of Mr. Mancini’s beach house in Malibu at eleven. Located on the oceanfront, it offered a panoramic view of the ocean and sandy beach.

      She got out of her car and took a moment to admire it.

      Now this was the ultimate definition of modern and creative, eye catching for anyone with a taste for design. The house was truly beautiful and impressive with its extraordinary geometric design and architecture. Fashionable shades of cream and burgundy adorned the concrete walls. It had a flat roof and a grand wooden door that fit perfectly with the glossy windows that were as tall as they were wide. Cedar beams ran over the front porch, adding more character and definition.

      Amidst the manicured lawn, cascade of fantail palms, and assortment of exotic plants, it looked like a cut out from a holiday brochure. She’d read that this area was a celeb haven. Amy could definitely see why. A bubble of excitement lifted within her and she couldn’t wait to see what was inside the house.

      She wondered what he was going to be like. From the look of the house she could tell he had great taste and an interest in style. People like that tended to be outgoing and friendly, so maybe Zelda was wrong. Maybe she was one of those women who were over dramatic and jumped to her own conclusions.

      Amy stepped out of the way to allow a couple jogging with their two retrievers to go by. She then grabbed her purse and proceeded up the steps to the house and opted for ringing the bell as opposed to using the keys Zelda gave her to let herself in. She just thought it was the correct thing to do, especially for someone like him. She may have lived in a trailer park for a rough chunk of her life, but she was as much a southern belle as any of those upper-class girls raised in wealth, with impeccable manners and the correct ways of etiquette.

      Besides, if it were her, she didn’t think she’d be too happy if some stranger came into her house completely unannounced and uninvited. She wanted to start off on the right foot with him and didn’t plan to run off like the other PAs. She wasn’t going to allow anyone to push her out of this job, either. Those other PAs might not have needed to be here like she did, maybe they were weak.

      She waited patiently, straightened out her blazer, and rolled her beaded bracelets up her arms so they’d stop clinking every time she moved. After a few minutes she rang the bell again and continued to wait.

      Fifteen minutes later she was still outside. Maybe he wasn’t in. She moved over to the window but couldn’t see anything because the curtains blocked out any view of the house’s interior. She waited another five minutes before she decided to use the keys, hoping that it would be okay.

      As the door swung open the first thing that hit her was the strong, pungent stench of alcohol. The image of a cheap hangout came to mind as that damp, hadn’t-been-cleaned-ever beer smell filled her nostrils. Like the kind of place that would attract the likes of her father. The smell reminded her of him and discomfort filled her stomach at the recollection.

      “Hello?” she called out, brushing the memory aside.

      There was no answer. She ventured in farther and was greeted by a landmine of garbage in the living room. Pizza boxes, bottles of cider, bottles of wine piled on top of each other. Packets of this and that, junk galore everywhere. The floor was covered and so were the sofas in the living room. What was worse was that there were dirty clothes mixed in with it. Men’s clothes and women’s underwear.

      The sight took away from the beauty and tasteful design of the room and from what she could see around her. She didn’t bother to look too much for fear of what else she might see.

      There was another stale smell that she suspected was rotten food. Amy was a clean person who was obsessed with organization and having her surroundings tidy. She also believed in clean eating and eating for optimum health. This room and everything around her were an abomination to her and everything she believed in.

      A series of female giggles pierced the silence. She looked upstairs to where the sound resonated and saw two women in barely-there bikinis running down the steps. Behind them was Joshua Mancini himself wearing a pair of shorts and a black t-shirt. He was chasing the women.

      Amy geared herself up to meet her new employer. Even if she was appalled at the state of the house, she had to make that first impression a good one.

      As he got closer she saw that he was truly handsome, indeed, with his sleek muscles and untamed pride. What she saw online was totally drool worthy, but those images had nothing on the real-life Joshua Mancini who was six feet six and extremely well built with a ridged wall of a chest that bulged against the soft fabric of his t-shirt. He was breathtaking to look at with his black, shiny, spiky hair, tanned skin, and piercing eyes with an unusual mix of blue and green.

      Turquoise. That was the color. It was turquoise, like the sea in somewhere like the Caribbean. Not that she’d ever been, but she’d seen enough pictures.

      He was the kind of man that made you want to stare, even against your will. She quickly adjusted herself and her focus. It would do her no good to go all girlie weak-kneed and turn into some babbling buffoon in front of him. She had to look professional.

      He looked her over with appreciation as he made his descent down the stairs and stopped a few paces away from her, making her feel like a dwarf even in her heels that added an extra two inches to her mere five feet and four inches. The women joined him and giggled as they tried to fix each other’s hair.

      “Good, the stripper’s here,” he said with a wide smile that revealed super-gorgeous dimples in his exotic high cheek bones. It took her a second or two to realize that he was referring to her.

      “No, no I’m from the agency,” she replied quickly.

      “Doll, you’re going to have to be more specific than that. What agency did you come from? There’s Kelly’s, Tina’s Angels, Bert’s Whore’s from Hell, but you don’t look like the girls he usually sends. And the list continues.” He was drunk. His words slurred and he smelled like wine and the beer that filled the house.

      The women ran into the other room and grabbed their jackets.

      “Come on, Josh, we don’t want to be late,” said the dark-haired one that looked like a Barbie doll. Actually, they both did.

      Amy decided to ignore the debacle.

      “I’m coming, baby, why don’t you start the car up for me,” he laughed. The women proceeded to go outside. He watched them, eyes focused on their exposed behinds in bikini thongs. He then turned back to Amy, giving her a lascivious look. “You coming, babe?”

      She felt completely violated as she watched him openly stare at her breasts and, to make matters worse, lick his lips. Quickly, she pulled her jacket closer and cleared her throat in an attempt to bring his attention back up to her face. It didn’t work.

      “I’m Amy, your new PA.” That was when he looked up at her and narrowed his eyes. “If you could just point me in the direction of the office, I’ll get started.”

      There, that was professional.

      To her surprise, however, he started to laugh. It was the usual sort of off-balanced laughter you’d expect from someone who was truly wasted and didn’t know what they were even laughing at.

      “Those people are jokers.”

      “This is no joke. I’ll take care of all your paperwork and everything.” She offered a smile.

      “Ha, ha. Everything? Well you can start in there.” He set his square jaw in a firm line and pointed to the mess in the living room. “Clean that up, will you?”

      Her mouth dropped. She attempted to protest but he just walked away, leaving her there to gawk at the crazy mess.

      When the door closed she looked around and felt her stomach shy away from the disgraceful site. She was beginning to see why Zelda had given her the heads up. Amy was also beginning to see why the other PAs left. She didn’t realize that this job would come with the extra duty of cleaning.

      If her mother wasn’t sick, there was no way in hell that Amy would still be standing here. In fact, if this was under normal circumstances, gorgeous as he was, she would have stormed off after that look he gave her, which explicitly told her what he was thinking.

      She was right about one thing, though. This was going to be very interesting indeed.

      And possibly disastrous.
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      Unbelievable. Zelda was really working overtime to get him back. As if a pretty blonde could win him over. Josh had other things in mind for the blonde that didn’t involve any PA shit.

      Zelda could kiss his ass for all he cared. And that was just the thing, he didn’t care. He didn’t care about anything and he wasn’t going to spend his time worrying over football.

      He just wanted more beer.

      “Cindy, baby, get me another drink.” He pushed Cindy off his lap and smacked her ass, loving the feel of her smooth bronze skin on his hands. He pulled Allegra into his lap and buried his face into her voluptuous breasts as the music changed to something more upbeat. They’d been at Ty’s beach party now for a few hours and Josh was enjoying every minute of it. He was living like when he was back in college, when he didn’t care about anything because he was young and free and the world belonged to him.

      He loved the beach, loved everything about it. Loved the sand, the sea, and that salty smell that came with it.

      What kept him going was beautiful women and booze. That combination kept him from thinking; it always had and never failed. As soon as the effects started wearing off he’d just top up on both. Both were always at his fingertips and he would happily get by like this until he died.

      Death.

      It didn’t seem so bad if you weren’t on the other side of it. If you weren’t suffering from the loss that came with it then it would be okay. You’d just be no more. Nothing left of you, just memories held by those who loved you.

      He still had a father, who for some reason cared for him. He’d remember Josh when he died. No one else would though. Not even this beautiful woman in his lap who’d been with him for years. He knew she was only there because of who he was, and because he was rich. If something happened to him she would just move on to the next rich athlete. Cindy would too.

      It was fine, they meant nothing to him. He just loved their bodies and they knew what he liked. They were no better than a favorite drink that could never disappoint because it was always the same flavor.

      That was all they were to him. If he had the courage he would have taken his life the same day he found out his mother and sister had been killed. There were several reasons to want to end it all.

      Guilt and shame were in the lead. If they hadn’t been trying to get to his game then they’d still be alive. If he wasn’t the arrogant bastard that he was he wouldn’t have insisted that they travel after such a terrible storm. He would have understood that safety came first when you cared about the ones you loved. Nothing could fully describe the guilt and shame he felt, and it only intensified when he thought of his father. For that reason, he stayed away from his father. He didn’t bother. Why should he? Josh was the reason that the best two people on this Earth no longer lived. He’d been the cause for taking away the love of his father’s life and their precious daughter.

      So, the next reason for wanting to exit this world was simply that he couldn’t stand it anymore, he couldn’t stand the guilt and shame that only got worse with each passing day.

      Josh only hadn’t done it because for some reason, some crazy reason, he thought it would disappoint his mother. It was ironic and laughable because the way he lived now would be a sure disappointment to her, but if he took his life that would be the end. No more chances. No more anything.

      He dug his toes into the softness of the sand, still damp from the retreating tide. Gazing out to the horizon in the distance he found himself momentarily lost in the vibrant hues the sun cast against the sky and the striking blue waters. It reminded him of Italy and spending summers there as a child with his grandparents. He supposed they’d remember him too.

      Josh was thinking too much again, which meant he was beginning to sober up.

      “Josh, not in front of people,” Allegra giggled as he kissed the swells of her breasts and tried to pull the straps of her bikini top down.

      “Let’s go make use of one of Ty’s rooms.” Ty was one of the team’s wide receivers.

      Josh looked across to his teammates who were playing a mean game of volleyball. A round of laughter erupted as Taj tripped Ty up.

      “Don’t you want to wait for Cindy?” Allegra’s large brown eyes sparkled in the bright sun.

      “No, let’s go. She can join us later.” He ran his hands up her thighs and hooked his finger in the edge of her bikini thong.

      “That’s fine by me.” She hopped off his leg and took his hand to pull him up.

      Corey approached them as he stood. “Hey man, you aren’t going yet are you?” he asked.

      Josh smiled and tried to balance himself. “Not yet, bro.”

      “You joining us next week for the team meeting?” Corey asked, looking hopeful.

      The guys met up every week for one thing or another. Aside from being good teammates, they were all friends. Josh used to join them before his life went to hell. Now he’d go to parties where the setting was like this, with a lot of people. That way he could blend in and come and go. He could avoid questions and their looks of concern and worry.

      He’d never been able to avoid Corey, however, in any setting. Josh had known Corey for a long time; they went to high school together, played football there and in college. He guessed he could say that they played for the same team now, too, even though technically Josh didn’t really play anymore. He hadn’t since that terrible day when his mother and sister were taken from him.

      “Nah man. I’m just here.”

      “Why don’t you come for a little while?”

      Josh couldn’t think of anything worse than a team meeting. He couldn’t go. He couldn’t imagine sitting with the other Gladiators and their coach in their meeting room at the stadium talking about last season, which he didn’t take part in, and the upcoming season. Josh just couldn’t bear the thought of it. He only needed to touch a football and he’d remember all that his parents went through to make it possible for him to get to play pro ball for a leading national team. And by the same token, the same memory triggered how he put football above the lives of his family. It was a double-edged blade for him, and he didn’t know what to do about that.

      Allegra slipped her arms around him and rested her head on his chest. Corey cut her a sharp glance. He didn’t like her. Never had, and it didn’t look like he ever would.

      “How about I think about it,” Josh slurred.

      “You said that last time.”

      Josh couldn’t remember that. His memory was very hazy these days. He liked it that way.

      “This time I will promise you, hand on heart, that I’ll think about it,” he chuckled, running his hand along Allegra’s waist.

      “Cool. We miss you, man.”

      His team needed him. He could tell. He’d helped them win the year before last and he understood that his absence was missed.

      He played for the Dolphins for four years before he got signed by the Gladiators. It was then that he actually felt like he was part of a team. They were friends too, real friends. He’d known a majority of them for just over five years and he had to admit that he missed them too. He missed playing with them, missed the crazy stunts they’d pull on the field. Josh glanced over at Gage Montgomery, the Gladiators’ quarterback, as he served the volleyball straight in Ty’s face and started to laugh. Josh would have laughed, too, if he was in a better mood.

      Gage turned and saw Josh watching the spectacle.

      “Hey old man, come play with us,” Gage beckoned.

      He and Josh had this running joke about their ages. Josh was only a month older than Gage but they’d had this stupid joke going from the day they met. Josh got on really well with Gage. They looked similar and had the same personalities too.

      “Next time, dude.” Josh waved back.

      Gage would have answered but Ty sent the ball right back at Gage, hitting him in his neck.

      “I have to go.” Josh focused his attention back to Corey. “I don’t want to keep my woman waiting.”

      Truthfully, he didn’t want to think about football, his friends, or anything to do with playing. Josh knew that an impending decision lay on the horizon for him. The team management had left him to grieve for most of the year. They’d left him to do whatever the hell he wanted and treat them how he felt, but he knew that they’d start exerting some form of control the closer it got to the upcoming season with all the events and trainings planned.

      It was understandable; they had a business to run and a team to prep.

      The problem was Josh wasn’t sure he could be part of any of it anymore. His body wanted it, and he longed to play. His mind was another story.

      Allegra giggled in that cute girlie way that he liked and pulled him away from Corey. She’d be able to give him just what he needed and wipe his mind clean of all worries, if only for a little while. He followed her happily into the house.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It took Amy the whole day just to clean the living room. She drove to the supermarket and got some cleaning sprays and cloths. She also got some super-thick rubber gloves to lessen the chance of contamination. She’d never been in a house so dirty. It was like one of those homes from hell shows that showed how dirty people could be.

      Just from the living room alone she’d bagged up eight extra-large disposal bags. It was atrocious.

      Kathy, her good friend from New York, and Tristan had sent her the standard “good luck on your first day” messages, to which she hadn’t replied. What could she say? This was hell.

      Her, Amy Rose, the aspiring designer who wanted to work for Dior, was scrubbing floors and picking up underwear amongst garbage. It was a cruel joke and she didn’t know what stroke of bad luck had crossed her path to allow this to happen.

      Even her clothes were ruined. Earlier she’d reached for a beer bottle on the shelf believing it was empty. It slipped out of her grasp and landed on her, spilling moldy beer with fermented bits all over her beautiful clothes. It stank to high heaven and she did too. She’d had to have a mini wash in the kitchen, which was surprisingly not as bad as the living room. Probably because it seemed like Mr. Mancini preferred fast food and beer to home cooked meals that would require the use of pots, pans, and dinnerware.

      By the time she was done the living room looked livable and she could see her way into the sitting room. It hosted another mess, which she had managed to clear away but hadn’t cleaned.

      At the end of her work day the bad smell had gone and at least the place looked like a person lived there and not like he was keeping animals. She didn’t know how he managed to do anything or eat in such a mess.

      He hadn’t returned when she was leaving, which was fine, she didn’t particularly want to see him again for the day. At least she’d survived day one.

      Barely.

      Now on to her little room in downtown. She couldn’t even class it as an apartment. It wasn’t big enough. There was a single bed that looked like something you’d see in a jail cell, a unit with a stove top, and a sink. Next to that was a mini-fridge, the toilet, and shower.

      There was just enough space beside the bed to keep her sewing machine and her mannequin that helped her to make her dress for the designer showcase.

      She hid the dress underneath the bed in multiple plastic bags. With the rhinestones that covered it, and the fine red silk and taffeta mix, that dress was easily valued at between ten and fifteen thousand dollars. It would be a small fortune for anyone who stole it. She’d spent five thousand on putting it together, which she was luckily able to do before she’d had news of her mother’s condition.

      Her room was part of a multi-complex of other rooms and in a worse part of town. The locks didn’t work properly and she couldn’t take the chance of getting burgled. If that happened, that would be it for her. Right now she was living on an incredibly tight budget to enable her to fulfill her mission to help her mother and secure her spot as a Dior designer.

      This was the third time that she’d applied to work for Dior. Their new designer recruitment process ran over the course of a year, starting with the standard application and portfolio, then on to an interview and presentation to pitch a design for any season of her choice. The designer showcase was the final stage. It was a massive event with a fashion show that allowed you the chance to display your main design. Passing that meant being accepted as one of their entry-level designers. It was onwards and upwards from there.

      Every year Dior accepted two to five new designers. It went without saying that they were extremely selective. Hundreds would apply, and in most years only a handful were accepted. Last year it was two people. The year before three.

      In the first two attempts Amy got through to the second stage but went no further. It was quite disappointing and heart rending, especially since each time she was up against fresh graduates with new ideas. Now she was thirty-three, five years older than when she applied the second time around, but with more experience and names under her belt. It was her PA role that helped to boost her application on her latest attempt. She’d been able to talk a lot more about working with magazines and future prospects in the fashion world than on her first two attempts. She couldn’t have been more ecstatic to be invited to take part in the designer showcase in Beverly Hills in four months.

      This was her dress, and she had to say it was truly beautiful. She’d gone for an elegant slim line.

      Amy planned to go in with fire, guns blazing, and a no-failure attitude. She hadn’t allowed herself to think past the what if of failure. It simply wasn’t an option even with her mother being sick.

      All she had to do was get through this job and hope that she wouldn’t lose her sanity. Tomorrow she would speak to Mr. Mancini when he was sober. Speaking to drunk people was a complete waste of time and energy because they wouldn’t remember half of what you said when next you saw them. She just hoped that tomorrow would be better.

      Grabbing a microwave dinner of vegetable lasagna, she shoved it in the small microwave oven. Just like yesterday it sparked up a few times, stalled, sparked again, and then continued until it pinged minutes later when it was ready.

      A knock sounded at her door and she wondered who it could be. She wasn’t comfortable in this place at all and, in all honesty, preferred to let whoever was knocking stay outside. She was also tired from the day she’d had.

      She tiptoed towards the door, peered through the little peephole, and frowned when she saw it was the landlord. He was a big, butch, Eastern European guy with a creepy attitude and an accent that made you feel like you were in a bond film, but not in a good way. He also had a twin brother who lived on the next floor up. She paid her rent for the month already and a deposit, so she really wasn’t sure why he was here. But, since it was him she decided she’d better open the door.

      “Hi Mr. Krutz. Is there something I can help you with?”

      He gave her that once over look most guys did, but on him with his thick masculinity and shaved head it made him look even more creepy.

      “Call me Dom. I’m just checking to see how you are, blondie.” He smiled and ran his hand across his stubbly chin. That was the second time today that her hair had been referenced. Maybe she should dye it. If it meant she was safer, she could die it orange or something.

      “I’m fine. Thanks so much for checking. I am tired, though, so I’m going to turn in for the night.” She was hoping that would give him the hint that she wasn’t in the mood for company, but it didn’t.

      “Turn in? But it’s just seven. Come out for a drink with me.” He turned his smile up a notch.

      “Oh no, I’m really tired and I have to be up early. Thanks though.”

      She could tell he was the kind of man who didn’t like to be told no. Amy was also doing her best not to piss him off because the place came really cheap at a hundred bucks a week. It was perfect for her budget, and since she wouldn’t be using her pay to replenish what she spent then that worked out even better too.

      “You won’t come out for one drink?”

      “Hey, if I can’t do my job then I can’t pay you. It’s the kind of job where you need to be sharp and on the ball.” She was hoping that his love for money would overpower whatever he wanted from her, and it seemed to have worked. He changed his stance and shifted his weight from one side to the other.

      “Well I wouldn’t want that to be a problem.”

      She offered a friendly smile. “Maybe with my busy schedule we could share a Kit Kat.” With men like him it was best to keep things sweet. Not let him know there was no way on God’s green Earth she’d consider him and his drink requests, or that if he were the last man alive she’d run as far away from him as she could.

      He laughed. “Kit Kat, that’s original. Okay blondie, you let me know when you’d like to do that.”

      How about never, she wanted to say but instead smiled and replied, “Absolutely.”

      She felt relieved when he tipped his head and moved away. As he did, she caught a glimpse of his twin brother and some other guys across the corridor looking on at her quite keenly. She hadn’t seen them before. It was just that they looked like they were up to something. If she had gone for this drink with Dom would the others have been there too?

      A chill ran down her spine, along with nervous tingles. Perhaps she should consider moving. It was one thing to get a cheap deal, but what was the point if she didn’t feel safe? She closed the door and went back inside, steadying her nerves and worries with deep breaths.

      She’d eat, call her mom before it got too late, then go to bed. Tristan and his wife were looking after her at the moment. They were living at the family home with her two-year-old niece. She’d call as soon as she finished eating so it wouldn’t be too late. Then she’d catch some beauty sleep. She did indeed want to leave here early and maybe hang out on the beach by Mr. Mancini’s house so she could go over the details in the job spec that Zelda gave her. With the busyness of today she didn’t get the chance to look at it.

      She just hoped that tomorrow would be a better day than today.
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      It wasn’t.

      Amy woke up with a headache but she still had a positive attitude. Her mother sounded good on the phone and that gave her some added energy, but when she got to work she saw that Mr. Mancini had trashed the living room again.

      Mr. Mancini.

      Addressing him like that in her mind, or just by thinking about him, didn’t seem right at all. It seemed too formal for someone like him who’d come home, saw that the place was clean, then thought to trash it all again. Like an animal would.

      And when she said trash, she meant it. The place looked like he must have had some wild party. Again, there were pizza boxes, bottles of beer and drinks, and bits of potato chips and Cheetos wedged into the cream carpet. And, that nasty smell she managed to tone down yesterday was back again.

      What the hell was she going to do? She hadn’t even touched her actual work yet. She’d managed to go over the list of her duties and she could see that there was a lot. The first and foremost thing being that she needed to make sure he was at the ESPN show. Since the show was early, like ten o’clock early, Zelda suggested trying to get him into a routine of waking up early. She cautioned that he liked to sleep in till all hours of the day because of his party lifestyle.

      He was upstairs now and Amy knew those women were with him. She highly doubted that they’d played whose shoe is this all night.

      There was no way that she was even going near that room. There had to be another way, and as for this mess she didn’t think she could stand it. Particularly if it was going to be an everyday thing. The last PA left over a month ago so Amy was expecting a lot of administrative work. She always liked to sort that out first before dealing with events or other activities.

      Deciding to leave the living room for later, she made her way through the sitting room in search of the office. She wanted to see what she was up against and maybe make a list so she could prioritize.

      As she walked through the room the mess grieved her even more as it seriously damaged the appearance of the house. This was such a beautiful home with its floor-to-ceiling windows, which provided an abundance of natural light and a fantastic view of the beach. The vaulted ceilings and wide-open spaces were refreshing and attractive. She could imagine having dinner parties and opening the sliding doors to let in the sea breeze and gorgeous sunshine.

      She marveled at the antique-looking fireplace in the corner with logs set neatly inside. If this was her house she’d sit there at sunset with the fire on, even though it was always warm in Malibu. She’d sit there and get cozy with a good book and her special blend of hot cocoa and cinnamon, watching the sun go down.

      It was a nice thought. Perhaps one day she could have a nice place of her own. She’d never be able to afford somewhere like this even if she got the position at Dior, but she’d get a nice place.

      She moved on to the study and immediately felt like she’d invaded his privacy. The room was filled with family photos. There were lots of pictures of who she guessed were his mother and sister. They looked very similar, but he looked exactly like his father. She walked out of the room, resisting the temptation to snoop around. It didn’t feel right.

      The room next to it had to be the office. The door was closed but the giveaway was that he’d thrown all his mail at the entrance of the door. It looked to Amy like there was at least a year’s worth of mail there and she wasn’t looking forward to sorting through it. She gathered up what she could and moved it to one side so she could open the door, which only exposed more filth.

      The wooden floor was covered in bits of paper, as if someone had chewed on it then spat it out. It was weird. This was how the whole floor looked. There was also dust and cobwebs all over the desk. This didn’t look like it hadn’t been used in over a month. It looked like it hadn’t been used in years.

      She walked in and switched on the lights. As she did that she was certain she heard something scuttle past her, but there was nothing there when she looked.

      Amy grimaced at the sight of open files all over the place, in disorder just like the rest of the house, but since this was within her job description she thought she’d keep herself in here today.

      Then maybe she’d brave the task of getting him up early tomorrow. He was an athlete and looked in great shape, so she was sure he wouldn’t be averse to a morning jog or stroll, especially if that was on the beach.

      Right now she’d clean up the floor a little and then get on to sorting through the documents, files, and mail. After that she’d deal with the emails.

      She went to get the vacuum cleaner from the cupboard where she left it yesterday and wheeled it into the office. She then plugged it in and started going over the floors, sucking up the bits of paper. Within five minutes she had to empty the holder because it was so full, and she wasn’t even a quarter way across the room.

      She honestly needed to speak to Zelda about a maid. This was completely ridiculous. Sure, she was getting paid for doing something a tad easier than her job, but by doing so she wasn’t getting to do what she was required to do.

      “Hey, what the hell is this damn noise in the house!”

      Amy whirled around so fast she nearly tripped over the vacuum’s cord. Joshua Mancini stood in the doorway looking like he would incinerate her with his fiery gaze. Even though he’d just gotten out of bed he still miraculously managed to look good, with his hair ruffled, a white jersey top showing off his defined muscles, and loose sweatpants that hung low on his hips.

      The vacuum was still going so he moved over to the plug and yanked it out of the socket.

      “What the hell are you doing here again?” he yelled, returning his gaze to her.

      “Work,” she replied, trying her best to keep her tone under control.

      “No, you damn well aren’t, get out of my house and don’t come back,” he bellowed.

      Amy’s cheeks burned from the embarrassment. She’d had a rough upbringing but in all her adult years no one had ever spoken to her like that, and she felt it even more because she really needed this job.

      What was she to do, though? Insist that she was staying?

      She couldn’t do that, but she couldn’t leave, either. Her mother needed her, and as bad as the place was she had to put up with whatever crap he threw at her.

      “I was hired to be your PA. I’m just trying to clean the office.” She thought she could reason with him by explaining.

      “I don’t need a PA, and the office doesn’t need cleaning.” His eyes bored into her with darkness and anger.

      She was trying to focus on what he was saying but she swore something scurried past again. The dirt was one thing, but there was one thing Amy hated more than anything and that was…

      She screamed from the depths of her soul as she saw the long thick tail of a rat disappearing behind the desk. And again when said rat diverted and scrambled back towards her in a frantic pursuit with its thick brown furry body and beady eyes. She stumbled, not knowing which direction to run, and tried to gather herself.

      Higher ground. She needed higher ground, so she turned to make a run for the desk, trying to avoid the filthy creature.

      However, she didn’t see the second rat that charged towards her in blind panic and ran straight over her foot. All Amy knew was she could feel its nasty claws over the exposed skin of her feet in her sandals, and its body was wet and slimy. The cherry on top of the horror was its disgusting long, pink tail whipping out at her ankles as it went by.

      That was all her brain was able to establish before the air left her lungs and she fainted.
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* * *

      Josh didn’t know what the hell to do with her.

      Was it so much to ask to be left alone? He just wanted everyone to leave him to do what he wanted, but people kept forcing themselves on him. That damn Zelda. And his whole damn team, for that matter.

      They all needed to back the hell off and leave him be. Now look. As if he didn’t have enough on his plate, he had this woman to deal with. She’d fainted before him and crumpled into a delicate heap with her mass of golden hair sprawled out on the floor.

      Shit. Who fainted at the sight of an animal? Sure, it was a rat, but fainting was a little dramatic. He looked at her wondering if he should just leave her there, but saw the creatures running around the room and felt a bit bad.

      From somewhere inside him, he couldn’t tell where, he felt bad to leave her there in the midst of something she was clearly afraid of.

      So, with deep annoyance, he picked her up and carried her to the sitting room so he could lay her on the sofa.

      “Hey, wake up.” He nudged her, poking her arms. “Wake the hell up.”

      Nothing, she was out cold and completely unresponsive. Panic made him check her breathing as the thought occurred to him that she may have hit her head.

      Her breathing was fine and her head seemed okay too; she just really had fainted at the sight of the rats. He’d call pest control later, right now he was going to call Zelda. She’d wound him up the wrong way and he wasn’t going to be forced into anything.

      He grabbed his phone and dialed the number. Zelda answered within the first ring. He opened with a mouthful of curses that fell off the tip of his tongue.

      “You ass-backwards bastard, don’t you dare speak to me like that,” Zelda retorted. One thing about her was that she didn’t tiptoe around him because he was grieving. He’d never known her to go soft on him and she wasn’t about to now. She served back twice as much as she got in an argument.

      “I don’t need a PA.”

      “Son, you seem to be living in a dream world, but let’s not pussyfoot around the situation,” she balked. “If you don’t want to play for the team, resign. It’s simple. Just resign. Until your management informs me of your resignation, you sure as my ass ain’t skinny will have a PA. Now deal with it and make sure you shape up for the ESPN show. Or leave.”

      She didn’t give him the chance to reply. He heard the phone slam down on her end and the line went dead.

      Feeling frustrated, he threw his phone into the wall and watched it smash. He’d never felt so torn in his life and so damn conflicted.

      Josh didn’t want to retire, and he didn’t want to play, either. And he didn’t want to go to this stupid ESPN show. After that it would be one public appearance after another. People would ask how he was doing and he wouldn’t know what to tell them. He wouldn’t know what to say.

      It had only been six months. Jesus, just six months since the accident that took away everything from him, and everyone was acting like he’d had enough time to grieve and be fine. Make decisions and be his old self again.

      And as for this PA, it was all wrong. He didn’t want her there. She didn’t need to be there. He was certain he could do whatever was required of him in his own time. Besides, look at her, she didn’t look like a PA. He turned to face her and thought she looked like one of the dolls his sister used to play with when she was little.

      She appeared smaller lying down than when she stood up, almost childlike. But the silky gray blouse she wore that molded to her fully rounded breasts enunciated that she was every inch a desirable woman and showed off her shapely feminine curves.

      His eyes roamed over her figure, appreciating her assets. Unlike most women he admired, she had a sort of angelic, ethereal presence about her that really stood out. Maybe it was because he was always used to loose women who threw themselves at him and hadn’t taken note of women like her. Josh may have been off his face drunk yesterday, but he remembered the mortified look she gave him when she saw him checking her out.

      She shouldn’t be here. Truth be told, he was hoping that telling her to clean yesterday would have gotten rid of her. His last PA was a guy and he couldn’t stand the mess either. Back then Josh had a maid, but apparently she left because he hit on her. He couldn’t remember. So many people came and went, and his days all seemed to roll into one. Sometimes he didn’t know what he was doing, or saying.

      She stirred a little and he poked her arm again, trying to wake her.

      “Girl, woman.” She looked young, like early-twenties young, so he wasn’t sure which was best. He also couldn’t remember her name. “PA person.” He shook her arm again.

      Still nothing, just that stir.

      He looked at her and thought she would be right at home in one of them family films like The Wizard of Oz or sitcoms like The Brady Bunch. He smiled as the perfect name for her came to him.

      “Hey Kansas, wake up.” He almost laughed when her green eyes fluttered open. Her eyes widened as she looked at him, trying to work out who he was and where she was.

      As realization hit her she jumped up and looked about her with that terrified expression she had earlier when the rat ran over her foot.

      “You have rats,” she shrieked.

      “They live here.”

      She glowered at him, looking at him as if he was crazy. “How can you say that? They’re rats. And they weren’t even pet rats either.”

      “Like I said, they live here. If you don’t like them you can leave.” He drew his brows together and glared at her.

      “I don’t like it, and no I won’t leave. I’m here to work and if you don’t like it you can call the cops on me.”

      He almost laughed again. She certainly had spunk. He kind of liked that.

      “This is my house,” he reminded her. That stalled her a little, but didn’t stop her.

      “I’m you’re PA. There’s a lot that needs to be done. Particularly in preparation for your public appearances, and your upcoming game. Don’t you want all of that organized so you can just worry about playing and training? Or whatever it is you do during this time?”

      He thought about what she was saying and what Zelda said. They both had relevant points, but he decided he couldn’t be bothered to deal with this now. He didn’t know what he wanted and what he was going to do. Everything was a mess and he couldn’t make any rational decisions.

      He’d have to think about what he was doing, but not now. He was already more sober than he usually was at this hour and he feared the impending guilt that would hit him full force if he remained this way.

      Allegra and Cindy were upstairs waiting for him, and he just wanted to grab more beer and get back to them.

      “Mr. Mancini—”

      He held his hand up, interrupting her. “If you must stay here, please don’t call me that. Mr. Mancini is my father. Call me Josh.”

      She held his gaze with those emerald eyes of hers and he found himself lost in her beauty.

      “Josh, the house is a mess. You need to have it cleaned, and call pest control. You can’t have rats running around like they live here.”

      He smiled at her as a plan brewed in his mind. He wouldn’t get rid of her. No, that would cause too much trouble. He’d just drive her crazy, just like the last PA, and she’d leave on her own accord. Then he could let Zelda and the senior management know he could do everything himself.

      “No, you can sort that out.”

      He watched her full lips tighten and her eyes widen again. Then he walked off to grab his drinks before she could protest.
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* * *

      What an absolute jerk! An absolute jerk. He didn’t even ask her if she was okay. What kind of person was so heartless?

      Amy had fainted because he was so nasty he had disgusting rats in his house, and he was practically on the brink of throwing her out again. No decent person did that.

      She took a moment to steady her fuzzy mind, and when she did she called pest control and asked them to come straight away. Thankfully they came within the hour and managed to catch the two rats. They also set traps for any others that might announce themselves.

      Mr. Mancini—Josh—didn’t come down the whole time the pest control men were here. He just stayed upstairs with those women doing only God knew what. Or, maybe God himself didn’t want to know. The whole thing made her feel extremely uncomfortable.

      She was still feeling unsteady from the incident earlier, but pushed aside her feelings and focused on working. Amy resumed her cleaning tasks in the office and managed to get it to a reasonable degree so she could get herself started on her actual work. She thought she’d tackle the other parts of the house later.

      She turned on the computer just to see how many emails there were, and when she did her heart almost jumped out of her chest. She had 33,205 emails to work her way through and that landmine of letters. It was crazy, completely crazy.

      Feeling faint again, she chose the letters first because that would also be filing and tidying the office. She also didn’t think she could stand staring at the computer screen for so long. She’d have to set aside a day for that.

      She heard voices in the corridor as she opened up the first letter. It was the women. They were talking excitedly about shopping. She then heard the front door open and close as they left.

      Josh came into the office. “I need these.” He held his hand out towards her with a small piece of paper between his fingers.

      She assessed him, he seemed different from earlier. He was drunk again. Just like yesterday.

      “What do you need?” she asked, resting the letters she held down on the table.

      She walked over to him and took it. It was a list.

      “You can get most of these at the drugstore,” Josh slurred.

      The first item on the list raised her eyes to him with disgust.

      It was a large box of extra-extra-large condoms, ribbed, which he wrote in capital letters. He also wanted five bottles of lubricant, all different flavors, and ten cases of beer.

      “I am not getting these.” She shook her head. But he only responded with a laugh.

      “Yes Kansas, you will. Aren’t you my personal assistant? Isn’t that what you’re supposed to do? Personally assist. Now go and assist me with my needs before my women come back.”

      Lord Jesus, she couldn’t do this. She couldn’t do this. As she looked at the air of menace on his face and saw how serious he was she felt the backs of her eyes sting. This was day two, and she’d already been through so much.

      Her hands shook, as did her body, and she was ready to scream at him, but the image of her mother’s face and her frail body lying in the hospital bed after her last surgery sprung to her mind.

      It sprung to her mind and stilled her soul, giving her strength to take the list from him.

      She walked past him, heading towards the door and holding back the tears so she wouldn’t cry in front of him.

      “Oh yeah. Hold on Kansas.” He caught up to her.

      “Why are you calling me that?” she hissed. He could at least call her by name.

      “You’re my PA. I’ll call you what the hell ever I want, Kansas.” He gave a cruel laugh. Then took hold of her elbow and ushered her to the sitting room. “Do you see that?” He pointed ahead to the glass wall.

      “What am I looking at?”

      “That kid,” he hissed.

      She had seen the boy when she first looked but didn’t think he was actually referring to him as a that. “You know what’s worse than your four-legged friends from this morning? Those things.”

      She looked up at him and narrowed her eyes. “You mean children?”

      “Yes. Children. Get rid of it.”

      He really was vile, and simply just awful. What kind of man was he?

      The boy looked to be no more than ten. He had short dark hair, a backpack on his back, and a football shirt. But it wasn’t any ordinary football shirt. It had number forty-eight big and bold on the front. Above the numbers was the Gladiators’ logo and below that was written Mancini. The boy held a football under his arm and just stood there looking on as if he was waiting for something.

      Her heart broke as she watched him.

      Josh cleared his throat and inclined his head to the side, taking pleasure in her reaction. “Get rid of him and tell him not to come back, or I’ll call the cops and have him sent to juvie.”

      He was serious; every word he said reflected the seriousness in his voice. Even if he was drunk. She was speechless.

      “Okay.”

      He smiled the same cruel smile and laid a heavy hand on her shoulder. “Good, I’m starting to like this relationship of ours. Having a PA definitely has its perks.”

      As she watched him saunter away she planned to call her mother’s consultant when she finished work. She wanted to get his thoughts on the maximum time that her mother could wait for the surgery. Last time when they spoke he said it was imperative that they plan for the surgery, but he also knew they had no more money.

      Maybe she’d jumped into this too quickly without thinking. If her mother could wait, then she’d find another job. Maybe she could go back to New York and Teddy would give her her old job back.

      All she knew for certain was that she couldn’t stay here. Not with this man who had to be the optimum definition of the worst guy she’d ever ever met in her life.
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      “Hi, my name’s Riley,” the boy said with a bright smile that made his brown eyes sparkle. He looked like a sweet kid with his adorable full cheeks and long lashes.

      “Hey Riley. I’m Amy.” She smiled down at him. The wind picked up her hair and blew it up behind her. She tucked the strands that had come forward behind her ear.

      “Did you just come from inside Joshua Mancini’s house?” Excitement beamed from his eyes.

      “Yeah. I did.” She was trying to think of the right words to say. How was she supposed to tell this sweet boy to move away from the property and don’t come back?

      What kind of person would talk to a kid like that?

      People spoke to her like that a lot when she was a child, including her father. Especially him, actually. People like him shouldn’t be allowed to have children. Just like Josh.

      “Do you think he’d sign my ball? I come here every chance I get hoping to catch him. I’m his biggest fan.”

      This was heartbreaking.

      Amy pulled in a breath. “I don’t think he’ll be able to sign the ball for you, Riley.” His face fell and the disappointment in his eyes made her feel guilty. “Not today. But perhaps some other time.” She couldn’t help herself. She felt bad to disappoint him. She’d been through it so many times that she couldn’t bring herself to do it to another person—a child for that matter.

      He smiled. “Do you work for him?”

      Did she? Right now she didn’t. And she wouldn’t be stepping foot back in that house unless she had to. Her hopes were hanging on her mother’s consultant. She knew what was discussed before and the urgency in the matter, but here was hoping. She was just hoping he’d say she had some time. That would give room for flexibility.

      “Kind of,” she decided to tell him. “What about you, did school just finish?”

      “Yes, I come here sometimes after school, then make my way to Cyranose to meet my mom.”

      “Cyranose?” Sounded interesting.

      “It’s a cool restaurant, and there’s a basketball court and a mini football pitch where I play with my friends.”

      “Do you want some company for the walk over?” The area was nice. It was Malibu Beach, of course it would be beautiful, and while she was here it would be cool to explore. The part of the beach she’d found this morning was lush and peaceful. She could imagine relaxing there with a dog and that hot cocoa with cinnamon she’d dreamed up. This morning seemed like it was years ago.

      “Sure. I can introduce you to my mom and her friend. They love the Mancini Machine.”

      The Mancini Machine. She remembered seeing that in her research. It was what Josh’s fans called him. She wondered if anyone had any idea on what Josh was really like. Zelda said they kept his life out of the media, but someone somewhere must have seen something. Maybe if they had, Zelda’s company had paid them off before the story got published. Perhaps that was how it all worked out.

      “That’s nice.” It was best to be neutral.

      “I want to be him when I grow up. I’m going to do everything he’s done too. That’s my goal.”

      Amy hoped not. His words pulled on her heart, and it almost felt like telling a child that Santa Claus wasn’t real, so she listened and kept her mouth shut.

      Riley’s eyes sparkled. “He’s the best player ever. Did you see his last game?”

      “No. I didn’t. Do you want to tell me about it?” That was her attempt to be neutral and not crush his little vision. She didn’t doubt that Josh was a great player. It was his personality that was the problem.

      Riley couldn’t have looked happier, and as they walked along the beach all Amy heard was how wonderful Josh was. Riley was able to tell her everything about Josh’s games and all the special moves he used to help his team win. She was impressed at the details Riley gave and agreed that he had to be Josh’s biggest fan. The kid had not only watched him play, but it was like he knew his thought process too. It was quite remarkable to listen to.

      “There’s my mom.” Riley waved at a Latina-looking lady who had long black hair that flowed out against the wind. She sat at a table outside the restaurant with another lady who looked similar. Both were stunning with their shiny hair and golden skin. She wondered if they were models. Everyone she’d come in contact with since being here looked like that.

      Amy felt slightly out of place because her clothes were dirty and her hair was a mess. She was also certain she smelled as bad as the house, too, and possibly essence of rat. She’d washed her foot as best as she could but she couldn’t get over that an actual rat had touched her skin. She shuddered at the memory.

      “Come, I’m sure they’ll love you.” Riley smiled.

      What a sweet boy. She followed Riley over to his mom who stood up and smiled warmly as she approached.

      “Hey there,” she said. The other lady acknowledged her too. Amy could see that she had unusual honey-colored eyes that made her look even more stunning.

      “Hi, I’m Amy. I was just…” What should she say she was doing?

      “Mom, she works for Joshua Mancini!” Riley filled in with vibrant excitement.

      “Really?” the ladies both said with equal enthusiasm.

      “I’m temporary. Very temporary, as in I’m…” She wanted to maintain that neutral balance, but saying anything else would throw her off the path. And Riley was there.

      “Riley babe, why don’t you go play some ball with Santos.” It was like she could sense Amy’s distress.

      Riley happily rushed away.

      Once he’d moved a safe distance, his mother returned her gaze to Amy and smiled. “Let me guess, did he hit on you?”

      Amy smiled, glad that she didn’t have to continue with the façade. “Not entirely. You wouldn’t believe if I told you what I’ve been through in the last one-and-a-half days.”

      They both started laughing. “Sit.” She pointed to the empty seat opposite her. “I’m Gabriella and this is Hilda.”

      Hilda did a neat bow of her dark head as she was introduced. Amy sat and smiled at them both.

      “So, what are you? You don’t look like a maid,” Gabriella asked.

      “I’m supposed to be his PA.”

      “Well welcome to Cyranose. This is where the help and the non-stuffy PAs hang out and bitch about their employers.” They both giggled.

      Amy liked the sound of that, because she was definitely needing to bitch right now.

      “You look like you’re about to blow up,” Hilda offered. “This is a safe place where you can say anything and it stays here. Like Vegas. What happens here really does stay here. So, don’t worry about anyone finding out.”

      “That’s good to know. For what little time I hope to be here.”

      “Was it that bad?”

      “This morning, just as the Mancini Machine was throwing me out of his house, a supersized rat ran over my foot and I fainted.”

      They both burst out laughing.

      “A rat?” Gabriella asked.

      Amy nodded. “I hate rats.”

      “We don’t have rats, but there’s secrets and all sorts that I have to balance. I’m the head maid at the Hamptons, and I’m grateful for every day I survive in that place.”

      “I’m trying to secure a modeling contract. Until then I’m a maid, too, who’s looking for work,” Hilda added with a sigh. “My employer’s husband died.”

      “Didn’t she still need you?”

      “Nope, she became a he and ran off with the next door neighbor’s daughter.”

      Amy widened her eyes. “What?”

      Hilda smiled. “Oh yes, chica, there’s a lot of that that goes on here.”

      “That’s the mild stuff, too,” Gabriella cut in.

      “Mild?” Amy raised her brows.

      They both nodded and exchanged conspiratory smiles.

      “Mild indeed. The biggest scandal now is that we think Mrs. Campbell is planning to kill husband number fifteen so she can get her hands on husband sixteen and keep husband fifteen’s fortune. There’s no way all her fourteen husbands could have mysteriously died of a heart attack. Particularly because they were all under the age of forty. She’s sixty-five.”

      “Really?” Amy rested her elbows on the table and leaned forward with keen interest as they nodded.

      “While we wait for that story to unfold, we’re casting bets on how soon Mr. Fox will get caught for embezzling money from the children’s hospice, to pay for his wife’s new boobs.”

      Amy was laughing now.

      “So, what else did Josh Mancini do?” Gabriella asked. “We understand the rats, but something else must have turned you away.”

      Amy reached into her pocket and handed her the list Josh wrote. Hilda moved over so she could read too. They started to laugh again and Amy sighed.

      It was funny if you were on the outside looking in.

      “There’s no way he was being serious,” Hilda stated, shaking her head.

      “Yes, he was.” Amy saw that he was absolutely serious.

      “Oh my God. Dias Miós, everything on here is ridiculous. I’m guessing his plastic friends require this.”

      “Plastic friends?” Amy giggled.

      “Yes, the two skanks he’s always with.”

      That was another story entirely. “They’re practically glued to him,” she stated.

      “We’ve seen them.”

      “Do you live nearby?”

      Amy shook her head. “Downtown L.A.”

      “Chica,” Gabriella grimaced and shook her head. “That’s a bit rough for a girl like you. How long have you lived there?”

      “Just the last week and two days. I used to live in New York, but I’m from Atlanta. I’m a fashion designer.”

      They both looked interested to hear that, and as Amy continued talking their interest grew. She told them about her application to Dior and all that she’d done so far. That led to explaining about her mother’s illness and why she was here.

      They all talked for hours and even had dinner. Amy got to know a lot about them and found their acquaintance quite refreshing. She learned that Gabriella was from Colombia and Hilda from Puerto Rico. They’d come to the States when they were young but tried to go back to visit their families every year. Since Amy would give anything to go to either of those two amazing countries she enjoyed hearing about the wondrous things you could see there.

      They talked until it got dark and agreed to meet for lunch the next day if Amy was still here. They made her feel better and she thought whether she was still working for Josh or not she’d come for the lunch invite.

      As she made her way back to her dank apartment she checked her messages to see if the consultant had gotten back to her. He did, stating that he’d call her tomorrow morning after his morning clinic, which finished at eleven.

      Fingers crossed she could find a way out of this mess and still fix things. She wondered how mad Josh was when she didn’t come back with his stupid items. She didn’t care. If she didn’t see him again it would be the best thing that ever happened to her.

      And those women that hung with him. Gabriella told her that he paid for the brunette to get implants and the other one, Hilda called the dumb one, had collagen fillers.

      It was all so extravagant.
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      Josh strayed into one of those dreams again.

      It always happened in the space between asleep and awake where his mind would take over and drift to happier thoughts. That was where he saw them. This was where his mother and Clarissa existed for him. Here they were alive and they still loved him.

      Josh had them in his life again and he never wanted to wake up…

      

      “She’s amazing, isn’t she?” his mother said, leaning into his shoulder as they sat side by side in the grand theatre. His father sat next to his mother and looked at Clarissa with the deepest pride.

      Josh nodded, not wanting to take his eyes off Clarissa’s performance. Not even for one second. Amazing was too meager a word to describe her as he watched her glide across the stage as Odette, the Swan Princess. She was the star of the show, the prima ballerina, and a star she was indeed. Josh was used to his sister giving her best, but when she did performances like this it was more than her best that came out. She danced with soul and talent comparable to an angel.

      He didn’t even lie like he used to anymore when he had to explain to his friends that he was going to the ballet. He was so proud of her that he just told them straight that that was where he would be.

      He watched her, getting absorbed in the music, the mood, the atmosphere. Like always, when the performance ended his skin tingled. His parents were crying and stood up to cheer with everyone else. The cheers and applause were deafening, euphoric and joyous. Josh stood too. Clarissa and the cast truly deserved the grand-standing ovation. He’d never experienced the blissful exhilaration he felt anywhere besides here.

      He had flowers for her. She loved oriental lilies, pink oriental lilies. They were her favorites.

      He looked at his mother as she reached out to cup his face with one hand. Her smile proud and brimming with love. While Josh had his father’s strong Italian features, Clarissa looked exactly like their mother. Same jet black hair that hung in soft waves, same mole on the left cheek. Same hazel-colored eyes.

      Josh leaned forward to hug his mother, anticipating the warmth he’d feel when he touched her, but in that second everything changed. It was like his body shifted out of time and instead of being at the theatre he was at the gravesite, in the cemetery in California.

      He recognized this.

      This part wasn’t a dream. It was a memory. This was the memory of his mother and sister’s funeral.

      His father was on his knees crying, completely inconsolable while Josh’s uncle tried to comfort him. Josh stood over by his sister’s coffin, staring at her cold dead body. The oriental lilies in his hand hung by his side as he tried to work out what had happened and if this was real. She still looked so beautiful.

      In this part of this whatever it was that was a dream, his mind ran wild and made him visualize the accident. The head-on collision that claimed their lives.

      Then screaming…

      

      Josh jumped up. Cold sweat ran down his face and neck. His back was wet with it as well.

      His heart was pounding so much he had to put his hand at his chest and take several deep breaths until he calmed. He looked around his room and felt relieved that Allegra and Cindy weren’t there. He wanted to be alone, to put a rein on his damaged mind and painful memories.

      His dreams were getting worse and taking on an eerie edge that pulled him into dark memories that weakened him. Perhaps it was the effects of having too much alcohol.

      This wasn’t getting any easier, and he was growing weary of waking up and feeling like this. This guilty self-reproach that reminded him that it was his fault why his mother and sister were dead.

      Last year this time they were alive. They were both alive and living their lives. He’d gotten all worked up because Pete, his sister’s longtime boyfriend, had proposed to her. Clarissa was going to accept because she was in love. Josh acted all high and mighty with poor Pete, calling in his big brother cards, giving the poor guy a full-on interview before he would give his blessing. His mother and father told him off, chastising him for being such a jerk. His mother said he should take a leaf from Clarissa‘s book and tame his wild ways. It was a running family argument for weeks.

      His mother was a charity worker who was always doing some service project at every chance she got. She came from a poor family and had a difficult upbringing so that was her way of helping people. She always told Josh her stories and called her meeting his father her happily ever after. He used to laugh at her because people didn’t speak like that in real life, and he thought his mother lived in a world of her own. She and Clarissa both did.

      The week before the first game they went to help out at a soup kitchen event in Missouri. To catch the game they were supposed to leave the night before but the storms made it dangerous to travel. Josh with his arrogance, selfishness, and ignorance didn’t think that anything could happen to them. After all, why would God let something happen to two of his angels? Especially if they were doing charity work. So when he spoke to his mother he practically demanded that they come to the game.

      “We’re opening up the season, Mom, it’s not exactly little league. Just drive carefully.” That was what he said. That was what he had said to her.

      He didn’t stop and think that this was a woman who’d gone to every single game he’d ever played. Right from his first when he was five and could hardly throw a ball, to the Super Bowl that closed off the last season. She’d been there, and if she thought there was a chance she’d miss one he should have understood. It should have been no problem whatsoever.

      But no, Josh wouldn’t hear of it. He was the Mancini Machine and it was a must to have his whole family there. The press would be there taking pictures and he wanted them all there so he would look good.

      When he didn’t see them at half time he had the audacity to be angry. He remembered thinking this was the game of his life and they were missing it. How dare they miss it?

      And as Josh tackled the defense for the Bears and shot the ball to Gage, he knew they’d win hands down. Nobody was faster than Gage.

      As the crowd cheered when Gage scored the winning touchdown, Josh looked to where his father had been sitting and saw the empty seats. It was only then that he realized something must have been wrong. Only then.

      He couldn’t even cheer with his team. Josh walked off the field to find his father sobbing with devastation and his face grief stricken. The poor man couldn’t even talk. It was Zelda that had to break the news of what happened to Josh. He could still hear her voice now. The sadness in the tone and the tears that filled her eyes. He could still hear his heart break and shatter. The news ripped away his soul and everything strong that was in him. It ripped his world from under his feet and he hadn’t been able to function since.

      The doorbell rang, bringing him out of his memories. He wondered who that was. He wasn’t in the mood for visitors and actually noticed that his little PA hadn’t bothered to come back yesterday. He glanced at the clock on the wall and saw that it was nearly twelve. She’d been coming in at nine and he hadn’t heard her, so he was guessing this meant she’d quit.

      Good. She didn’t need to be here, he didn’t need her, and now he could tell Zelda that he wanted to do things his way.

      The bell rang again, but this time with insistence. Josh got up to answer it because there was only one person who rang the bell like that.

      Corey stood on the porch with his hands in his pockets and a silly lopsided grin on his face.

      “Hey.” Josh offered a small smile.

      “Hey yourself.”

      Josh stepped aside so Corey could come in, then he closed the door.

      “Is Allegra and friend here?” Corey asked.

      “Nope.”

      “Good.” He actually sighed with relief.

      They went into the living room and sat down. Josh laid back on the larger sofa and placed his hands behind his head. Corey always came by at some point in the week for a pep talk, he just hadn’t expected him so soon as he’d only seen him on Monday. Josh rolled his head to the side, gearing up to hear it.

      Corey sat forward and rested his elbows on his knees.

      “Okay talk.”

      “You’re sober,” Corey noted.

      “Yes, until you leave.”

      “Josh…” Here we go. “You can’t continue like this, man.”

      Yup. That was how their conversation always began. Every single week.

      “I’m fine.” Josh grabbed a stress ball and started tossing it up and down.

      “You aren’t fine. You have problems, man, and one day soon it’s going to catch up with you.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “But you do.”

      “Why do I care, Corey? Tell me what is there to care about?”

      Corey frowned. “Josh, you’re acting like you don’t have friends or family.”

      “I don’t have a family. They’re dead.”

      “You have a father, and he’s done nothing wrong.”

      As far as he was concerned everyone was dead. He couldn’t face his father. Every time the thought crossed his mind he remembered how inconsolable he was as he cried by the gravesite.

      Josh could never see him again. Not ever.

      “I can’t see him, okay.”

      “No, it isn’t okay. You’re living on drink and women.” He lowered his brows and grimaced.

      Josh looked over at him and smiled. “What’s wrong with that?”

      “A drink here and there and a good woman is no problem.”

      “What the hell do you mean by a good woman? They’re all good.” That philosophy was one he always had. He knew what Corey meant, but Josh loved women too much to be with just one. He didn’t understand why anyone would do that and preferred the freedom to be with anyone he chose, one or two at a time.

      “Josh, things have to change.” Corey glossed over the question because he knew the debate that would follow.

      “Things are fine the way they are.”

      “Do you want to play football again, Josh?”

      That was the question of the hour, of the day, of his life right now. Hadn’t he always wanted to play football? He dropped the stress ball and watched it roll across the wooden floor.

      “Josh.” Corey said his name more insistently.

      Josh looked up at him at the same time that he heard the door open.

      Again, that could only be one person. Only one person had the keys to his house. His blonde-haired and green-eyed PA walked in carrying a big bag. She came into the room, cut a quick glance at Corey, then stood in front of Josh eyeing him with some serious daggers.

      “Here is your order, sir.” She reached into the bag and, to his surprise, pulled out all the condoms that were attached together and dropped them into his lap. There were at least a hundred. One hundred extra-small condoms. He didn’t even know they made them that small.

      Then she took out a bottle of hot sauce and said, “Lubricant,” and followed it up with a multipack of root beer with cartoon characters all over the package.

      He opened his mouth to say something, but she stormed out of the room and made her way to the office. Corey burst out laughing, and laughed even harder when he saw everything properly. The extra-small condoms, the hot sauce, and the damn kids drink.

      “Jesus H,” Josh cursed.

      “Oh Lord. Who was that?” Corey asked, his Texan accent became more pronounced when he got excited.

      “This isn’t funny, Corey. Why are you even laughing? This is what Zelda sent me.”

      “That’s your new PA?”

      Josh rolled his eyes. “Looks that way.” So she was back.

      “She’s hot.”

      “I noticed. It’s a trick of that damn Zelda. She thinks if I have a beautiful PA it’ll make me do what she wants.”

      “Is it working?”

      He gave Corey an askance look. “Working? Please.”

      “You should give her a chance.” The seriousness returned to Corey’s face. Josh pushed the condoms off him and sat up properly.

      “A chance for what? I can manage to do what I need myself.”

      Corey shook his head. “No, none of us can do everything ourselves. That’s why we each have PAs, and you need yours more than the rest of us. You should be grateful that you got the beautiful one.”

      Josh sighed with frustration. “I don’t need anybody. I just…” He looked away and gazed at the display of seashells over in the corner on the shelf. Clarissa gave him those when she was about five. He’d taken care of them over the years and planned to have one of them polished and made into a necklace for her. He’d never get the chance to now.

      “Josh.” Corey’s voice returned his focus to him. “This is me. I’m you’re oldest friend. We grew up together, bro, and we’ve been through life together. Talk to me.”

      Josh didn’t know if he could talk to anyone. He didn’t know if it was wise to start.

      “I don’t know if I can play football anymore,” he told him, and just saying the words pained him to his soul. Surely if it felt that bad, it meant not playing wasn’t the answer either.

      “Is that what you want? To not play anymore?” Concern filled Corey’s eyes.

      “No.” That was the truth. “I just don’t know if I can. It’s hard to go back out there knowing that…” He closed his eyes and sighed.

      “I knew them too. Remember? I knew your mom and sister too. They were like family to me. Heck, you even dragged me along to a few ballets, and I helped your mom with a ton of her charity events.” Corey smiled with reflection.

      It was good to hear someone talk about them like that. Someone else who remembered them.

      “Corey, I can’t get past it. If I hadn’t made them come to the game they’d still be here.” That was the most words he’d ever said to anyone. It was perhaps because he’d reached breaking point and didn’t know what else to do.

      “It’s natural to blame yourself. But it wasn’t your fault. Josh, they could have decided not to come.”

      “They didn’t want to disappoint me.” That was the truth of the matter. They didn’t want to disappoint him so they put their lives at risk to support him.

      “Things happen, Josh. Bad things happen sometimes. You may think it’s easy for me to say because I’m not you, but it’s the truth. They meant a lot to me too.” Corey nodded. Josh took note of the sincerity in his eyes.

      In their high school days Corey probably spent more time at Josh’s house than his own. Corey’s parents were always busy flying between Texas and L.A. for one business event or another. There were a number of summers that saw Corey practically living at Josh’s house because he couldn’t stand going back to the family farm in Texas. Josh’s family treated him like he was very much a part of them.

      “I know.” Josh nodded. It felt good to talk like this, as hard as it was.

      “Josh, your behavior…this way you’re living and route you’re going down will destroy you. They loved you, a lot. They wouldn’t want to see you like this. They were always so proud and happy to watch you play. If you want to remember them you should play. Get your act together and play.”

      It was all very encouraging. Corey gave some very encouraging points, but until Josh stopped blaming himself none of that would sink in.

      “I’ll think about it.” Josh ran his hand across his face. He needed to shave, and he needed a drink.

      “I hope you will, Josh. I really do. I understand if you don’t make it to the meetup next week, but you got to be at the show. If you’re not, I’m not sure if that will bode well for you.”

      Corey wouldn’t say it, but Josh knew what he meant. He meant Josh would get cut from the team. This was why all the efforts—the PA that took his crap, the constant insistence from Corey, Zelda telling him he should retire if he didn’t want a PA—it was all because they wanted him to come back and didn’t want to cut him from the team.

      “Sure, thanks for the heads up.”

      “No problem, and jokes aside, you may want to take it easy on your PA too, she’s here to help.”

      Josh nodded his agreement only because he didn’t want to deal with this now. Having choice taken away from you was a big thing, but he understood the need for it. The team couldn’t wait for him forever. They had to move on. The thing was, if he lost his position it was likely that this would definitely be the end of his career. He’d already been out of the game for six months, and out of shape by an athlete’s standard. He doubted that he could run for two minutes without stopping to catch a breath. That was from lack of training, junk food, and the constant alcohol consumption. Probably the sleeping around, too, and staying in bed practically all day.

      “Okay.” Corey got up to go and gave him a tap on his shoulder as he was leaving.

      Josh knew he had some serious thinking to do. He just wondered if he had the strength, because his worst enemy here was himself.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Amy felt like screaming. Screaming and crying.

      The desolate hole in her heart was getting bigger and she was at her wits’ end.

      It was a mistake calling Dr. Carson because he’d only come down hard on her with some serious home truths. Put simply, her mother was dying and if she didn’t do what she needed her chance of life was next to none. He hadn’t been able to give her any form of estimate on how long the stent would last, or the maximum length of time her mother could wait because she needed the bypass as urgent as yesterday.

      Dr. Carson had sympathized to no end but he reiterated that all they could do without the surgery was their best. Her mother’s condition was so far gone that the surgery was a necessity for survival. The time it would take to run all the tests required before the surgery was enough of an impediment because her mother was approaching end-stage heart failure, and if they weren’t careful she’d need a heart transplant. That was a big worry as she wasn’t severe enough to be placed on top of the waiting list, and since she was so weak chances were she wouldn’t be strong enough to survive the wait for a donor. Not to mention the extortionate costs of doing that surgery. The cost of the bypass was high, but a heart transplant cost so much he couldn’t tell her.

      Amy had gone through a mixture of emotions. She was angry about the situation, angry that her mother hadn’t told her how sick she was before things got so bad, and she was terrified. Terrified that she was going to lose her mother and there was nothing she could do.

      By the time she’d finished with Dr. Carson there wasn’t a question in her mind as to if she was coming back to work. And she had to buy the stuff on Josh’s stupid list. She just thought she’d put her own spin on it, which she was glad for. She didn’t get the chance to meet with Gabriella or Hilda, but since they exchanged numbers she was able to message and arrange something for tomorrow. That would at least be something to look forward to.

      As for today, she needed to get on with work. The time was getting away from her and if she wanted to get all she needed done she had to sort out the paperwork and other documents. She needed some form of organization. And, she needed to stop cleaning. The passageway from the sitting room to the office had been trashed with garbage and the kitchen was a mess. When she saw it she went into the office to calm herself.

      The friend she saw Josh talking to leaned in and smiled at her just as she picked up the dust pan and brush from the floor. She straightened up a little and looked at him, wondering if he was going to bother her too.

      “Hey there.” He smiled.

      “Hi.” She decided to try and be polite.

      “You know I didn’t know they actually made condoms that size.” His smile widened.

      She didn’t like this, and she was in no mood for foolishness from these men.

      She might not have lived in Atlanta for awhile—technically she wasn’t living anywhere—but that didn’t change her southern roots and manners. She was a lady and wasn’t used to these presumptuous men who spoke so openly about condoms, lubricants, and all kinds of crap like that.

      “Can I help you with something?” Her irritation was evident in her voice. His brown eyes widened in surprise at her tone. He ran his hands through his rich brown hair and smiled again. He was another one of those gorgeous types who’d obviously, like Josh—His Majesty—thought he was God’s gift to the world. Maybe it was the wrong thing to ask if she could help him with something. What if he, too, sent her on some crazy shopping spree, or responded with some explicitly sexual comment.

      “Before you answer, please, no fool’s errands or sex stuff. I can only deal with one asshole at a time.” She pointed her dust brush at him and inclined her head to the side.

      “Wow, Zelda really did it this time.” He chuckled.

      “Zelda did what?”

      “You. Look, I don’t mean to tell you how to do your job, but you see that whole attitude thing?” He motioned to her and circled his hand. “You need to supercharge it and make sure you don’t take any of Josh’s crap.”

      Okay, that wasn’t what she thought he would say. She narrowed her gaze at him, thinking about his suggestion.

      “Seriously. You shouldn’t be cleaning or going on his crazy errands. Don’t let him push you around.”

      “Aren’t you his friend?” She found it strange that he wasn’t like Josh. So far everyone she’d met in this house had been quite unsavory.

      “Yes, ma’am, I sure am.”

      She picked up a twang in his voice as he spoke and wondered where he was from.

      “But I am no asshole. And someone has to tell you that instead of taking orders, the way to deal with Josh is to give orders of your own. Don’t ask him for anything, tell him what you are doing and tell him what to do. I’m also sure Zelda said to contact her if you needed anything. That pretty much means anything.”

      Her perspective of him changed. She appreciated his advice. Honestly, she should have contacted Zelda already and told her what was going on. Amy was just a little worried Zelda would think that she couldn’t handle the job.

      “Thank you.”

      He tipped his head in reverence the way most southerners would. “You’re welcome, and if you need some extra help with him call me. My number’s in the phone book on top of the fridge. The name’s Corey.”

      “Thanks, I’m Amy.”

      His smile widened again. “Good luck, Amy.” He gave her a curt nod and left.

      She looked around the room and dropped the dust pan and brush. She wouldn’t be cleaning anymore, or taking any of Josh’s orders. She left the office and went back into the living room to find he was still there on the sofa. Sitting there looking like he was deep in contemplation.

      She’d seen some mail at the front door on her way in and wanted to grab it and put it with the others. Ignoring him she got the mail and made her way back to the office. He followed her just as she anticipated.

      “You got my order wrong.” He gave her a hard look as she turned around to regard him.

      Amy didn’t answer, she just looked at him thinking about what she should say.

      “Hey Kansas, I’m talking to you.”

      “My name is Amy. It isn’t Kansas. I’m not even from there so I don’t know where you cooked that up from.”

      “You got my order wrong.” He narrowed his gaze.

      “Did I? It all seems about right to me.”

      “Why would you think I meant root beer, and a damn kids’ root beer too?”

      “You never specified what sort of beer you meant,” she answered with a tight-lipped smile.

      “You think you’re funny. The beer I might drink and the hot sauce I can use in a sandwich. But what the hell am I supposed to do with them midget condoms?”

      “Mr. Mancini. I’m afraid that is above my pay grade. Now, if you will excuse me, I’m afraid I have things to do.” She turned her back to him and focused on the stack of mail.

      Thankfully he gave up this nonsensical argument and walked off. As he did, an idea brewed in her mind. Amy needed to up her game. Since being here she really had allowed him to push her around. This was just her third day here and she was already feeling like she’d been here for years and needed to retire.

      No more of it. She was going to take Corey’s advice and put things in order.
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      Just like she thought, the place was a mess again. But today it was worse, as if Josh had purposely thrown everything everywhere for her to clean.

      It was fine. She’d factored this into the plan. She’d brought in her portfolio today and planned to work on it until he got up.

      Amy went into the sitting room and switched on the TV, then she went into the kitchen and made herself some chocolate from the sachets she’d brought along with her.

      Today she wore her designer clothes, selecting a pink, slinky, alter neck from Ralph Lauren and tight Armani jeans. Her hair was down with loose curls at the ends she’d created with her curling wand. Amy looked more like the fashionable, tasteful woman she was back in New York.

      Deciding to get real comfortable, she found Ren and Stimpy on MTV and had it playing in the background while she scanned over her portfolio, jotting down a few notes on what she was going to work on.

      Her plan was to finish her dress by next month. Despite her tiredness and frustration last night, she’d managed to get quite a lot done on the detail she wanted on the center back of the dress. It was pleated with rhinestones running down the lines of each pleat. The sewing part was always easy. Attaching the stones was not. It took forever and she had to get it right. If she made a mistake there was a chance of ruining the fabric and that would take her back to square one. The stones had an adhesive on the back that allowed it to be fused onto the fabric when heated with a hot gun that looked a little like a welder.

      When she heard movement upstairs she decided to get herself ready to unleash her plan. It was likely that Josh heard the TV. She’d turned it up loud on purpose. Things would change today, and from now on she was going to put the effort in to make sure everything worked out.

      When she heard him coming down the stairs she put her feet up on the coffee table and got out her nail file to buff her nails.

      His face when he saw her was classic. His eyes were red and his skin was blotchy. He looked worse than yesterday. She could tell that he must have spent the entire night drinking.

      “What the hell is all this, Kansas? Do you think this is the damn spa?”

      She tossed her locks over her shoulder and continued to buff her nails. He marched over to the TV and turned it off. That was fine by her. To infuriate him further she just reached into her bag and pulled out a copy of Vogue. She almost laughed when she saw how furious he looked when he turned and saw the magazine.

      “Kansas,” he snarled, walking back over to her. That was when she could smell the alcohol heavy on his breath. He attempted to grab the magazine from her but failed as she moved it.

      “Can’t have it,” she teased.

      “What the hell is the matter with you? If you don’t do as I say I’ll have you fired.”

      She smiled up at him. “I don’t think that’s going to happen.”

      “Why is the place a mess? You haven’t cleaned it.”

      “Look, your royal highness, things are going to be a tad different around here.” She set the magazine down, along with the nail file. Amy then stood up and squared off with him. Even though she wore six-inch heels, the top of her head only just made it to his shoulders, but she stood with authority, making herself appear taller from the confidence she exuberated.

      “My women will be here soon and I want this place cleaned now.”

      “No. They aren’t coming. You’re going to ditch the skanks today, and a long time for the matter. Actually, I’ll be reasonable and allow you to see them on weekends. Right now, I’m going to get a maid and you’re going to help her clean up this pigsty. Then I’m going to do my PA stuff in my little office over there.” She pointed over to the office.

      “Get out of my house,” he fumed. His eyes blazed with fury and he looked like he was going to explode from it.

      “No.” She shook her head.

      He looked surprised by her answer.

      “I’m sorry, I won’t be leaving. I’m doing a job here, and the way I figure it is you need me.”

      His eyes widened.

      She thought about it all yesterday and realized she’d totally gone about this the wrong way. Amy was being offered some serious money for working with Josh. The reason for that was they needed her. He needed her.

      As anal as he was, Josh was a talented athlete who was worth more to his team than the millions he got paid. They needed him back to play for the next season. And realistically, if he didn’t want to play she’d be long gone. He was just messing with her.

      “Lady, I don’t need you for anything.” He looked slightly thrown.

      “Yes, you do. You can resist all you want, but you know you want to play football again. And without me that’s not going to happen. So yes, you will tell the skanks to take a hike. I’m getting a maid to sort out the house. She’ll be here the same hours as me and you won’t trash the place in the evenings. You are also to be up by eight every morning in preparation for breakfast and your morning walk.”

      “What am I? A dog?”

      “If that is what you want to be, then by all means you be that. Just be up and ready for me.”

      “Well look who grew a pair.” He glared at her.

      “Yes. About damn time too.”

      He sighed with frustration and stormed out.

      Good, it worked.

      This was the way to deal with him. A bubble of hope lifted within her, accompanied by relief. She really might just be able to pull this off.

      Amy grabbed her phone and dialed Hilda’s number straightaway, hoping she was still looking for a job.
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* * *

      “Is he usually this grumpy?” Hilda asked as she came into the office. She giggled and her ponytail bounced as she hopped on the edge of the desk.

      “Grumpy for him is a good day,” Amy replied. It was time to take a little break. She’d been going through emails all morning and her eyes were starting to hurt. They’d have lunch soon and she planned to walk along the beach to relax.

      “I don’t know how you manage to keep such a straight face, the man is gorgeous. Like super gorgeous, and his eyes are like wow.”

      “To be honest, he could look like a badger’s ass for all I care.”

      Hilda started to laugh.

      “What? It’s true.” Amy laughed too. She supposed it did sound funny. “When you get to know him you’ll see what I mean.” Gorgeous though he may be, Joshua Mancini was the vilest man Amy had ever met in her life.

      “Thank you so much for getting me this job.” She nodded her appreciation.

      “You’re welcome.” Amy smiled.

      “Things were starting to get a little rough at home. As in I almost didn’t have one.”

      That was sad to hear. Amy knew the worry of that all too well.

      “I’m happy I was able to help.” Amy smiled. “I hope you asked for whatever salary you wanted.” She’d put her in touch with Zelda, who was ecstatic to hear that Amy wanted her to be Josh’s maid.

      “I did, and then she gave me ten percent more than what I asked for. She said I’d have to put up with a lot and gave me this whole list of expectations.” Her eyes widened with a glint of wonder.

      That was nice of Zelda. “It hasn’t been easy working here.” And she knew it was going to get harder still. How was she going to wake him up early and have him ready for this show? This week had just flown by. It was Friday tomorrow and she hadn’t exactly moved off square one.

      “Is he really that bad?” Hilda lowered her voice.

      “Yes.” She nodded.

      “It’s sad about his family, though, huh chica?”

      Amy looked at her and instantly felt bad. When she’d first gotten here, Amy thought of being sensitive and understanding because of what had happened to Josh’s family. After meeting him that all went out the window. She supposed the craziness was the effects of how it all affected him. The drinking and the attitude. She couldn’t comment on the women, but maybe that too. She wouldn’t kid herself into thinking that he was a nice guy, because he wasn’t. But, perhaps she needed to be more mindful.

      Didn’t mean she was going to go soft. She had a mission to fulfill and she needed that tough-love approach.

      “It’s sad, but you just have to be careful around him.”

      “Okay. Should we do lunch? I did a quick scan of the place and it looks like I have my work cut out for me. Have you seen upstairs?”

      Amy shook her head. Upstairs scared her, and the thought of going up to where he slept and did whatever the hell he did with those women turned her stomach.

      “What’s it like?” Amy gritted her teeth, scared to hear the answer.

      Hilda’s perfectly arched brows furrowed. “Like a dump and a brewery mixed together.”

      He drank too much. Far too much, and she wasn’t sure if a PA could help with that. The frequency and amount he drank required a therapist, or possibly rehab. But she would see how waking early went first. After that she could maybe speak to Zelda about getting him additional help.

      “Let’s go grab something to eat and get back to sorting this place out. Make sure he helps you when we get back.”

      Hilda giggled. “Yes, and I can check him out while I work.”

      Amy laughed too. It was good things were under some control. She needed that. Here’s hoping it would work out the way she wanted.
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* * *

      Josh focused on the TV as he listened to her talk. He was actually listening, but he was pretending he was focusing on the TV and drinking his beer.

      He was only doing this whole following her lead because the little Disney princess was right. Last night he thought about what Corey said and it freaked him out to consider the possibility of being cut from the team. If that happened he would most likely flounder in the world until he met his end. He was by no means okay, and Miss I’m-not-from-Kansas-and-my-name-is-Amy was definitely irritating the hell out of him, but he was listening.

      He needed help to get himself in order for that damn show. It was bad enough that he had to take on the daunting task of waking up early, but he felt like he wasn’t ready. He wasn’t ready to be the Joshua Mancini the world knew. The strong, confident athlete who could handle himself in any situation. It was unnerving to think that he’d have to go on ESPN, of all the networks, where everyone was guaranteed to watch.

      Josh wasn’t ready and it felt like he was being forced to grieve quickly so the team could use him again.

      “We’ve got a host of people inviting you to various events after the show. How do you feel about one appearance a day until training starts?” She stood next to him with her stupid fabric-covered notebook with glitter on it. He looked at her without commenting, then focused his attention back to the TV. He was watching Jerry Springer and the main guest just found out that his wife of six years was sleeping with his father.

      Josh didn’t understand how people could be so scandalous, and going on a TV show to reveal something like that was beyond him. Now the poor guy was so devastated he was in tears.

      Although Josh couldn’t have had better examples than his parents, he didn’t believe in love and marriage. He thought the whole thing was a farce and a money-making scheme.

      Look at this guy on the show. How much had he gotten just for the appearance? And damn, Jerry Springer for the matter. The man must have made millions from exposing people’s secret lives and whatever crap had ruined their marriages and relationships.

      “Josh, are you listening to me?”

      “No,” he retorted with cold sarcasm.

      Shit, now she moved to stand in front of the TV, and was definitely better looking than Jerry Springer, and so much better to look at in those tight jeans, but annoyingly irritating.

      “I really need you to listen.” She lifted her chin, meeting his gaze straight on.

      “Nope, it’s five past five, go home.”

      “I’m on overtime.” The damn princess tossed her golden locks over her delicate shoulders in a gesture of defiance.

      “Didn’t realize you loved working here that much.” He grimaced.

      “So, how do you feel about doing these appearances? People want to see you out there again.”

      “What people?”

      Hope filled her eyes when he said that. “There’s a few schools and charities, an appearance on the Today Show, a couple of photo shoots for mags like Men’s Health and GQ.”

      What the hell? Why did GQ want him again? He wasn’t some damn model. In his younger days that would have all sounded so exciting.

      “Tell them to go and fu—”

      “Language,” she cut in before he could finish. “I don’t like swearing, so please don’t swear at me, or ask me to swear at people, especially these people.”

      This was some sort of joke. “Okay princess. I won’t swear, but you get my drift. I’m not some poster-boy cover man, or whatever the hell you’d like to call it. Those days are done. I’m thirty-six; I don’t need to do that shit anymore.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him and he nearly laughed; it was because he just swore at the princess.

      “Why is it so hard for you to call me by name? Princess and Kansas have more letters than Amy. It would be so much easier to say Amy. You asked me to call you Josh, and I did with no problem.”

      “That’s because you’re an automaton who works for me.”

      Her delicate mouth dropped and she shook her head. “It’s just appearances and photo shoots, what’s so bad about that? And it’s GQ, for heaven’s sake, not some local paper.”

      “I don’t want to talk about this anymore. Please just go home.”

      The house phone started to ring and he scowled at it, wondering who the hell that could be calling so early. Josh snuggled against the sofa and listened to it ring out. Amy looked at him with disgust, probably thinking he meant for her to answer it. She moved over to the table and bent over to pick up the receiver, giving him a really great view of her perfectly rounded behind. But she stopped in mid-action when the answer machine clicked on.

      “Son, it’s me.”

      Josh froze. His father didn’t usually call at this time. It was normally much later in the evening. Occasionally he called in the morning, but Josh made it his duty to avoid either time. Then he’d delete all messages, regardless of who they were from. The people he wanted to contact him had his cell number. He’d changed it months ago and hadn’t given the new number to his father. That was how it was going to stay.

      “Just changing up my tactics a little to see how you are,” his father continued. “If you want to talk you know where I am. Or better yet, let me come and see you.”

      Amy reached down to grab the phone but he was quicker than her. He grabbed her hand before she could.

      “Don’t,” he told her, shaking his head. She gazed up at him with those vibrant green eyes of hers, surprised by his actions.

      “It’s your father.” She stared at him, baffled.

      “Don’t answer the phone in here. There’s a different line in the office. Stick to that.”

      She still gave him that look. The machine clicked off, signaling that his father had hung up. He looked down at where he held onto her arm and became fascinated with how soft her skin felt and that sweet vanilla scent that came from her. It reminded him of flowers and soft summer days. That halter neck she wore looked good on her, inviting him to stare at the distinct peaks of her breasts and linger at the creaminess of her skin. By the time he reached her face, her cheeks flushed a soft rose color and he almost reached out to touch her.

      He released her and stepped back, then turned and walked away. Time to get another drink.

      She left a few minutes after that with Hilda. He was happy to have the house to himself again where he could breathe without these women around. Josh only loved having women around for one reason and neither of them were here for that. Such a shame.

      Like usual he drank himself to sleep and couldn’t have been more infuriated at the sight of Amy standing over him the next morning at eight a.m. Just like she’d promised.

      “Rise and shine.” She smiled down at him, green eyes sparkling. “Our time starts here and now.”
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      That first day of trying to get Josh to wake up was terrible.

      Amy had hung in there, with her fingers and toes crossed that each day had to get better. But it didn’t. Each day actually got worse, and one week later saw her at the same spot, in the same position, with no progress whatsoever.

      She’d had a week of hell where she tried everything she could think of to wake Josh up, but he wouldn’t budge.

      After that first Friday she decided that if she wanted Josh to wake up at eight she’d have to be here at seven. She thought she was being generous in giving some of her personal time, but it was all for nothing. He ended up cursing her out of the room and didn’t wake up until eleven thirty. The same thing happened every day after, and he’d be in the worst mood with her for the rest of the day.

      And here she was again, with a fresh week, the week that counted, no further than she was when she began. On Friday they would need to be at the studio at ten. That meant leaving here at around nine.

      As she watched him lying flat on his face, passed out with a bottle of rum next to him, she wondered what the hell she was going to do. It was seven thirty. She’d been trying to wake him up now for the past half an hour, to no avail. Amy was tired herself. In fact she was exhausted and could have used her normal boost of energy that propelled her in the mornings. However, this whole exercise had taken its toll on her and she was getting more uncomfortable in her apartment to the point where she found it difficult to sleep. She kept feeling like someone was standing outside her door. The impression filled her the other day and it terrified her.

      When she looked at Josh with this massive house, with all its bedrooms and rooms, she felt aggrieved because he didn’t know how lucky he was. Right now, her budget was so low that her main meal was lunch and then anything she might be able to grab her hands on while she was here.

      “Josh, get up.” She was getting fed up now and he was seriously beginning to work her last nerve. “Josh.”

      She rested her hand on his shoulder just above the soft cotton of his jersey and tapped him. He stirred a little but that was all she got.

      A flutter of hope filled her when she shook his arm a little harder and his eyes fluttered open. He rolled onto his back and ran a hand through his ruffled hair.

      Most people looked like hell when they just woke up, but Joshua Mancini managed to carry the look off and still look sexy. There was no wonder why GQ wanted him to do photo shoots, and it was for their cover. Same with Men’s Health and a few of the others.

      “Woman, what the hell do you want?”

      “You, you dumb oaf.”

      “Oh, well why don’t you just take your clothes off and climb in here with me.” The corners of his sensual mouth slid up into a sexy grin that made her blush, and scowl at him.

      “That is not what I meant.” If she didn’t know him she would have thought he was joking and laughed that comment off, but since she did, she knew he was totally serious. Amy didn’t know how anyone could be like that. So openly and explicitly sexual. “Get up.”

      “Baby, please think about it, you could have so much fun, and you wouldn’t be so uptight all the time like you’ve got a stick up your gorgeous behind.”

      This was not working, and everything he said was worse than the first thing he’d come out with. She couldn’t even tell if that was the drink talking or him. She hadn’t been with him long enough to make the distinction. She just knew that he became even more sexual at the point when he’d had too much to drink. The normal him was just grumpy and spiteful.

      “Josh, can we please stop talking about me. Get the hell up.”

      “I haven’t had sex in days. Come here.”

      She grabbed a pillow and hit him with it several times hoping it would take his mind out of the gutter, but to her utter surprise he fell asleep again.

      It was the same thing the next day. Tuesday. Zelda told her that a PR rep was coming here on Thursday to go over some of the questions Josh could be asked. She’d also sent some practice questions so Amy could run through them, too, with him.

      It was a great idea, but once again she found Josh flat on his face with a bottle of rum, and when she did eventually wake him up he looked at her, licked his lips and said, “Baby, your breasts look really good in that top.” Then he went back to sleep.

      She had to put the image of her mother in her mind at that point, and by the same token she felt deeply sad because it was looking like she wasn’t going to be able to wake him. And if she couldn’t wake him, then she wasn’t going to be able to get him to the show. If that didn’t happen, she wouldn’t get the upfront bonus to put down the deposit for her mother’s treatment and surgery.

      Her job here would be over because Josh would more than likely get cut from the team. She had to do something, fast too before she lost her sanity.

      He stayed in bed all morning so she used the time to respond to emails. Despite his protests, she booked in the appearances at the schools, charity events, and the photo shoots. Just before lunch Hilda came into the office and handed her a glass of orange juice.

      “You’re too kind.” Amy smiled.

      “And you work too hard. You’re one of those people aren’t you? That never stop.”

      “Sadly yes.” She sighed.

      “Well you should. Don’t always be in work mode. We should ditch this place and go do our nails.”

      “I wish.” She didn’t have money for that. She’d had her nails done before leaving New York and now they were starting to look rough.

      “Or we should go pick up some hot guys to take us on dates.”

      Amy couldn’t do that either. She was testy when it came to relationships. It was most likely down to her parents’ disastrous one. Add that to the low-life jerks that had come her way. She didn’t have time to date and there was no room in her mind to contemplate it either.

      “Unless if you’re seeing someone.” Hilda’s eyes brightened.

      “No. I don’t have time for that.”

      “Amy, are you kidding? Imagine having a really sweet guy to take care of you, especially during this time with your mom.”

      “I wouldn’t know where to find a guy like that.” She giggled. “Hilda, I just seriously need to get through the rest of this week.” What she wanted was her mom better and the designer job with Dior. That’s all she wanted. Everything else was secondary.

      “You will.” Hilda nodded positively and tucked a wayward strand of her shiny hair behind her ear. “Should we go to lunch now?”

      “How about I catch up with you. I have two emails to send and an agreement to fax over, then I’m good.”

      “Cool, I’ll order your sandwich so it’ll be ready by the time you get there.”

      “Thanks so much.” Amy had gotten into the habit of getting a teriyaki steak and vegetable grill swaddled within hearty Italian bread. It was amazing and filling, perfect to get her through the day.

      When Hilda left Amy returned her gaze to the bright computer screen. She was thinking about what she’d do tomorrow. Maybe she could get here at six and try everything again to wake Josh, but over a longer period of time. She was really starting to lose hope and needed to keep strong.

      She got up to find the agreement she needed to fax, and as she was sorting through the suspension files in the cabinet two strong hands gripped onto her waist.

      “I know what you want,” Josh slurred, turning her around. Before she could protest, his mouth covered hers hungrily with the strong hardness of his lips and paralyzed her with a heart-stopping kiss. Her mind became nonexistent and her brain receded into the dark, slipping into a void in the back of beyond as he ravaged her lips.

      “No more games, baby,” he said between breaths.

      She took the chance to gasp for air, but then he reclaimed her lips and crushed her to him as he slipped his hands down to her butt to lift her up.

      A shred of sanity returned to her as he moved her over to her desk and placed her on top of it, knocking all the papers and letters to the ground to make room for them. Amy placed her hand on his chest in an attempt to stop him, but the rock-hard cords of muscle mesmerized her and something ignited within her, leading her to succumb to the weakness that lured her to explore. It lured her to give in to the overwhelming power of his masculinity and strength. As the kiss intensified she kissed him back with reckless abandon, allowing her tongue to mingle with his in desperate need. Fire consumed her as he ran his hands down to her breasts and squeezed her.

      Heat escaped her as he left her lips and kissed his way down her neck and throat. He stopped at the swell of her right breast and she watched him suck her breast through the dark cotton of her blouse. She’d actually never had that done before and it felt amazing. He smiled up at her with those gorgeous eyes of his when he saw her reaction.

      “You like that,” he slurred. He went to move the fabric away so that her bare breast would come through but she stopped him.

      “Josh we have to stop.” She pressed her hands against his chest again and stole a moment to indulge in his chiseled perfection. In his boxers she saw exactly why he was getting so many requests from magazines. Ripples of muscle ran down his abs, which were only enhanced by the Chinese characters tattooed within the rigid line that ran along his happy trail.

      “You can’t say you don’t want me.”

      Oh, she really wished she could, but she couldn’t. “You’re drunk, and you have no idea what the hell you’re doing, or even who I am.” It was a sad truth.

      He laughed and leaned in to kiss her again. “Amy,” he whispered saucily against her lips and smiled. “Beautiful Amy, my supposed PA. Amy, I know exactly what I’m doing.”

      She found herself unable to move as he held her gaze. But her brain came back and it was waving red warning lights over her face. Something strange just happened and she wasn’t sure what it was. All she knew was something sparked within the depths of her heart as he said her name.

      Maybe she’d gone completely crazy from all he’d put her through, but lust and attraction were having a field day with her. This was the worst kind of man she’d ever met and she shouldn’t have allowed him to get as far as to touch her. He was drunk and he might remember her name, but it would be nothing more.

      “I want you,” he slurred.

      “Okay, let me go slip into something more comfortable.”

      He looked happy to hear that. She slid off the desk when he released her. Josh watched her until she turned the corner by the potted palm trees. Once she did, instead of going up the stairs like he thought she would she took off through the door and left the house, heeding Zelda’s warning to run like hell if he ever grabbed her ass. Too bad he did more than that.
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* * *

      “What happened to you? The sandwich is all soggy now.” Hilda grimaced, motioning over to Amy’s poor sandwich on the plate, which did indeed look flat and sodden. It still smelled great though.

      “You look all flustered,” Gabriella noted. “Why is your face so red?”

      Her face? Amy was surprised her whole body hadn’t turned lobster red with embarrassment. She spent the journey here questioning her sanity, and her actions. What was the matter with her? Why did she behave like that with Josh? Of all the men she could have allowed to touch her like that why him? There really was just one answer. She’d gone crazy.

      Amy made her way around to the seat they’d left out for her and sunk into it. She had to catch her breath.

      “Yes, you look very flustered indeed.” Hilda giggled.

      She pulled in a breath and on release she told them what happened.

      “Dias Mios. I knew he liked you.” Hilda pointed at her. “It was all that sexual tension. What was it like?” Hilda asked with a saucy glint in her eyes.

      Amy widened her eyes and glared at her. “What was what like?”

      She leaned in closer and said, “Sex.”

      “I didn’t do anything. I ran like hell.”

      “Really?” Hilda inclined her head and stared at her in disbelief.

      Gabriella swatted her hand and shook her head at her. “Hilda, you bad girl.”

      “Yes, I am, and there’s no way I would say no. What are you going to do when you go back?”

      “I can’t go back today. There’s no way.” No, she couldn’t.

      “So I have to go back to him? With his sex-crazed self?” Hilda glared at her.

      “You just said you’d be fine with that whole thing.”

      “I can’t now, he’s her guy.”

      She closed her eyes and shuddered at the whole thought, and her behavior. What the hell was she thinking? She just hoped this was one of those times he’d forget what had happened.

      “He’s not my guy. And I’m nowhere closer to where I need to be. Everything is a mess.”

      This was not good at all. It was a disaster.

      She had lunch, went back to her apartment, and decided on a new strategy.

      At six a.m. the next day when she went in Josh’s room, she prayed to God in his high Heaven that today would be better than yesterday.

      The glass of ice cold water she carried was her just in case, the weapon she’d use on him to wake him up. He was passed out again in his usual pose, again with the bottle.

      “Josh, wake up.” Nothing, not even a flinch. “Josh.” She shook his arm.

      “Go away, it’s far too early. Get out,” he grumbled.

      “Josh I’m going to give you to the count of three to get the hell up.”

      He just lay there.

      “One, two…three.” She splashed the water in his face and he roared. She’d never heard anyone roar before. As he lunged forward and tried to grab her she reached for a pillow and hit him with it. That didn’t save her, he grabbed her around her waist and, in one deft move, pulled her towards him as if she weighed nothing more than a feather. Fear rippled through her and she screamed, smacking out at his chest.

      “You’re pure evil, you know, Kansas,” he balked

      “Stop calling me that, you blockheaded jock.” She elbowed him and shuffled out of his grasp. “Get up, Josh. Today is Wednesday. If you don’t want to play football anymore then tell me now.” She held his gaze, looking straight into those penetrative eyes of his, trying to reach his senses and understanding. “I have been up since before four. It’s six a.m. Tell me now if you don’t want to play and I’ll stop wasting my time and energy on you.”

      He looked at her just like he did yesterday, but this was different. He was himself again. There was no trace of the man who had kissed her and told her she was his beautiful PA.

      Good. Now she knew he was listening…and he was getting up. He pulled back the covers and got off the bed on the side nearest his en-suite bathroom. He looked at her, frowned, then walked into the bathroom.

      Finally, some hope. She wouldn’t mention yesterday and she hoped he wouldn’t either. She just wanted to get this week over and done with.
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* * *

      “So, what do you have in mind?” Josh asked. He stood on the beach with Amy looking out to the horizon. Whispers of the fresh morning breeze caressed his skin and rustled the leaves of the surrounding palm trees.

      The day was at that awakening phase after sunset that he used to like in his diligent days. He would have already been up hours ago, training at the stadium before the guys all got there.

      He’d start with a hundred laps around the field, then he’d do some plyometric and circuit training. By the time the team was all there he’d be all revved up and ready for a great training session.

      “We will sit here.” She brought a folder and that padded notebook that annoyed him so much.

      She pointed to a spot on the sand that was perfect for sitting idly and watching the surrounding landscape.

      He sat when they got there, crossed his legs, and looked up at her. She looked away and sat opposite him. Something was off about her today. He knew he’d pissed her off the last few days because he couldn’t wake up, but there was something else going on with her.

      “I wanted to go through these questions on the list Zelda sent. The rep is coming tomorrow and they want you to be comfortable answering some of the potential questions you could be asked on the show.”

      “I’m not commenting about my family, if that’s what they want.” These things tended to be so invasive, and media officials often had no regard for privacy. All they wanted was their story. And they’d get it at any expense.

      “I’ve already told them not to ask you anything in relation to your private life or those related to you.” She smiled.

      He was impressed she’d told them that. “What do they want to know?”

      “Well, the first question is, are you looking forward to this season. Which is fine. However, I don’t particularly like the next few questions. Zelda said that you should see how you feel in answering them.”

      “What are they?”

      “Do you think this season will be better than the last? And, what would you do differently this season that you didn’t do last season? I don’t think that you should answer those questions.”

      Well well, she was quite good, and surprisingly intuitive. There was no way he could answer any of those questions without talking about what happened with his mother and sister. He only played one game last season, so what was he supposed to say?

      “Unless if you want to,” she added.

      “I don’t. So Kansas, what do you suggest?” He leaned forward and she glared at him like he’d just said something wrong.

      “Is there some reason why you can’t call me Amy? You called me Amy several times yesterday. Why can’t you stick with it?”

      He couldn’t believe she could get so worked up over such a little thing. But since it annoyed her, he was only going to keep doing it. Also, he had no recollection of calling her Amy yesterday.

      “I can’t remember seeing you yesterday.” He couldn’t. Yesterday had been a low day and he drank from the minute his eyes opened. It was the stress of Friday getting to him.

      Now she looked at him with a deadpan expression. “You don’t remember seeing me yesterday?”

      “No, did you come to work?”

      “How do you forget a whole day? Who does that?”

      This was what he meant about her being off. But he couldn’t put his finger on what her problem was. “Clearly me.”

      “You could have killed someone and not remember,” she retorted.

      “Did I?” Because maybe he did from the way she was going on.

      “No.” She looked down to her notes and tucked a lock of her golden hair behind her ear.

      It couldn’t have been the whole Kansas thing she was annoyed about. Something must have happened.

      “Let’s just stick to the plan. It doesn’t matter what you call me. All that matters is we get to the show on Friday.”

      He wouldn’t care normally, and normally he wouldn’t care about whatever was eating at her, but something held his interest and he was suddenly searching his mind.

      He studied her and watched her flick through her folder, then she undid her jacket, revealing a dark pink t-shirt that fitted her slender curves perfectly. He couldn’t help himself; while she was distracted with her paperwork he stared at her breasts, and that was when the full memory of yesterday hit him.

      Shit, he remembered everything. Damn, every single detail. Particularly how her nipples had hardened as he sucked on her breast.

      He also remembered that she had kissed him back. He remembered how her lips felt, and how she tasted. Like forbidden fruit that was sweet and tempting and… He really shouldn’t have kissed her. And why in hell would she kiss him back? She couldn’t stand him.

      That didn’t make any sense.

      What made even less sense was how he could have forgotten the whole event.

      He wouldn’t lie, he wanted her. But that was how he felt about all women who were beautiful and attractive. He would be the perpetual playboy because he loved women too much. Bereaved or not, that was how he was. And, sure, he’d made the occasional attempt to hit on her, hoping he’d get lucky, but he didn’t think she’d fall for it. What happened yesterday?

      “I think you should focus on your team.”

      Was it just him, or did she seem annoyed that he couldn’t remember, and more than the fact that she should be more irked that he’d tried something like that with her.

      “Like how?” Best to drop it. They had bigger fish to fry. It was nice, though, to have had her like that. It felt like he’d made some kind of conquest.

      “Talk about what you like, how you guys work together.” The beginning of a smile tipped at the corners of her delicate mouth, drawing his attention to her glossy pink lips.

      Corey was right about her help. He needed it. It made him wonder what sort of work she’d done previously and what her story was. He wondered what would make her put up with him the way she had over the last few weeks.

      “If you talk about that then that would lead to other things you want to talk about. It kind of locks them into a topic, and it would be hard to branch away. Plus, it would make them look bad if they tried to pry.”

      “Looks like we’re onto something.”

      She looked at him as he said that and smiled. “Look at us, we’re agreeing.” Her smile widened and he found himself fascinated with the warmth that rippled from it.

      “Don’t get all kumbaya on me.”

      She smirked. “I wasn’t going to.”

      He flicked his legs out so he could lie back on the sand. “Good, I wouldn’t want you to go soft on me…Amy.” He turned his head to face her and saw that she was looking at him. Surprise tickled her pretty face. He resisted the temptation to stare and instead gazed ahead of them at the gulls that flew past screeching. He looked far out to the brighter horizon that showed off the blend of colors the sun cast onto the sea, making it sparkle in the bright morning light.

      He still didn’t know if he could go through all of this. It was going to be difficult. While he knew there were boundaries and people would try to be sensitive, there was a chance he’d end up talking about his mother and sister at some point.

      He’d just have to see what happens, and try. Josh wanted to play football again. He knew that truth, so he had to let that desire guide him.
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      He didn’t have as much to drink last night. Just one can of beer. It was the least amount he’d had in months.

      Josh wanted another, and his usual bottle of wine and rum, but he miraculously found the strength to resist.

      He’d distracted his mind with some old recordings of the last three years’ worth of games. He used to do this a lot, that way he could help with game strategies. He’d look at how the game played out: who did what, what worked, what didn’t. It was something he was really good at.

      Josh had always planned to coach one day, but that would be when he was too old to play. Carl Ferguson, who played for the Centaurs, was the oldest player in the football world. He was in his mid-forties and would be forty-six next year. There was no talk of his retirement. He was one of their best players, too valuable to lose.

      Josh hoped to be like that. So he was good for another couple of years. The question was what he was going to do with those years, and it started now.

      To make sure he got enough sleep he went to bed at a reasonable time and set his alarm for five. Again, that was something he hadn’t done in such a long time he forgot what it felt like to wake up at that hour. Josh felt surprisingly alert, like traces of his old self was peeking through the guarded wall of grief that suppressed him.

      He showered and got ready, dressing in a hooded jacket and running trousers. While he waited for the Disney princess he did some sit-ups and crunches. He also thought he’d take a walk on the beach, too, when she finished with him. He didn’t know what she had planned for today yet, but he wanted to do that. The beach soothed him. It was one of the perks of living so close.

      Amy was still annoyed at him by the time she left yesterday; Josh couldn’t worry about that. He was thinking about what he needed to do to sort himself out.

      He sat by the French windows in his room, waiting for her to come. Just before six he heard the front door open, then some shuffling around. He then heard her coming up the stairs praying. He wondered if that was it, maybe she was a former nun. It would explain the uptightness and the prudish attitude towards sex.

      Maybe she left the convent and was trying her hand at something new so she needed the money to get her foot in.

      She took caution in opening the door and came inside holding a large can of whipped cream. When she saw his empty bed her face fell and she looked panicked.

      She was wearing a cute little top today. Super girlie with its candy colors and ruffles. He liked her hair too. It was up in a loose bun on top of her head. Her hair off her face made her look even younger and drew attention to the sharp definition in her high, exotic cheekbones.

      “I’m here, Kansas, and if that cream isn’t for me to use on you get rid of it.”

      Her head whipped up at the sound of his voice and she looked truly shocked to see him, but happy at the same time. “You’re awake?”

      “Well spotted, princess.”

      She smiled at him and he felt that warmth again.

      He stood up, put his hood up and made his way past her. “You coming?” he asked, because she still looked so surprised.

      “Yeah.”

      They did some more interview preparation because the rep was coming today, then they talked about the appearances and photo shoots she’d booked him in even though he said he didn’t want to do it. She advised that doing things like that was good because it created good press and had the added benefit of turning the media attention away from his family. He liked that she was so sensitive and protective. Josh absolutely didn’t want to answer any questions about how he was feeling or how the incident affected him.

      When the rep and Zelda arrived he was in much better shape. In body and mind. He didn’t know the rep, but Zelda looked quite impressed with him. All dealings he’d had with her, over the last few months in particular, had been terrible and they’d ended up arguing. It was good that she could see that he was trying. By the time the rep finished and they were done, she looked satisfied with his comments and at ease.

      Amy did too.

      “What now?” he asked Amy once they’d left. She’d just walked into the office and taken her seat around the desk.

      “I get back to work. Lots of emails to respond to and people to call back.”

      He wondered what everyone wanted but guessed he’d find out soon. She seemed to be quite good at this and he wondered again what her former job was.

      “What did you do before coming here to work for me?”

      The question threw her and she looked surprised by it. She straightened up and pulled in a breath.

      “I was a PA for the editor in chief at Style Magazine in New York.”

      Fashion. That explained a lot. He was used to Allegra and Cindy who always looked great, but there was a certain class about Amy that made him want to look and appreciate the efforts she made. Like the top she wore today. It looked beautiful but she’d given it more class by adding a small hummingbird broach near her right shoulder. The bird had blue gems encrusted on its pure gold body.

      The attention diverted his focus towards the intricacy of the broach and away from the slight hint of cleavage she displayed. If it was either Allegra or Cindy, then there would be no end to the amount of breast they showed. Not that he complained. It was just a distinction he noticed.

      “Sounds interesting.”

      “It was great.”

      He wanted to ask why she left but didn’t, he didn’t want to pry too much. She hadn’t pried with him, and there was a lot to pry about.

      “Okay, I’ll let you get on.”

      He left her and thought back to when they first met. They really had started off on the wrong foot. But hey, here he was trying and he was just looking forward to getting tomorrow out the way.

      Later she left with Hilda, talking excitedly about going shopping for a new eyeliner. That was one thing about women he didn’t get. How could they be so excited about something like that?

      He got his clothes ready for tomorrow. He didn’t want anything extravagant so turned down the option for a stylist. He’d been doing shows long enough to know what to wear and what suited him. That was always one of his dark-colored Boss suits. Only Boss made suits tailored to fit his height and build the way he wanted. He took out a black one from his wardrobe and added a white shirt and a tie with blue specks on it.

      The landline rang as he was about to sort out his shoes. It would be his father. Josh listened out for the rings until it kicked on the answer machine, then came his father’s voice.

      “Hey son. It’s me. Just seeing how you are. I’ll be watching your show tomorrow. Let me know if you need me to come by. I’d like to support you and be there.” Josh marveled at how his father always tried to sound cheerful. “It’s Clarissa’s birthday on Sunday. I just wondered if maybe you’d like to come with me to the cemetery. We can get some flowers and maybe do something. Pete will be there. He’d like to see you too.”

      Josh stilled.

      An uncontrollable tear ran down his cheek. He’d been so wrapped up in this show that he forgot it was his sister’s birthday on Sunday.

      He’d never forget when her birthday was, as in the date. It was more of the case that time was so jumbled in his mind that he just got from one day to the next on a whim.

      Josh walked over to the phone and picked it up.

      “Josh,” his father said.

      He opened his mouth to answer but found it too difficult. They hadn’t spoken since the funeral and there was so much he wanted to say but couldn’t. And he couldn’t go Sunday. Pete was Clarissa’s fiancé, who was still so in love with her and distraught by her death. How was Josh to face either of them?

      “I’m sorry, Dad. I’m so, so sorry.” That was all he could say.

      “Josh.” His father’s voice filled him, but it was too much to bear. “Joshua it—”

      Josh hung up the phone and sank into the despair that would normally overtake him at this hour. It was like a thick blanket of darkness.

      He made his way into the kitchen and grabbed a few bottles of rum from the pantry. It was the only medication for this problem, and the only way he knew how to deal with the oncoming grief that would accompany the despair that filled his soul.
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* * *

      “Hey sweet girl,” Amy’s mother said in her warm, soothing, southern accent.

      “Hey Mama, are you okay?” Amy called her mother the minute she got back. She hadn’t managed to speak to her last night because her brother said she had a rough day from a bad cold.

      “I’m better. I even managed to tend to the vegetables patch.” Her mother did sound more cheerful.

      “I was worried.”

      “I know. Don’t be.”

      Amy sat on the edge of her little bed staring at the flashing police lights outside. Earlier there were gun shots and screams, which enhanced the discomfort she felt in being here by tenfold. New York could be rough, and she’d lived in a lot of places where she had to continuously watch her back, but this place was by far the worst.

      Focusing on her mother was giving her the distraction she needed and also the strength to be positive. Josh had made the miraculous turn around she was praying for and it looked like tomorrow was going to go really well. Today was great. The easiest day she’d had since working for him. It was like what she first imagined.

      “I’ll get the money tomorrow, Mama. Make sure Tristan organizes everything from your end.” Tristan had a tendency to procrastinate.

      “Amy, it still doesn’t sit well with me that you’re doing this. Maybe we should pray more and let the good Lord decide which path he’d like me to follow. It all costs so much.” Her mother’s voice shook. “And you’re giving up a lot for me.”

      “Don’t think about that, it’s no trouble.” There wasn’t anything she wouldn’t do for her mother. Even when it wasn’t in her power. “Just please make sure you guys get everything in order.”

      “We will. Just be safe, and take care of yourself. I worry about you so much. And I miss you, sweet girl.”

      “I love you, Mama.” Amy pulled in a breath against the tears that threatened to come.

      She was the one who normally sorted everything out. Her brother was great, but his lazy ways could get the better of him sometimes. Add her niece to the mix and that would cause delays. With this deposit, Dr. Carson would start her on a treatment plan in preparation for the surgery. He’d explained that would mean running multiple tests over a course of a few weeks to evaluate and anticipate any special needs her mother might have. Her mother was diabetic and took medication for that on a daily basis. Since she would have to stop her medication she’d need close monitoring, and since she was also what they deemed to be a high-risk patient she’d need extra care around that too.

      Her mother was in a very delicate position and any little thing could cause something to go wrong. That was what made everything even more worrying.

      “I love you, too, baby girl.”

      With that they ended the call. Amy took several more breaths and steadied her wild-beating heart. She wished everything wasn’t so hard. She wished it was just a little easier. It didn’t help that she was shattered from tiredness. She might not have minded the early morning wake up so she could leave this place, but it had still taken its toll on her and she was tired.

      She thought that since Josh had had a turn around and woke himself up this morning, she’d give herself an extra hour or two tomorrow. If she got to his place by eight they’d have plenty of time before they had to leave. She’d message him to let him know and give herself a chance to sleep.

      She got up a little earlier than she had planned and took her time to get ready. She chose one of her business suits and had her hair back in a ponytail to look more professional. This would be her first public appearance as his PA and she had to admit that going to ESPN’s studios was quite exciting.

      Her excitement, however, sank as she opened his door and the intense smell of rum hit her hard. So hard it burned her face from the harshness.

      Amy nearly screamed when she saw Josh passed out drunk on the living room floor. At least ten wine bottles surrounded him, along with a mixture of rum and vodka.

      “No!” she shrieked in fright, bringing her hands up to her mouth.

      This wasn’t happening. Just looking at him shattered her insides and tore at her already-weakened mind.

      He couldn’t have been so cruel to have done this. Yesterday he’d progressed so much. Now look at him. She kicked off her heels and rushed up to him.

      “Josh.” She shook him hard but there was no movement. “Josh.”

      Still nothing, and it was after eight. She thought she’d see him dressed and ready to go like yesterday. She thought today would be a breeze, but she was foolish to let her guard down.

      Amy understood his bereavement and depression, but this was…

      Her heart clenched at the sight of a thong on the floor near the fireplace and she wondered if whoever left it there was still here. The sight of him and it angered her as she thought about their crazy encounter the other day. She’d dropped her guard then, too, and nearly became no better than his harem of women and admiring fans.

      That was, however, nothing in comparison to her worries right now. How was she going to get him to the studio? And if she didn’t she could practically kiss that money goodbye and her mother wouldn’t be able to start treatment.

      Amy shoved him hard and that was when he stirred.

      “Baby, what are you doing?” He could hardly talk. He struggled to open his eyes.

      “Wake up.”

      He looked at her and blinked several times. “Can you pay the strippers? I think there were two or possibly three of them.”

      “Wake up!” she screamed at him and caught his attention.

      He wasn’t going to do this to her. This wasn’t going to happen. She would get him there even if she had to dress him herself.

      She moved with lightning speed up the stairs and into his room where she found his clothes all laid out on the bed. He’d actually prepared them.

      So what happened?

      Maybe he had a change of heart or something. She grabbed the clothes and some towels she could dampen to wipe his face.

      He’d drifted off to sleep again by the time she got back so she got some cold water and doused him with it just like the other day. However, unlike the other day it didn’t have the same kick. He woke up a little, just enough for her to get him to sit up so she could wipe his face and run the towel over his hair to get the brewery smell off him. As she started undoing the buttons on his shirt he smiled and reached for her waist.

      “That’s more like it, Kansas. I want to take my time to undress you and relish your perfect body.”

      Well at least he could form words.

      She moved his hand away but he only returned it. Instead of fighting with him she just focused on getting his dirty clothes off and the new clothes on.

      She managed to get the shirt off and evade his attempts to kiss her.

      “Josh, I need you to focus. We have to get to the studio.” They were already late.

      “Why are we going there, baby? Let’s just go some place nice. Just you and me. Perfect Amy.”

      This was ridiculous, and crazy.

      “Josh, think of football. Think about football. We need to go. Please stand up.”

      “Football.”

      He seemed to consider this and looked like he’d just remembered something, then tried to stand. She took the opportunity to help him. He was able to get the trousers on but no more. He sat on the sofa holding his head.

      “I can’t do it,” he muttered. “Baby, I’m sorry I can’t do it.”

      She wanted to feel sorry for him but her annoyance took over. “Yes you can.” She grabbed the jacket and helped him get it on, and did his tie.

      All he needed was shoes and they’d be ready. He didn’t look as sharp as she would like, but he was dressed.

      Since she knew she would need help, she grabbed that phone book on top of the fridge and called Corey. He said he’d look out for them when they arrived.

      She just hoped like hell she could pull this off.

      Josh slept the whole journey there. Amy allowed him to with the hope that it meant he would wake up when they arrived. In the meantime, she tried to keep her fury under control.

      She couldn’t believe he would do this. No matter what had happened he knew they had to be here early today, and if they weren’t it would jeopardize everything. Absolutely everything. She doubted that if he knew her situation it would have mattered to him, but surely he cared enough about himself to worry that he’d be cut from the team.

      Maybe they wouldn’t cut him off. Maybe that’s what he thought, but if he did, why then did he make such an effort yesterday. It didn’t make sense. Her feeling was that he would get cut from the team, he just didn’t think of the impact when he decided to drown himself in booze last night.

      She hated relying on people. In her life, she’d never done herself any favors by putting her trust in anyone. Her father was to blame for that. When she was little she used to believe he could do anything, and that as long as he was there everything would be alright. She wouldn’t suffer or go through any form of disappointment.

      She remembered the last time she saw him. Like Josh, he was drunk then, too. Always drunk and off-his-face wasted. At the time, they lived in a little house in West Atlanta and she remembered him having the worst argument ever with her mother. Her father took everything her mother earned. He spent it on booze and women. Her mother knew this but still gave willingly. That last day, with that terrible argument, he just walked out of the house with his bags. Amy ran after him. She was only eight years old at the time. She threw her arms around him, told him how much she loved him, and begged him to stay. But it wasn’t enough. She wasn’t enough and he just picked her off him like a bug and tossed her into the heap with the garbage. That was what she was to him.

      To this day she still remembered how she felt as she watched the back of his pickup truck drive away, never to return. Those feelings gave her a rude awakening and served as a reminder to never trust anyone.

      It was just a shame that she had to be forced to place her trust in Josh. Someone as selfish and self-centered as him. Because of him her mother might die.

      Panic rose in her throat at the thought and she could barely control the wheel as she entered the grounds of the studio. She could see Corey waiting for them, and Zelda.

      And another official-looking man. She parked near them and they all came over to her.

      “Hey, you okay?” Corey asked. At least he looked genuinely concerned. Zelda, on the other hand, took one look at Josh and her face darkened with rage.

      She looked like how Amy felt.

      “Amy, this is Coach Simpson.” She took a deep breath as she looked at Josh, asleep in the car. Amy got out and walked around to the passenger side of the car to open the door.

      “Has he been asleep the whole time?” Zelda asked.

      She looked up at her and nodded. She was too afraid to talk because she was so angry she could spit fire.

      “We’re on the air in twenty minutes,” Coach Simpson said. He, too, did not look pleased.

      Amy lowered to Josh and tried to shake him. She felt that maybe if she tried again she could wake him up, maybe the sound of her voice would annoy him enough to wake up and tell her off the way he normally did.

      “Josh, please wake up. Please,” she said close to his ear.

      “Hey, why don’t we try to get him out of the car,” Corey stated.

      Amy was grateful for the suggestion. “Thanks,” she told him.

      He took Josh’s arm and managed to move him around. Once he had Coach Simpson on the other side the both of them lifted Josh to stand. The action made him stir and Amy’s heart leapt as she watched him move his head.

      “Come on, buddy. You got to wake up,” Corey said.

      Josh didn’t reply. He did move his legs, though, and he was able to walk with their assistance.

      Amy was really trying to be positive. She was really trying her best, but this wasn’t looking good. Yes, he moved, but he looked terrible. He couldn’t go on TV like that.

      They managed to get him inside the studio and place him on a chair, but to her horror he fell asleep again!

      “Has he been drinking?” Coach Simpson asked her.

      “Last night,” she said, hoping that would help in some way for them to keep trying to wake him.

      “Josh, wake up, son. Joshua.” He attempted to shake Josh but there was nothing. He stood up, looked from Zelda to Corey, and said, “This is no use. He’s no use to us like this, and it’s not right to keep forcing him if he doesn’t want to play anymore. Get him to rehab.”

      No, no they couldn’t do that. She knew he wanted to play. She hadn’t known him long enough but she knew he wanted to play. Possibly more than anything. She’d seen it in his eyes when she laid down the terms of what they’d be doing going forward. She saw it in his eyes just yesterday.

      And if he went to rehab, that would be it for her. She’d practically be signing her mother’s death certificate. That thought switched something in her brain and ignited the rage and anger that boiled within her. It surged her forward and she took hold of his shoulders and shook him.

      “Wake the hell up, Josh. Wake up.” Nothing. It was like he wasn’t home, and he had that stupid expression on his face like when he stared at her breasts and licked his lips. The fool was probably dreaming about sex. That wouldn’t surprise her. It did anger her, though, and just like that time when she found out Tristan was being bullied at school she lost her sanity. Back then she was about twelve, now she was thirty-three and had had so much happen to her. So much just in this last month.

      All she knew was she raised her hand and slapped him across his face with everything in her, and again across his other cheek with the back of the same hand.

      “You selfish son of a bitch, wake up. Think about someone else besides your damn wretched self,” she heard herself cry. “Wake up! I did not put up with your crazy shit for this to happen. I put so much effort into you. Wake up if you want to play football.” She must have slapped him six times in total, hard. So hard it left a red mark on his face. In the process of the seventh he caught her hand as she was about to give it to him again and held her waist to steady her.

      “I’m awake.” His eyes stared into hers, wide into hers. Wide awake.

      “Lord Jesus,” Corey said, moving her back.

      “You’d better call on Jesus because he just saved your friend,” Zelda commented.

      Josh let go of her hand and released her. He then stood up on shaky legs and looked around. Zelda and Coach Parker looked at Amy with shocked but amused expressions. She, however, tried to calm herself and steady her heart.

      “You up for this, son?” Coach Simpson asked, resting his hand on Josh’s back.

      “Yes coach.” Josh nodded and pulled in a deep breath. He looked back at Amy and frowned at her. She frowned back.

      “My face better not be red, Kansas.” He ran his hand over his face.

      His cheeks were bright red and had finger marks, too. He looked like he’d had a run in with wolves. She opened her bag and took out her touch l’eclait concealer.

      “Use this, and next time don’t piss me off.” She tossed it to him and he caught it. He then walked ahead with Coach Simpson while Zelda and Corey lagged behind to talk to her.

      “It seems I was wrong about you,” Zelda commented, her bright green eyes sparkled with interest.

      “What do you mean?” Amy panicked thinking she was still doomed despite her efforts. She was completely aware that she’d just practically attacked Josh and she knew that it was a terrible thing. Her skin buzzed from the anger that hadn’t rescinded.

      “You’re perfect for this job. You know how to handle yourself, and it looks like you know exactly how to deal with him too. I’m totally impressed,” Zelda replied.

      Amy breathed a sigh of relief when she heard that.

      “Me too,” Corey stated, nodding. “We just might get him back for this season.”

      Amy hoped so, too, because this was still only the beginning. It was the first hurdle. She’d only just moved from square one.
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      Josh was thankful to whatever angel or magical force that had given him the strength, mindset, and comfort to give a good interview.

      He’d sat with the lead players in his team, and while Bob Jacobe, the TV presenter, asked the questions, Josh answered them as if they were nothing to him and mingled like he hadn’t been out of the game and the loop for months.

      He managed to evade questions about his family and even offered a very brief statement about how he felt. When asked how he was feeling about this season, he’d simply said he was hoping it would be better than the last and that it was a very sad time for him. He hoped to get through so that he could focus on the next season wholeheartedly.

      He’d actually looked directly at Amy as he said that, as if he was answering one of her questions in their preparation sessions. She’d sat with Zelda in the studio audience, holding onto the ends of her ponytail and looking at him with that tense edge. She was most likely hoping he’d be able to keep up and not fall asleep again. He supposed that whatever they were paying her must have been worth all the shit she’d had to put up with. Desperation was what he saw in her earlier. Pure, raw desperation, like it was a matter of survival. The other day she’d gone on this tirade about him needing her, but today she looked like she needed him too.

      He couldn’t complain since it was true—he needed her and, admittedly, found comfort in her presence.

      Even he would have filed himself to the back of the shelf as a total lost cause. But she didn’t give up on him. She pushed the limits and did what it took to get the job done, regardless of the cost. He didn’t know what drove her and what she was getting out of it, but whatever it was had gotten him here and saved his ass.

      Last night had been terrible. It really did a number on him and he was feeling weak from it. He’d lost control in the worst way and succumbed to the grief that beckoned him to give up. Thinking rationally was the last thing on his mind.

      He remembered drinking everything he could get his hands on and calling the escort service to send him strippers and escorts. They came and they left. He couldn’t remember the in-between details.

      It really was a miracle that he was here today, and he had to push the trigger for last night out of his mind.

      Clarissa’s birthday.

      He tried not to think about her or his mother while he gave the interview. He had to take them out of his mind.

      The whole day went well and he enjoyed hanging out with the guys. It almost felt like the good old days. The days where he was himself and all he cared about was playing a good game and winning. They made arrangements to meet up next Wednesday. Josh thought he could stick to that.

      He knew Amy had made some arrangements for him to do all that public appearance stuff, but he could fit this in too. Training started in a month and he wanted to get himself ready for that. Part of getting ready for training was bonding with his team. Reconnecting with them. It was one of the many things he liked and appreciated about them. That strong friendship they had made them play better, as if they all shared the same mind, and often times knew each other’s thoughts well enough to make those split-second decisions that everyone followed, which he’d seen win games.

      As the day drew to an end and he realized he would have to go back to his house, depression set in again.

      He followed Amy to her car when he said goodbye to the guys. She walked ahead of him in silence with no acknowledgement whatsoever.

      He squeezed into the little green Volkswagen beside her, cursing the size of the car as he tried to adjust himself. He didn’t like cars like this. They weren’t made for him. The fit was wrong, the interior, everything.

      Josh scowled as his head hit the roof when he tried to lean back and she looked across at him.

      He looked at her, too, and held her gaze. She was mad as hell at him, really mad. It was understandable. He knew it couldn’t have been easy to get him here, and here he was dressed in his suit and here.

      “I’m not going to apologize so don’t look at me like that. You deserved the bitch slap.” She shook her head in dismay, causing her ponytail to bobble across her shoulder blades.

      He’d noticed her use of words had expanded as the days had gone by. Just the other day she chided him for swearing and here she was talking about bitch slaps. Earlier she said she’d had to put up with his crazy shit. Clearly, he wasn’t good for a sweet girl like her.

      “Yes,” he agreed, to her surprise. “And don’t apologize, it wouldn’t suit you.” He gazed deep into those beautiful green eyes of hers, and just like the other day found himself lost within them.

      “Give me back my concealer.” She stretched her dainty hand out to him.

      That thing saved his life. He looked like he’d been in a fight by the time she finished with his face.

      “It’s in my ass somewhere, come and get it.” He smiled at her.

      She narrowed her gaze and looked at him like she could kill him. There was no answer from her, she just turned her head, looked out to the studio exit, and drove through it.

      The anger rippled off her in waves, creating a tense atmosphere that was so thick he was sure he could touch it. He imagined that if this were a cartoon it would literally be a hazy fume of black and red surrounding her.

      He looked at her through the corner of his eyes and took his time to run his eyes over the full length of her body. He really liked what she was wearing today: a black business dress that did a serious job of showing off her very fine assets. Her delicate shoulders were defined in all the right places, but his favorite part was her breasts. Now when he looked he didn’t have to try to remember what they felt like.

      He would have avoided the hard nudge she placed in his side if he hadn’t been so captivated by looking at her.

      “Stop checking me out, you creepy man,” she balked, driving straight through a red light. “Damn it.”

      She really hit hard for a girl, and it was commendable that he could feel it through the solid muscle on his abs.

      “Yes, damn you, Josh. Stop it. I can actually see you. I’m not one of your strippers or groupies. I’m not one of them, so stop it!”

      He infuriated her further by laughing.

      “What’s so damn funny? You are such a pervert.”

      “I am who I am, baby. It’s all that raw Italian blood running through my veins.”

      “I don’t care if pig’s blood runs through you. Stop looking at me like that. Argh, you are so weird.”

      Him? Weird? This was normal. Abnormal was a man who didn’t react in the presence of a beautiful woman. Granted, his sex drive was over the top, but still, he wasn’t weird.

      She turned on the radio and switched it to the classical music channel. “Don’t you dare say anything about my music. I need calm right now if I’m going to continue to work with you.”

      He wasn’t going to say anything about the music. In fact, it was ironic that she should say that as both he and Clarissa used to listen to classical music to get their calm before a big game and a big performance.

      It was actually Clarissa’s thing. He’d just joined in on it because he agreed it was soothing. This piece that played right now on the radio was one of her favorites.

      It was the “Thais Meditation” by Jules Massenet. It played in their home in San Francisco every day for as long as he could remember. This was a piece he could recall in his dreams and knew by heart, note by note of the powerful, spellbinding violin music.

      He rested his head on the back of the seat and closed his eyes, listening as the music flowed through the car around the space of tension between him and Amy.

      In his mind he saw Clarissa doing her pirouettes across the living room. He remembered when she started learning to dance. She was only five years old. Their mother was hosting a charity event and had gotten the Russian Ballet group to take part. Elena Mancini was always looking at new ideas and ways to raise interest to bring money in to whatever charity she represented. This would be one that would define Clarissa for the rest of her short life.

      Tatiana Vodschova was the star of the show and she captured Clarissa’s heart with one step.

      His sister became obsessed with dancing from that day onwards, and by the time she was ten she was already starring in a number of national shows. Just like him with football, ballet was her life. She was invited to go to Julliard without the need for audition. He didn’t know anyone else that had happened to. Not even Josh with his sports talent had had such an honor from scouts or anyone like that. He’d always had to do something to prove himself. When she finished at Julliard the number of dance companies that competed for her talent was astounding.

      She was so happy, so very happy and beautiful in every way. And, because of him, she was no longer alive.

      The cold, dead image of her face filled his mind and his heart broke all over again. All that life, talent, and beauty gone. Just like that.

      “Josh, wake up.” Amy was shaking his shoulder. They were back at his house and had parked in the driveway. He didn’t even realize that he’d fallen asleep. “Are you okay?” Concern softened her features, contrasting her prior anger.

      A tear ran down his cheek. He wiped it away quickly, startled by its emergence. Shit, he was crying in front of her. He turned away and got out of the car.

      Hilda and another lady were waiting on the porch. They attempted to speak to him but he just stepped straight past.

      He needed a drink, and he wanted to be alone.
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* * *

      Amy waited for a few seconds in the car before getting out. Those were tears she just saw. Right? She was sure those were tears she saw running down Josh’s cheek.

      Resting her hand on the steering wheel, she took a moment to think. As she did, shame gripped at her insides.

      Desperation could make you do all sorts of things. Even someone like her, who was normally compassionate.

      Josh seriously got on her nerves; he irked her to no end. He was creepy, a complete pervert who she’d allowed herself to fall prey to, and a first-class jerk.

      But, he was still a person. And money made her behave the way she did today. Money made her lose her mind because she knew he had the power to give her what she wanted to save her mother.

      Before she left the studio Zelda told her that the money was already deposited in her account. Twenty thousand dollars. The rest would follow in a few months as promised.

      It sounded wonderful and paved the way for her mother’s surgery. Now the doctors could arrange a plan with the deposit and she could pay the balance when she got the rest of the money.

      It was wonderful. So why did she feel so bad?

      “Hey chica, you okay?” Gabriella asked, coming up to the car. Amy got out and joined her and Hilda. They’d messaged earlier about meeting for dinner.

      “I’m…okay.” She supposed she should be, considering she’d just jumped over the first hurdle and gotten the money.

      “How’d it go? He just walked by looking like hell.” Hilda looked concerned.

      Amy shook her head. “We did it, but I don’t think it was the right thing.”

      It wasn’t. Truth be told, he wasn’t ready for any of this and he was doing it because he didn’t want to be cut from the team.

      “Do you want to cancel tonight and spend the time with him?” Gabriella asked.

      “I’m the last person he’ll want to spend time with.” It was official now that they both couldn’t stand each other. “I’m just gonna go see how he is, though. I’ll be right back.”

      They nodded, understanding.

      She found him in the kitchen. He’d taken off his jacket and tie and rolled up the sleeves to his shirt. The top buttons lay open, exposing the rigid muscle that lay there.

      “Shift’s over, Kansas, what are you doing here?” He poured vodka into a glass.

      “You’re going to drink again? Even after what happened today?”

      “It’s Friday, time for booze and bitches.”

      She should go, run away, but something within her wanted to reach out to him to see if he was okay.

      “It doesn’t have to be. We could talk about today.”

      “Do I look like the talking kind of guy to you?” He glowered at her. “Like I said, shift’s over. You’re done for the day, now run along with your little friends.” He tossed his head back and poured the drink down his throat in one gulp. When he saw she wasn’t moving he walked over to her and marooned her between the fridge and the wall. “Unless, Kansas, if you and your little friends want to join me upstairs. There’s plenty room up there for everyone. Or there could just be me and you. Like I said, shift’s over. You aren’t at work anymore. Imagine the fun.”

      He wasn’t drunk yet; this was him talking. The real him. It was awfully close to the drunk side of him that weakened her the other day, but she could tell the difference.

      Amy rested her head against the wall as he gazed down at her. She wasn’t sure what to think right now other than he was just trying to get rid of her by freaking her out but hoping at the same time she’d agree.

      “Is that what you want? Me?” She had no intention of doing anything with him, but once again she was making a stand.

      His eyes did, however, flicker with interest. “Yes, Kansas, I want you.”

      Even she had to admit that there was something tempting and alluring in hearing him say that to her.

      “And what makes you want me, Josh?” She continued to stare as he looked her over with appreciation.

      “Everything, baby. I want to strip you down and feast on every single part of you.” His eyes turned a darker shade and he lifted the end of her ponytail. “Imagine our naked bodies pressed against each other. I want to see the pleasure on your face as we fu—”

      “Shhh, language.” She pressed her fingers to his lips. He lingered on the edge of her fingertips and kissed it. “See, that’s just the thing. For a start…” She moved away from the wall and moved closer to him. He moved, too, so that their faces were just inches apart.

      “For a start what, baby?”

      “For a start, if you were mine, I wouldn’t share you with anybody. And…we would make love. It would be love, and not some meaningless act of attraction to pass the time.”

      The desire on his face receded, and that playfulness shrank away. Instead she saw the effect her words had on him. He searched her eyes and moved back so she could step away from the wall.

      Before she left she turned back to face him and observed the contemplative look on his face. She’d bet no one had ever said anything like what she said to him before. She’d bet these women just did what he told them and fell down and worshiped him.

      Amy had never been like that, and she wouldn’t change. He fixed his gaze on hers once more and shifted his weight from one leg to the next.

      “Don’t drink too much, Josh. Please don’t. You’re stronger than you think.”

      She knew even before she left that he wouldn’t listen, and since she wouldn’t see him till Monday he’d most likely spend the weekend undoing all the work and progress they’d made this week.

      She’d hoped that it wouldn’t come to this, and that maybe he could have snapped out of the drinking, but it hadn’t happened. If they were going to get through this time together, and work together, he needed to stop drinking so much. It would ruin him, it was ruining him and he would lose everything.

      She thought that maybe she would keep tabs on him this week and try to help him with that, too.
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* * *

      Josh couldn’t get the image of Amy out of his head.

      “…if you were mine I wouldn’t share you with anybody. And…we would make love.”

      How the hell was he supposed to forget that?

      Make love? Did that even exist? Love. What a myth. It didn’t stop him from wanting her, though, or the desire that coursed throughout him.

      He finished the bottle of vodka five minutes after she left and drank the rest of the rum. His mind left him after that and he woke up with Allegra pressed up against him, wrapped within the tangle of the cream satin bed sheets. His head was rested between her naked breasts, his arms around her waist.

      It was just her, him and her, and he couldn’t remember when she’d gotten there.

      It was dark outside, so it could have been very early in the morning.

      She stirred when he moved and rolled onto her side but didn’t wake up.

      He moved away from her and sat up as the thoughts swirled around in his mind. He didn’t know what he was going to do, but knew that all of this had to stop at some point. It had to stop, but he didn’t have the strength to do it by himself.

      Every time he thought he could face the situation something happened and he lost any ounce of strength he might have gathered.

      As he looked at Allegra’s perfect body he knew that he didn’t want her. He actually didn’t want any of this but it had become a way of life. A habit.

      And Amy, all she did was drive him crazy. Earlier, she’d driven him mad with her words and her body.

      He hadn’t lied when he said he wanted her.

      Now look at him, he was plastered and in bed with another woman.

      “Come back to bed, baby,” Allegra said, turning back to face him. “Save your strength for later.” She sat up, too, and he watched the heft of her weighty breasts bounce as she leaned onto him. Usually her touch was like a drug that lured him back to comfort, but somehow she made him feel more wretched. Wretched that he was so far gone he had no control over his emotions, wants, or desires. Wretched that he couldn’t even remember how she ended up here with him.

      “I’m gonna get some fresh air,” he told her and slid away.

      “Hurry back.” She smiled at him, turning back on her side.

      He wouldn’t come back. Josh pulled on a t-shirt and went outside to the back of the house where he could sit on the ledge and watch the steady waves of the sea pull in and out of the beach. It was five a.m. Even at this hour it still had that soothing beauty that refreshed his mind.

      Clarissa’s birthday was tomorrow.

      Maybe he should go and meet with his father and Pete. Maybe it was time to go and see the graves.

      The thought gripped at his heart and he didn’t know if he could do it. His mother and sister were buried right next to each other. Seeing them, seeing the graves, would make it all too real and remind him that they really weren’t here anymore.

      Josh watched the darkness fade away as the sun rose and basked in the glory as it kissed the sky and filled out the scene before him. He stayed outside for hours, just watching, and hoped Allegra would be gone by the time he got back inside.

      He waited another ten minutes then made his way in. As he passed the sitting room he got the surprise of his life when he saw Amy sitting cross-legged on the floor eating cereal and watching Saturday morning kids’ TV.

      He walked into the room believing he’d gone mad and was definitely hallucinating. This had to have been the effects from the drinks.

      She didn’t acknowledge him at first, she just continued to watch Cow and Chicken on the Cartoon Network.

      He looked her over and grimaced. She had her hair up with two plaited buns on top of her head that made her look extremely young, like under sixteen, and the look was enhanced with the bright pink t-shirt she wore with Princess written on the front in pink glitter. The denim shorts, however, he liked. He liked looking at her legs.

      Josh was actually happy to see her.

      “What are you doing here? It’s Saturday, isn’t it?” These days he had to check. He’d been known to sleep through the whole weekend on a binge-drinking spree.

      “Yes, and you have a bigger TV than me, with more channels and better food.”

      He sat on the sofa opposite her. She looked over at him when an infomercial came on advertising slinkies.

      “You came for the TV and the food?”

      “Yes, what else is here? Oh right, the beach and the whole Malibu thing.”

      He looked at her, trying to figure her out. “What’s with your hair?”

      “Nothing, it’s my Saturday morning hair. So that by Saturday night it’s all curly. That way I don’t have to use my curling wand. Too much heat isn’t good, it gives you split ends. Especially if it doesn’t have a ceramic coating on it. But a ceramic coating with tourmaline is even better because it makes the ions all the correct charge for healthy hair.”

      All that explanation for his simple question. Again he just looked at her.

      “What?” She narrowed her eyes at him.

      “Nothing.”

      She focused her attention back on the TV and munched away on the cereal.

      While she did that he continued to stare.

      “There’s a surfing competition in about an hour. Do you want to come?”

      He laughed. She was up to something. He didn’t know what it was yet, but she was definitely up to something. Imagine him and her hanging out.

      “Since when does Kansas want to hang out with Joshua Mancini?”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know who Kansas is. I don’t even know why you call me that.”

      “Well, I imagined you with your hair in bunches, making sure all your clothes are neat, and look at you.” He pointed to her hair.

      “You leave my hair alone. Worry about your own,” she huffed, pointing her spoon at him. “You look like you’ve been rolling around with dogs.”

      “There you are,” Allegra said, walking into the room. She frowned when she saw Amy and looked at him askance. “What’s she doing here?”

      “I guess I was right,” Amy stated through a tight-lipped smile in reference to her dog comment which Allegra hadn’t heard.

      “She’s my assistant,” Josh said to Allegra.

      “It’s Saturday.” She wore one of his shirts and pulled it closer to her chest as she continued to stare Amy down.

      Amy didn’t give her the time of day. She just focused her gaze on the TV.

      Now what did he do here?

      “Sometimes duty calls,” he told her. He didn’t want Amy to leave.

      “I thought we could go to the beach party later. Cindy will be there.”

      Cindy. As if her presence could make him want to go.

      “I’m going to sit this one out, I think.” He needed to, even for today. He wanted to think about tomorrow and didn’t want either Allegra or Cindy around.

      “Come on, baby. Just get rid of her.” She moved over to him and put her arms around him.

      He saw Amy look over at him out of the corner of her eyes.

      “I don’t want to.” He removed Allegra’s arms and stood up.

      Allegra looked surprised, shocked by his action. She then looked at Amy and assessed her.

      “I see, she’s another addition to your ever-growing list of bed friends.”

      He’d known Allegra a very long time. They weren’t a couple, not by a long shot, but they were together often. This was probably the part where he should talk down any concerns she clearly had over Amy. But he didn’t want to do that, either.

      “No. I’m not that lucky, sweetheart,” he replied and shocked them both.

      Allegra looked like he slapped her in the face and Amy simply looked stunned.

      Allegra turned on her heel and walked off. Once she was out of the room he returned his focus to Amy.

      “What time do we need to leave?”

      “What?” Surprise filled her face.

      “The surfing competition.”

      “We could leave now.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, let’s go now.”
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      This morning seemed to be filled with all sorts of surprises. Both good and bad.

      Amy had thought about Josh all night, wondering how he was doing. She’d planned to go see him today, just to check in, but her plans changed when she heard noises coming from outside her apartment door very early in the morning. At first she didn’t know what was going on, then she looked through the peephole and saw Dom and his brother talking and heard everything they said.

      Dom had said, “Let’s see if we can catch her with her clothes off today. I get to look first.”

      Then she watched him bend down by the door lock and peer through. All this time she’d been here she didn’t realize that you could see clearly through the keyhole. It was like a viewing parlor. She couldn’t have been more mortified at the thought that they’d been watching her get changed and had seen her naked.

      Not only did she feel uncomfortable there, she had the desperate urge to leave immediately. She left minutes after that.

      She knew Josh would be surprised to see her and hoped that he wouldn’t be in one of his moods. What she didn’t expect was him choosing to spend his time with her over Allegra. That truly surprised her.

      Now they walked side by side along the beach on their way to the surfing competition. It was Hilda that told her about it. Amy had never been to anything like that, and rarely ever got the chance to watch any form of sport, so saw it as a good idea with perfect timing.

      Josh didn’t say anything as they left the house. He just walked next to her, seeming deep in contemplation. He looked at her looking at him and a slight hint of a smile lifted his face.

      “Wait,” he said, stopping.

      “What for?”

      “I’ve decided I really don’t like your hair like that. We have to change it.”

      She shook her head. “There’s nothing wrong with my hair.”

      “Maybe not in Kansas, but this is California.” To her surprise he pulled her closer and started undoing the braids on her buns.

      “What are you doing?” She swatted his hands away.

      “Making you look decent. You look like you have horns. Keep still,” he snapped. They must have looked ridiculous.

      “What’s it going to look like when people see Josh Mancini unbraiding hair?” she teased, giggling.

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “Princess, this is Malibu Beach, no one will care and there are far more well-known celebrities here than me. I’d be lucky if anyone even recognizes me.”

      “I can do my own hair.”

      “I would have believed you more yesterday. Keep still, damn it.” He held her in place and frowned, then resumed his hairdressing.

      “So I’m supposed to stand here and allow my boss to fix my hair how he wants?” she huffed.

      “Yes, except that today I’m not your boss. I’m just Josh, and if you’re going to hang out with me on a Saturday you can’t look like that.”

      She didn’t think she looked that bad, but then again she did leave in a hurry this morning. Amy stood still and allowed him to undo her hair. Once he had, he smoothed it to one side, allowing it to drift down to her stomach. It had a subtle wave to it and wasn’t half as curly as when she left it twisted up for hours, but it looked okay.

      She thought he would leave her alone now but he surprised her further by pulling her t-shirt out of her shorts. Again she swatted his hands away.

      “Josh, what are you doing? You can’t try to get into my pants with everyone watching,” she retorted, looking at him wide eyed.

      “Princess, if I was trying to get into your pants I would have been in well before now.” He smirked with a devilishly handsome grin that lit up his blue-green eyes. The grin turned saucier. “Also, are you saying I could try to get into your pants if no one was watching?” He looked down at her shorts.

      “No, and stop with the creepiness.”

      “I told you, Italian blood flows through my veins.”

      She wasn’t aware of that about Italians, but that could just be her. The way she figured it, he didn’t need any kind of blood to flow through him to make him like that. She also figured he wasn’t nearly as creepy as the men at her apartment. He was the lesser of two evils and honestly, if she hadn’t been worried about him she probably would have still ended up at his house. It was the only other place she had to go. Sadly, there was nowhere else she could go to hang out or relax. She supposed she could have met up with Hilda or Gabriella, but she didn’t want to impose.

      “Okay, so what were you doing, then?” She looked at him askance.

      “This.” He pulled out the rest of her t-shirt, gathered the ends together and tied it into a knot that rested just above her belly button. “Because this isn’t the eighties where people walk around with t-shirts tucked in.”

      He had a point. She had to laugh because she was supposed to be the fashion designer here, yet he just made her look a whole lot cooler.

      She watched him as he hooked his finger into the loop on her shorts and pulled her a little closer.

      “What are you doing now?”

      “Being creepy.”

      She batted his hand away and moved back. “You are so silly.”

      He smiled and she found herself smiling too.

      “What’s this?” He took hold of her upper arm and felt the underside, rubbing his thumb over the extremely tiny rod she’d had inserted last year. Her cheeks warmed as he focused on her.

      “Medicine.” It was birth control. She got it because it was easy to have and she didn’t have to think about it like she would with a pill.

      “What kind of medicine?” His smile turned up a notch.

      She got the feeling he knew what it was but was teasing her. “It’s birth control. Now unhand me.” She shrugged out of his grasp as he laughed, revealing his gorgeous dimples. The sight of which made her stomach tingle. It would be so much easier if she didn’t find him so attractive.

      “Good to know, princess.”

      She cut him a sharp glare and continued walking. He fell in step with her and they proceeded to the area that had been cornered off for the competition. They found a good spot near a fan palm tree and sat next to each other within its shade.

      It didn’t take long for the area to get packed and she was glad they’d left at the time they did. As the crowd rolled in the area became saturated, and while Josh might have classed himself as practically average, a ton of people recognized him. A lot asked for his autograph and took pictures with him.

      It was a casual event that turned into a public appearance.

      They stayed out all day, which was good because he didn’t drink. Every time they were somewhere where he could easily grab a beer, she made sure he had fruit juice in his hands.

      At nine they sat on the beach near his house watching the sunset. They were together for longer than yesterday. She wasn’t sure, but wondered if this might have been the longest that he’d gone without a drink.

      She tried to remember what her father was like when he wasn’t drunk. It was difficult to remember because he was rarely at home. At the time she’d thought he was away working hard to take care of their family, but later found out he’d spent the time with one woman or another. He mostly used their house to crash and revive himself.

      It was Tristan who told her all that. He’d found out the hard way and hated their father just as much as Amy did. Their mother, however, was still in love with him until this day. Amy blamed her illness. Clearly her defective heart gave her a distorted vision of the man. He’d put her through so much, all of them, and she just still hoped for the best in him. They hadn’t seen him in more than twenty years but she kept looking out for him.

      That was Amy’s biggest fear. To fall for a man like that, someone who she knew would never be able to love her the same way as she loved him. At least she’d been lucky to stay clear of anyone like that.

      She glanced over at Josh. He seemed to be doing well.

      “How long have you been playing football?” she asked.

      A peaceful silence had filled the space between them and she didn’t want him to leave just yet, get back in, and be tempted to drink. She thought she could fill him with happy thoughts of his love for football and maybe that would help.

      “All my life.” He smiled. The soft, fading daylight caressed his tanned skin. He rolled up the sleeves of his t-shirt revealing solid muscle, which she couldn’t take her eyes off. “I can’t remember not playing. My earliest memory was when I was about four. My dad got me my first football, which I was attached to.”

      “You remember stuff from when you were four?”

      “Yep. It all checks out too. My mom would get so mad at me when I played in the house and terrorized my sister. So my dad had to take me out to play in the park. We lived in San Francisco then.”

      She liked this, him talking about his family.

      “I love San Francisco.”

      “It’s cool. My family still lives there, they just…” His voice trailed off and a faraway look filled his eyes. “I mean they used to, all of them. It’s just my dad now.”

      Pain etched over his fine features.

      She realized that he was talking about his mom and sister as if they were still alive. That must have been so painful. She remembered the other day, too, when his dad called and he allowed the phone to go to voicemail. She didn’t know what that was about, but guessed that Josh was avoiding him.

      “Josh, are you okay?” She looked him over and noticed the change in his appearance.

      “I’m fine. I should probably go. Plus, you shouldn’t be getting back too late.” He stood up to go. She got up too.

      “Josh. What are you going to do?” She knew he was going to drink. She could feel it. It was just like yesterday when he rushed out of the car and headed for the first bottle. She could only begin to imagine what he must feel. She’d never lost anyone that close to her and didn’t think she could survive if she did.

      “That’s a big question, Kansas. You’re actually going to have to be specific.” The attitude had returned.

      “What are you going to do right now?” Yesterday he’d been completely vile with his response of booze and bitches. She didn’t know if she could handle any responses like that, especially since she just spent a really nice day with him.

      “Go home.”

      “Go home and do what? You said be specific.”

      “It’s Saturday night, Kansas, I might get up to all sorts of things.” He gave her a wicked smile.

      “Does that include…drinking?”

      “Kansas, you shouldn’t worry about me. I’m certain that even you have better things to do on a Saturday night.”

      She continued to look at him. “Will you drink?” She decided to ignore the comment.

      “Yes.” At least he was honest.

      “And…call Allegra and bed friends?”

      She didn’t know why she said that. The words just resonated from her lips from somewhere.

      Maybe it was her failure to help, or…

      Maybe it was her suppressed desire from the other day when they kissed and he couldn’t remember. She tried to forget the whole damn thing but found herself thinking about it at times, much to her great annoyance. It was like some kind of curse where she had to live with the memory and he just went about his normal life with these women.

      Most people would think she was overreacting because it was just a little kiss, and yes there’d been a lot of intimate touching, but it was perhaps the most heated, passionate moment in her life. That was sad considering how old she was. She supposed it was down to her avoidance of serious relationships.

      Thinking about it made her feel flustered. She didn’t know how she got to this point where she was here trying to convince Josh not to drink and hook up with his bed friends. The thought of both really peeved her off. “I mean you—”

      Before she could say her next word he smoothed his hand across her cheek and sealed his lips to hers.

      He moved so quickly that her brain barely had a chance to register that he was kissing her. His delicious lips fused to hers, sending a spark of electricity straight through her. Then something strange happened. Warmth gathered from the tips of her toes and propelled itself over her entire body. She felt it coursing through her veins like an awakened river zinging with vitality. It quenched her soul of a thirst she didn’t know she had and made her feel like she never wanted to be without him.

      The kiss was brief, too brief, but it still had a powerful effect and stunned her.

      He moved back a little to gaze down at her, but still touched her cheek. “No,” he said with that half smile that numbed her knees.

      Her cheeks burned and her lips tingled from the heated blaze of their kiss. She narrowed her gaze, not quite sure what he meant. “No…to what?”

      “No, I won’t be calling Allegra and bed friends.”

      She held his gaze, trying to decide what to say next. “You just kissed me,” she breathed.

      He’d kissed her and he wasn’t drunk. This was the real him.

      “And you didn’t slap me.” He chuckled, running his finger along the edge of her jaw, making her skin tingle there. Tenderly his eyes melted into hers, holding her still. “Remember, it’s Saturday, we aren’t at work and I’m not your boss. Today I’m just Josh.”

      “Josh.” She said his name on the edge of a whisper while he held her under his hypnotic stare.

      It was like the rules had changed somewhat. The kiss had done something to her that she couldn’t quite describe and all she knew was that she craved him and the way he made her feel.

      For those few moments, nothing else mattered and he really was just Josh. Josh, an incredibly handsome man that had just kissed her and made her feel better than she’d ever had.

      Amy was already tilting her head up before he lowered to her lips again. She welcomed his lips and the divine ecstasy of him like pure oxygen filling her lungs. She allowed herself the indulgence of sliding her palms across the hard surface of the ridged muscles on his chest.

      Blood pounded through her brain, danced frantically around her heart, and weakened her body. She enjoyed the taste of him and embraced the passion that filled her as his tongue tangled with hers. Amy kissed him back with the same strength and desire as the kiss intensified. He kept his hands at her cheek and stroked her face as if he loved the feel of her skin. But then he stopped and pulled away, leaving her lips swollen and burning with fire.

      “I have to go,” he said quickly.

      “Why? Just stay.”

      “No.” He shook his head.

      “We could just stay here and watch the sea, or catch a movie.” Or kiss.

      After all the time she’d spent with him over the last few weeks she didn’t think she’d ever want to kiss him in this lifetime. But here she was, hoping he’d stay so they could kiss till the sun came up.

      Josh simply looked at her and shook his head. “That sounds real nice, Amy.”

      She liked the way he said her name.

      “But I’m a mess. One big mess. Let’s be realistic here. It’s Saturday night, you aren’t at work, don’t waste your time on me.”

      She blinked several times, feeling defeated as she watched him turn and walk away.
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* * *

      So that was what it felt like to kiss an angel.

      Like pure energy, running through every fiber in his being and singing through his veins. When he had kissed Amy days ago it didn’t feel like tonight. For a start, the other day he’d been hyped up on alcohol and overloaded with testosterone. He’d wanted sex.

      Tonight was different. He’d never experienced the kiss they shared tonight with anyone. It was the sweetness. Josh didn’t do sweet. He was downright dirty and liked his women to be the same.

      Sweet was different and tapped into something he didn’t think he could feel. Not him. He’d gone through life on that wild edge of recklessness that made him who he was. Growing up he was the worst kind of guy to take home to meet the parents, and it was against him to even try to aim to be that guy.

      Tonight, Amy made him see something his soul cried out for but couldn’t have.

      It was a shame the kiss wasn’t powerful enough to cure his grief. He’d been sober for a whole day and just ruined it with two bottles of rum. Now as the clock stroke one minute past midnight he was wasted. Completely wasted.

      “Happy Birthday, Clarissa,” he said to the empty living room. He grabbed a bottle of wine from the crate he had set on the floor in front of him. He didn’t bother to pour it into the glass. He just drank straight from the bottle.

      She would have been thirty-three today. Because of him she didn’t even live to see her thirty-third birthday. How sad and cruel.

      How very sad and cruel.

      She and Pete would probably have been getting ready for their wedding. They wanted a summer wedding. Clarissa had asked Josh to walk her partway down the aisle, then their father would continue the march and give her away to Pete.

      She’d said Josh had taken such great care of her all her life that it was important for her to have him be part of her big day. He would have been honored to walk her down the aisle. He would have been honored to do anything for her.

      But now he couldn’t. Not for her, or their mother.

      There was no way he could see Pete or his father. No way. He knew that now. It wasn’t even an option to contemplate. Not for him. His shame was too great.

      He finished off the bottle of wine and felt that buzz it usually gave him. Now he just needed the other part of his medication: a few women eager to please. He picked up the phone and went to dial Allegra’s number. As he went to press the call button, an image of Amy’s face flashed into his mind. He saw her beautiful, beautiful face, and the tentative look she’d given him as she’d asked if he’d be calling Allegra and his bed friends.

      He’d told her no. Usually he wouldn’t make such a promise or even come back with such an answer, but he did for her.

      Josh looked at the phone, stared at Allegra’s number for a few seconds, then tossed it across the room. Thankfully it didn’t smash like the last one.

      He’d told Amy he wouldn’t and he didn’t want to add liar to the already lengthy list of unsavory things that he was.

      How long had he known Amy for? Two days shy of three weeks, and yet she’d had such a massive effect on him. Big enough to let him know that, despite his drunken mind, he didn’t want Allegra and bed friends.

      What he wanted was Amy.

      The freaking Disney princess he’d christened Kansas. The thought of it all was just as grievous as the rest of his life. It didn’t do him any favors to want something he couldn’t have.
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* * *

      Amy got to Josh’s house early again. As early as she could. She didn’t have any problems at her apartment like yesterday because she’d sealed up the crack in her door, but she figured that if she could get to him early enough they could have a day like yesterday.

      She also planned to do something that could make him extremely furious with her, but it was the risk she was willing to take.

      The sun hadn’t even come up yet when she got there. The place stank of booze like it did before Hilda started working there.

      That told her he’d hit the bottle hard, and it could mean that he’d had his bed friends and strippers around too. The thought pulled at her heart but she pushed it aside. She decided that the kiss they had was just a kiss and nothing more. It was really nice and she enjoyed being with him, but he was so wrong for her. Amy was practically shooting herself in the foot by going after a man like that.

      Just yesterday she’d considered herself fortunate to not have happened upon anyone who could potentially treat her like her father did her mother. Foolishly, she never considered the man sitting next to her.

      There was, however, one thing she was hoping the kiss would help with. She hoped that when he realized that she’d emptied out all his bottles of wine and threw out the beer he’d be calm enough to remember that there must have been some part of him that liked her.

      It took her awhile to find everything, but she did. The pantry was completely full of wine, vodka, and other mixtures of drink. But she got rid of it all. She hated wasting anything, especially when she knew how expensive it was, but it needed to be done. They couldn’t continue like this and his drinking would be both their downfall. He had two weeks of public appearances and promotional work booked. Then it was training. She wanted to get him to that stage.

      Money had been at the forefront of her mind only days ago but things had changed.

      Now there was more. Now she cared.

      She cared that Josh was drinking too much. And, she cared that he grieved. Her heart went out to him and she wanted to help in whatever way she could. This was her helping.

      When she was done she waited for him in the sitting room. This time she didn’t turn on the TV. She just waited, and the longer she waited the more anxious she felt. When she heard him moving around upstairs she stood up and brought her hands together. She heard him come down the stairs and go into the kitchen. Then she heard him roar like the other day when she threw the water in his face. Today was worse, though. Today he sounded like some kind of hell beast. That was undoubtedly the result of her swapping the cans of beer in the fridge with elderflower juice. He’d liked it yesterday so she thought hey, maybe this would soften the blow.

      She was beginning to doubt that assumption as she heard him cursing, saying terrible things that literally burned her ears. With courage she gathered her strength and made her way through the living room and into the kitchen. He turned around when he saw her and stared her down like he would kill her.

      “You.” He pointed. His face colored fiercely and his nostrils flared. His eyes blazed. “You did this,” he yelled, picking up one of the empty wine bottles near the recycling bin. The bin had been full and she planned to take that one outside.

      “You are drinking too much. We won’t be able to achieve anything if you don’t stop.” She was trying to make him see her point, but he shocked her by throwing down the bottle on the marble kitchen floor. It smashed on impact and sent shards of glass everywhere.

      He then went for the fridge, grabbed several bottles of elderflower juice, and smashed those too.

      “What the fuck am I supposed to do with this?” he yelled.

      That was when she knew no kiss on this Earth would have softened the blow.

      “Josh.”

      “Shut up,” he snarled and threw his fist into the wall behind her. She froze, thinking he was going to go for her next, but he backed away. “This stops now. You are my assistant. My employee. Don’t cross that line again. You don’t get paid to care. Now get out of my house and don’t come back till nine a.m. tomorrow.”

      Amy pulled in a breath against the tears that stung the backs of her eyes. She looked at him and tried to find the man she spent the day with yesterday, but he wasn’t there.

      The person standing before her was someone else entirely. She turned and walked out, wishing she never had to return.
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      Josh drove to Bruce’s. It was a sports bar where he and his friends hung out a lot. Especially after a game. They always had what he wanted and the women who worked here were always hot.

      He grabbed a few beers and stayed there for awhile shooting pool and watching baseball on the overhead TV. He did every and anything he could to take his mind off the day, and Amy.

      When he got bored he went to the supermarket, grabbed a case of beer and some wine, then headed out to Dead Man’s Gorge, so called for the jagged, sharp, rock formations that led into a deep chasm. Either jumping off or driving over would result in sure death. Not many came back. Especially the ones that planned it that way.

      Josh knew a guy once that jumped. He lived two houses down from him and worked as an insurance broker. He was made redundant after his company went through a bad spell. The poor guy was unable to bounce back. Burdened with substantial debts and the damage losing his job caused his family, he thought that death was the only answer. Josh remembered how his family suffered. At the time he’d wondered how the man could have been so selfish as to take his own life and leave his family behind with no one to care for them. What he never thought of was how the man must have felt.

      Josh never thought of how doomed the man must have felt for death to be his only answer. He understood it now.

      Understood it all. It was that doomed, damning feeling that gripped you and made you feel like there was no way to escape it. Josh was getting tired of it. Tired of waking up every day and blaming himself. Tired of feeling guilty.

      He’d been parked up in his Range Rover about a few feet away from the edge of the gorge for about an hour now, downing more drinks.

      Normally he followed Bruce’s with a visit to Roam Me, his favorite strip club.

      But he couldn’t today. Not only did he want to be alone, but something happened to him when he kissed Amy and he felt that if he was ever going to please himself with a woman it had to be her. That would never happen after the way he treated her this morning.

      He was disgusted with himself for the way he spoke to her. Thoroughly disgusted. He was still drunk from the night before and all he knew was anger. All he knew was he’d wanted more beer, and when he discovered what she did he was so furious he couldn’t think. Josh wanted to shake her for caring, to knock some sense into her so she could see that he didn’t want anyone to care for him. He didn’t care about anything and anyone so she shouldn’t waste her time on him.

      Now he was here. At the precipice of the gorge that signaled the end for a lot of people.

      The depressed, who had no more to give, and those who couldn’t bear anymore pain. He fit both categories. He was depressed and he didn’t have the strength to make any more attempts at fixing his life. The pain from the grief was too much for him now and he didn’t know what the hell he was supposed to do.

      So…what now?

      Josh rested his head back on the seat and closed his eyes. He steadied his ragged breathing and allowed his mind to drift. It seemed to drift forever and into a hole of bottomless nothingness. Down, down deep he went trying to get to the bottom of his mind.

      As his mind steadied, the image of his family home in San Francisco came forward. It felt like someone was playing a memory from one of those old-style projectors people used to play their family videos on.

      He saw himself as a very young child running across the lawn with a football. His dad was chasing him. His mother was laughing and so was his sister.

      “Throw me the ball, son,” his dad called out.

      Josh threw the ball and his father caught it, but as Josh looked back his father looked older, the way he did now. And Josh was no longer a child. He was a man playing as a professional with his team.

      In every game he played he always, always looked to where his family sat. The proud looks on their faces would always give him that strength he needed to do his best and more. To be the best at what he did and give him the edge no one else had.

      The pride for him would literally glow on their faces. Every time, every game, no matter how old he got or how many games he played. He played for them, all of them. He played to make them proud.

      He knew without question that they loved him and always would.

      Everything shifted in his mind again but this time it was as if he was running through scenes of his life, memories of his mother and Clarissa. Memories of his happy family.

      When the scenery settled he was in the living room of his family’s house. His mother and Clarissa stood by the grand piano sorting through some clothes they were boxing up for charity.

      “I can’t believe you got Primrose to part with this bag,” Clarissa said, holding up a bag with the Gucci logo printed all over it. She and their mother laughed.

      “I have my ways.”

      Josh rushed up to them, hoping this was real and it wasn’t just something created by his mind.

      “Mom.” He pulled his mother in for a hug.

      “Josh, what are you doing here? You have a big game tomorrow.”

      “Yes, we wouldn’t want to suffer the wrath of a tired Mancini Machine,” Clarissa teased, poking him in the stomach. “Hey, do I feel fat?” She continued to poke his stomach.

      “Come here, you.” He hugged her too. “You’re both alive. You’re okay.”

      It felt real, it felt real to him.

      “Yes, are you okay? Josh, unhand me, I need air, man.” She pretended to suffocate. He released her and looked at them both.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to. I’m just happy to see you.”

      “Aww, you’re so sweet. My big brother’s the best,” she said in her usual way and slipped her arm around him.

      “Let’s go to Italy. Nonnina will be thrilled to see us.” His grandmother spoiled them rotten and they hadn’t been since last summer.

      “Josh, how are we supposed to make time for Italy with your busy schedule? You have a game tomorrow and the season just started.” His mother gazed at him through her hazel eyes.

      “Forget the game. Forget the season. I just want to spend time with you.” Josh reached out and took her hand.

      “Who are you and where’s my boy?” His mother laughed.

      “I’m being serious. We don’t spend enough time together. I can’t lose you again.”

      She reached up and cupped his face. “You never lost me. Sweetheart, I’m so proud of you. How about you allow your mother the privilege of watching you play so I can cheer for you.”

      “Me too,” Clarissa joined in. “It’s the only chance I get to give you a standing ovation. “

      He felt tears streaming down his cheeks. “I miss you.”

      “We’re always with you, Josh.” His mother nodded.

      That was something she’d told him countless times. So often he could anticipate when she’d say it. This time, however, held more significance. A warm feeling of hope filled him and he felt the strength he needed come to his aid.

      “Now go home.”

      “Go home, Josh,” Clarissa said, too, but her voice sounded faint as if someone had turned down the volume.

      She said it again but he didn’t hear her. Josh watched her lips move. He blinked and when he opened his eyes he was back in the real world, staring ahead at the expanse of the gorge. Evening was approaching and a light rain had started to fall.

      He straightened up and pulled in a breath as he focused his gaze ahead. While he knew he’d fallen asleep and all that he saw of his mother and sister was a dream, something felt different. It was the reminder that they were always with him, even now.

      And he shouldn’t be here. Not at this place where so many had taken their last breath.

      Josh shook his head at himself and tried to feel that strength again. It was there still, it hadn’t left him. He had to get his act together and sort himself out. He owed it to his family to try. And to the friends who supported him. He supposed he also owed it to Amy, who had taken it upon herself to try to help him. The last two days weren’t part of her job. He knew when people were doing things for money and he could tell the difference with her.

      When she kissed him that was real. It was probably the most real kiss he’d ever had, because he’d never been with a woman like that. He guessed the term was decent.

      Josh needed to leave this place and go home. He needed to take hold of his life and do better to get it back on track. To do that he needed Amy, so he hoped like hell she came back tomorrow. If she didn’t he’d find out where she lived and apologize. He started the car up, but then turned it off again when he remembered all that he’d drank. He wasn’t drunk, but he’d definitely get arrested if the cops pulled him over.

      He got out of the jeep, cleared it of all the empty cans of beer and bottles of wine, then decided to head home. It would be a very long walk, well over two hours. But he’d take that time to think and plan out how he was going to move his life forward.

      It was time to do something different.
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* * *

      Amy only came back because the police called her.

      No, she had to be honest with herself. She was already heading out the door with the intention to come back when they called her. Despite the horrible encounter she had with Josh this morning, she’d decided to gear herself up and see how he was. She’d put it down to just wanting to know how she should prepare herself for tomorrow.

      Truthfully, she wanted to make sure he was okay.

      Then the police called her to let her know they’d found his Range Rover parked near Dead Man’s Gorge. She asked where that was, hoping it was some kind of dare-devil place or something, but deep down knew it couldn’t have been a good place.

      When the officer confirmed her worries, her heart shattered and she wished she hadn’t left Josh. Despite his rage she wished she didn’t leave.

      She hadn’t known Josh very long, but it would break her heart if he did something to himself, and it was looking very likely that he had. The police found the Range Rover parked a few feet away from the edge. That sounded pretty bad to her.

      It was six o’clock now. She’d been here for a few hours, sitting with Hilda in Josh’s living room. They were waiting to hear from the police.

      Amy had called Hilda and Corey because they were the only people she had to contact. Corey was with the police. He went just in case he needed to…

      Well, in case he needed to identify Josh’s body. A tear ran down her cheek at the horrific thought.

      “Hey. Don’t cry, chica. We don’t know what’s happened,” Hilda offered, resting her hand on Amy’s.

      “It doesn’t look good, Hilda.”

      “I know. How about I go get us some stuff at the shop? Like ice cream, or something to cheer us both up,” she offered with a small smile.

      Amy nodded, only agreeing because poor Hilda had done everything she could in the time they’d been here to make her feel better. If it made her feel better to get her something at the shop, then Amy would let her go.

      Amy probably needed a moment to herself anyway. Just to process what was going on.

      As Hilda left the room, Amy leaned forward onto her elbows and held her head in her hands.

      What an absolute mess. These last few months had been so up and down that she didn’t even know if she was coming or going. First her mom, then leaving her job in New York, and now Josh.

      Weakness ached her body and sapped what little energy she had left away from her. It was as if she’d lived a hundred lifetimes in these short months. So much had happened in a very little space of time and she always had to be alert and ready for the next thing life planned to throw at her. There really was only so much a person could take and this waiting was torture. It made her feel worse for her lack of compassion towards Josh during the time she’d been here.

      He must have felt so bad about himself to go to that place and…

      She lifted her head as she heard the front door open. Footsteps that weren’t Hilda’s sounded on the floorboards in the passage way. As far as she knew no one else had keys to the house. She stood as the footsteps came closer. Her heart slammed at the sight of him, then soared within her chest when Josh walked into the living room.

      Relief washed over her in waves and to such an intensity that it brought fresh tears to her eyes. He stopped by the standing lamp near the wall when he saw her and bit the inside of his lip. Josh looked terrible. It was the first time she’d ever seen him look so bad. Bloodshot eyes looked back at her, overpowering the unusual mix of color that always fascinated her. The stubble on his face and the redness of his skin gave him a haggard, worn-down appearance. This wasn’t the Josh she knew. Her first reaction was to rush over to him and hug him, because she was so happy to see him and so happy he didn’t do something to himself. However, as the urge to hug him lifted, she instantly remembered their run in this morning and she felt like she’d imposed on him again, stepping so far over the line that it was beginning to look inappropriate. Especially when he outrightly told her not to come back till tomorrow.

      Then she felt annoyance at the conflict of emotions, and at him.

      “I’m sorry I’m here. I thought something happened to you.” She grabbed her bag from the sofa. “Why were you at Dead Man’s Gorge? You know what, don’t tell me.” She shook her head. It was fine, she didn’t need to know. He didn’t have to tell her, and most likely wouldn’t from the way he spoke to her this morning. More tears ran down her cheeks and she wanted to leave before she broke down again. “I’m just leaving now. Please don’t scream at me and remind me that I don’t get paid to care. I’ll see you at nine a.m. tomorrow morning.” She could barely say the words.

      He caught her arm as she tried to rush past him. “Don’t.” He shook his head. “Baby, please don’t leave me. Stay,” he said in a soft voice she’d never heard before. He held her gaze and caught the tear that ran down her cheek. “Amy. Please stay. I’m sorry. We’re not at work now. This is just us.”

      “I don’t want to impose.”

      He took her hand into his, brought it up to his lips, and kissed it. “No.” He shook his head. “You aren’t. I was completely out of line to speak to you the way I did this morning. I didn’t mean it. Please…stay with me.”

      She’d gotten to know this man so well over the last few weeks. In all that time, she didn’t think she’d ever seen him look more guilty or more in need. She nodded and tried to calm herself. Amy followed as he led her back to the sofa and sat her down. She thought he would sit next to her, but instead he surprised her further by kneeling before her.

      “I’m really sorry about this morning.”

      “It’s okay.”

      He shook his head and took her hands into his again. It was odd, it felt so natural for him to touch her and hold her hands. As if they’d been like this for a lifetime.

      “It’s not okay, baby.” And that, calling her baby. That felt natural too.

      He looked down at where their hands joined, and when he looked back at her, her heart broke as she watched his eyes fill with tears.

      “Today’s my sister’s birthday,” he managed. “She was an angel, just like you. She would have been thirty-three years old today, and because of me she’s not here anymore.”

      She pulled in a breath as she looked at him and listened.

      “Josh. You can’t believe that.”

      He nodded. “It’s my fault. My fault my mother and my sister aren’t here anymore. My fault.”

      Her heart clenched as she beheld the pitiful sight of him, and she leaned forward to touch his face.

      “Josh. It’s not your fault.” She felt bad again that she hadn’t considered that he might blame himself for his mother and sister’s deaths.

      “They were coming to see me. They were coming to watch the game because I insisted. I just thought that it would be a big one because we’d won the Super Bowl two years in a row. I didn’t want them to miss it. I didn’t know that meant never seeing them again.”

      As he sobbed she slid down to the floor in front of him and put her arms around him so she could hold him. He held her, too, really held her as if for support.

      “It’s not your fault, Josh. You’ll be able to see that one day, but until then you can’t blame yourself.” That was the best that she could tell him.

      He pulled away and looked at her. “It’s so hard.”

      “I know, but you can do it.”

      He sighed and looked away, over to the window as the curtains blew out against the evening breeze. Josh then returned his gaze to her and took hold of both her hands. “I need to stop drinking, but I think I need help. And I need you. I need you. I can’t do any of this without you.” That was probably the nicest thing anyone had ever said to her. “If you hadn’t gotten me to the show on Friday, they would have cut me from the team. They wouldn’t have wanted to, but they would have had to. That would have been the end of my career.”

      She’d never met this version of him before. Seeing him like this made her care even more, and she wanted to help him in whatever way she could.

      “You have me.” She smiled and leaned into him as he pulled her within the warmth of his embrace.

      “Thank you,” he whispered against her hair as he rested his head against hers.
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* * *

      It was time to face reality.

      Time to face the music, as people said.

      Josh spoke with Amy for a long time last night. Then there was all the stuff with the police. Corey came by, furious with him for putting him through hell because he thought that he’d been with the police for the sole purpose of identifying Josh’s body if they found him at the bottom of Dead Man’s Gorge.

      Josh had never seen Corey look so mad, and so worried. When he first came in he shoved Josh hard in his shoulder and looked like he’d knock him out. Then he ranted on about the way Josh was living and said that no later than this week he’d arrange for him to see a therapist. It was only when Josh agreed quickly that Corey calmed down.

      When Corey and Hilda left, Josh asked Amy to stay because the real test for him was resisting any form of drink. Amy had gotten rid of everything in the house, but around these parts alcohol was always available somewhere, and there were always people eager to please the Mancini Machine.

      He was grateful when she agreed, and even more grateful when she managed to talk to him as if nothing had happened. She got him talking about football and that distracted him from his routine of drowning himself in his toxic mixture of drinks and concourse of women.

      He was determined to change now. Now more than ever.

      He wanted to play football again, and he wanted to be the best. He wanted to be the man his family was proud of when they came to watch his games. He wanted to be Joshua Mancini again.

      To do that there was one thing he had to make himself do first. That was to go to the cemetery.

      He woke early. Amy was still downstairs asleep on the sofa. He’d felt bad that she didn’t get home last night and he should have at the least taken her up to the guest room. But she’d fallen asleep there and he didn’t want to wake her. He felt she’d been through enough for the day so he got her a blanket and covered her up.

      He wouldn’t wake her now, either. She’d woken up early enough for him over the last few weeks. So, he left her a note then packed a few things to make the long journey to San Francisco. Corey had arranged to get his Range Rover back for him. Josh was grateful for that.

      He made it there in good time, despite the back up of traffic on the road.

      There was a morning funeral being conducted when he entered the grounds and the grief-stricken faces of the family reminded him of the mourners at his mother and sister’s funeral.

      Josh looked away and continued along the path to where his mother and sister were.

      He hated anything like this. He hated the morbid setting, the feeling. Everything. There were no good feelings here. Only what used to be.

      People who used to be.

      Josh had always hated cemeteries as a child and thought they were a sure place to be haunted. Not much could scare him, but ghost stories always did the job. His first funeral, at age ten, was his grandmother’s. His mother’s mother. That had been terrible. It was also a wakeup call to him, letting him see that people he knew could die. But nothing was as devastating as when his mother and sister were killed. Nothing.

      As he approached the site, he stopped and looked at their headstones. Clarissa’s grave had two beautiful bouquets of oriental lilies. They would be from his father and Pete. Josh placed his down next to theirs, and on his mother’s grave he rested the long-stemmed yellow roses he brought for her.

      He then sat on the bench nearby and gazed ahead at their graves.

      “I’m sorry I haven’t been since the last time,” he told them. Then he started talking about everything that had happened since.

      He spent the whole day there and left just before it turned dark. It occurred to him to visit his father but he felt he’d take one step at a time. He desperately wanted to see his father, but he just couldn’t bring himself to do it today.

      That would be his next big thing, and he promised himself he’d do it soon.

      His drinking problem was the demon he wanted to focus on taking down. He didn’t know how long these things took, but he wanted to get himself together and ready for training.

      It was late when he got back. Amy would have already left and so would Hilda. He did notice one person, though, who was well overdue his attention.

      The boy who constantly watched his house sat on the pavement across the street in front of the Spencer’s house. He wore the same football t-shirt with Josh’s player number and name like he did every time Josh saw him. In the past Josh had driven past, completely ignoring him. He wouldn’t today.

      “Hey kid,” he called out.

      The boy lifted his head and instant excitement brightened his face.

      “Come here,” Josh beckoned him over. The boy ran over with his football tucked under his arm.

      “What are you doing out here so late?” It was just after seven.

      “Trying to get my chance to see you, sir.”

      It shouldn’t have come to this. This boy had been coming by for a long time, standing outside with the hope to see him.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Riley, sir. I want to be just like you one day. You’re the best.” Riley made his day. People told him that a lot but it was good to hear it from someone who looked at him with such aspiration.

      “Thank you. I appreciate that. Do you live close by?”

      “I live in Mount Ridge.” The boy beamed. That was about a thirty-minute walk from here. Josh felt even worse. “My mom’s friend, Hilda, who works for you, lives on the same block as me.”

      The boy knew Hilda. There was another person Josh had treated badly. Unlike the other maids he’d had, he just treated her as if she was non-existent.

      “Let me walk you home, son.”

      His mouth dropped. “Really, you’d do that?”

      “Sure, then we can talk about football. You can tell me about your training.”

      His little face fell. “Oh…I don’t train at the moment. I had to stop because my mom couldn’t afford it.”

      “Well we’ll have to do something about that, then, won’t we. How about we start tomorrow?” Josh could make time.

      Riley gasped and his eyes grew wide. “You’d train me?!” he shrieked.

      “Sure.” He nodded and smiled. “Come on, kid. Don’t want your mom and Hilda to get mad at me for having you out so late.”

      As they started talking Josh felt good about himself. Today was just the first day, the first step in the direction he wanted to go, but he felt good about himself.

      When Josh got back home he prepared himself for night two without a drink. Tonight would be the real test as there was no Amy to keep him distracted with her words and her beauty.

      On instinct he went straight into the living room, turned on the CD player, and popped in one of his and Clarissa’s relaxation collections. The first piece to come up was the “Thais Meditation”. He then grabbed one of her old poetry books and started reading.

      If any of his friends saw him now they would laugh him to scorn, but this was what helped in the past when he needed to relax, clear his mind, and think.

      So maybe it would help again.
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      The melodious tune of violin music filled the house as Amy stepped in. She recognized it as Bach’s Partita No. 2. She’d gotten into classical music a lot when she was in college. Her roommate played the cello and always dragged Amy along to her concerts. The music always calmed her and filled her with inspiration. She actually liked listening to it as she created her designs.

      She never expected to hear it playing in Josh’s house, and he had it on just loud enough for it to create that ambient relaxation you’d feel when you went to watch the opera, ballet, or listen to an orchestra.

      Josh was in the living room sitting in the armchair with a low fire going in the antique fireplace. It was just like the vision she had when she first saw this room. Josh was reading a book. He looked tired but a hundred times better than on Sunday.

      His lips slid up into an easy smile when he saw her enter. She walked over and stood a few paces away from him.

      “Hi.” He gave her a warm smile.

      “Hey.” She returned the smile and gazed into the openness of his enchanting eyes. “Are you okay?”

      He nodded. “I think so.”

      “I love the music.”

      “It’s my sister’s compilation. It’s all the pieces she performed to.”

      He’d told her all about his mother and sister on Sunday. It was difficult for him to talk at first but then he did. She was intrigued to hear all that they’d done, and truly impressed. More than anything she was thoroughly captivated by the way he spoke about them. His eyes brightened and his face lit up with pride. Just like it did now. That must have meant that yesterday’s visit to the cemetery had helped him in some way.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      He looked her over from head to toe and said, “Yeah, you are.”

      “Thank you.” Her cheeks warmed as he continued to stare. “What are you reading?” The book looked very old.

      “Poetry.”

      She started to laugh. She’d probably have the same reaction if she came in and found him reading the bible.

      “What?”

      “Are you serious? It’s actual poetry?” She didn’t know if she could believe that.

      “Yes. Look, see.” He held it out to her and she took it. It was a collection of post-romantic poetry and she could see that her favorite poet was listed in there: Alfred Tennyson. “Believe me now?”

      She leaned her head to the side and handed the book back to him. “Josh, I feel like I just walked into the Twilight Zone. But the good part. I think.”

      He chuckled. “You don’t believe I like poetry?”

      “It’s hard to get my head round.” She looked at him and observed his overly masculine presence and stature. There was no way that she would guess that he had a softer side, one that would appreciate classical music and poetry. But here he was. “What’s your favorite from the book?”

      “‘In Memoriam’ by Tennyson.” He said it without thinking.

      She loved that poem, and anything by Tennyson.

      “That’s a really long poem.”

      “Doesn’t bother me, princess.” He straightened up and smiled, setting the book down on the coffee table, then recited, “Be near me when my light is low, when the blood creeps, and the nerves prick. And tingle; and the heart is sick. And all the wheels of being slow.”

      Her eyes widened in surprise. He was actually quoting the poem.

      He smiled when he saw her reaction and continued, “Be near me when the sensuous frame is rack'd with pangs that conquer trust. And time, a maniac scattering dust. And life, a fury slinging flame.”

      She thought she’d do a little reciting of her own and join him. “Be near me when my faith is dry,” she cut in. His smile widened. “And men the flies of latter spring. That lay their eggs, and sting and sing and weave their petty cells and die. Be near me when I fade away. To point the term of human strife. And on the low dark verge of life the twilight of eternal day.”

      “Well this is interesting, now isn’t it,” he stated. “Now we have something in common.”

      “Yes. I never took you for the poetry reading type.”

      “My sister could tame the inner beast.” He nodded then glanced down at the book for a second.

      “How was yesterday?” she asked tentatively. She’d worried that being at the cemetery would wear him down again.

      He nodded. “It wasn’t terrible. I talked. I tried to talk to them as if they were still here. And I realized that as long as I remember them they’ll never leave me.”

      That was beautiful, and she was happy for him.

      “They won’t.” She nodded with reassurance.

      “Thanks for being there the other night, and well…for still being here.”

      “You’re welcome. How are you feeling?”

      “I’m sober.” He smiled. “This is my second day without a drink. My hands are shaking, but other than that I think I’ll be fine.”

      She looked at his hands and noticed a slight tremor as he held them out. She’d heard that shakes were a bad withdrawal symptom when you stopped drinking. She hoped he wouldn’t experience it worse than what she saw.

      “I may be able to relax you a little.” She beamed at him.

      “What do you plan to do?” There was a saucy glint in his eyes that made her nerves scatter.

      “Give you a neck rub.” She gave excellent massages.

      He frowned. “Just my neck?”

      She giggled. “I can do a shoulder massage, too.”

      “Come on, then, princess, don’t keep me in suspense.”

      She moved over to him and went behind him so she could place her hands on his shoulders. The muscles on his neck were equally as firm as his chest. She’d never known anyone with such sharp muscle definition. In New York, she’d seen male models do their photo shoots, but he wasn’t a male model he was an athlete. The muscles were different. And he was very tense.

      “You have to relax,” she told him as she tried to work her fingers through his muscles.

      “I don’t know if I can, this feels awfully kinky to me.” He looked up and gave her a cheeky smile as she pressed into his shoulders.

      “Josh, it’s a shoulder massage. How can that feel kinky?”

      “It just does. Are you sure this isn’t something we should continue upstairs in a nice silky bed?”

      “Josh.” She smacked his shoulder playfully and he caught her hand.

      “What? I can’t help who I am. Besides, I don’t want Hilda coming in and getting the wrong idea.”

      She placed her hands on her hips and looked at him through narrowed eyes. “That makes no sense. Wouldn’t being in bed upstairs give her the wrong idea?”

      “No, because if we were in bed upstairs there would be no guessing as to what we’d be doing. If she see’s us like this she’ll just wonder, but never be quite certain if something’s going on between us.” Trust him to say that. She didn’t know how he came up with these reasonings.

      “But there isn’t anything going on between us.”

      “Isn’t there?” He raised his brows.

      She guessed kissing him on the beach tended to negate that statement, and so did not wanting to stop.

      Or, thinking about kissing him now.

      She didn’t know what kind of charm he’d worked on her to completely bamboozle her, but it worked and she needed to get it out of her system.

      “You’re my boss, and I’m working. We shouldn’t flirt like this at work.”

      “Baby, it’s five to nine. I have five more minutes of flirting.” It was indeed five to nine.

      Even she had to laugh. “You’re seriously like this all the time?” She thought the drink may have talked most times.

      “I’m like this all the time.” He nodded.

      She rolled her eyes at him and continued to rub his shoulders.
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* * *

      Her work with him took off from that day. The weeks that followed saw her crazy busy, running around all day trying to balance everything and accompanying him to various events and meetings. The events took up the whole day and most times she was with him way past her normal working hours.

      Everything was on track, and the best news ever was that her mother now had a date for surgery. An actual date, scheduled for the end of the month. It gave Amy that sense of accomplishment and hope. She had planned to take that week off to be with her mother. It would be good for her, too, because they hadn’t seen each other in months.

      Things were looking up and she thanked God that Josh was doing well.

      She was proud of the way he’d shaped himself up, and how serious he was about focusing on playing again. They spent a lot of time together on these outings and she was pleased to say that he’d been sober for over six weeks now. He was a new man, one who was determined to get his life back in order. She also hadn’t seen Allegra and Cindy, or any other woman coming or going from the house. Everything had turned out better than she’d hoped.

      The cherry on top was watching him organize himself and prepare for training. She didn’t realize that when she was being told about training weeks ago that it would be an all-day thing.

      Amy couldn’t begin to imagine what they would do all day, but that was because she wasn’t an athlete or, more specifically, a Gladiator. Josh told her that they trained with the sun, and sometimes long after it set. She supposed that was why they were so good and the leading champions. Other than her morning jog she used to do back in New York she didn’t exercise. She planned to start running again after the showcase. The beach was the perfect location for that and she’d have more time then.

      Having some organization gave her the chance to fit in the time she needed to finish off her dress and portfolio weeks before she had planned. She was very happy with what she’d done and thought it kept with the unique qualities found in a Dior designer.

      She’d gone with a spring theme and called her collection Metamorphosis, to represent the changes you could see during the spring time. Her style and taste was very European mixed with an air of bohemian chic, so she’d drawn stylish designs that mingled pastel shades with unique accessories. Dior didn’t just create a look, but a language recognizable in every season and across the world. She wanted to capture that with her designs.

      Finishing it made her feel good and she could tick it off her mental list of things to do. It also made her look forward even more to the showcase. Most designers were going in with their models. She was going to be both designer and model. It wasn’t unheard of and she was sure she wouldn’t be the only one. Money and time prevented her from getting a model, but honestly, she preferred it this way.

      She heard the front door open. That would be him now. She was in the office finishing up some emails she wanted done before she left for the weekend.

      “Baby, are you still here?” he called out from the hallway.

      She smiled to herself when she heard his voice.

      “I’m in the office,” she answered.

      She looked away from the computer screen as he came inside looking worked out in his tight, long-sleeved black training top and matching trousers. He looked like a walking advert, proudly displaying the Nike swoosh on the side of his chest and the edge of his hip.

      He looked bigger to her, more muscular. She guessed that what training all day did. When he smiled at her she noticed a bruise on his left cheek.

      “What happened to your face? You have the USA Today shoot next week.”

      “Gage hit me. That feral creature. I swear he belongs in the wild.” He came around to her. “Baby, it’s nearly six, pack that shit away.” He grimaced when he realized he swore. “I mean stuff.”

      She giggled, appreciating his attempt. “I have to send these emails, then I’m gone.”

      “Gone? Now that I’ve seen you I’m not letting you leave.” He gave her a cocky masculine grin. “Come here, your man needs you.”

      Anyone would think they were a couple, but it was harmless fun.

      Well…to some extent. It would help a lot if she didn’t get all weak-kneed girlie when he said things like that.

      “Josh, Perry Henderson needs to have the reports for the expenses over the last few months and I have to sort them.”

      “Perry?” Josh narrowed his eyes at her. “Who is he even?”

      “The team’s accounts manager.”

      “He’s accounting at this hour?” He shook his head in disbelief. “Pack it away and come here.”

      “No, I have to—”

      Before she could refuse again, Josh took her hand and pulled her up from the chair. He fixed his gaze on her legs as she stood and the edges of her skirt floated around her thighs.

      “Jesus, look at you. How can you hide your fine self behind that desk?” He continued to stare at her legs.

      “I’m working.” Thank goodness he was staring at her legs and didn’t see her blushing uncontrollably.

      “Like hell you are. You finish at five. We should go hang out.” He brought his gaze back to her face and reached out to touch her chin.

      “Hang out? Doing what?”

      “There’s a number of things I can think of.” The look he gave her told all. It was purely sexual, no mistake about it.

      “Josh, it’s imperative that I get back to work.” It probably wasn’t imperative, but she couldn’t be like this with him. Him, with his overpowering sexual magnetism that weakened her resolve.

      They’d gotten on well over the last few weeks, gotten on with the tasks and work set out for them, but there was one thing she was becoming openly aware of and that was the invisible web of attraction building between them. It increased daily and it was starting to be something she found difficult to escape. Some days she caught him looking at her, shamelessly checking her out. At other times, he’d give her this look of appreciation. Of course her mind told her to resist, but her body and her heart refused to listen.

      “Imperative my ass. Hang out with me, baby.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t.” At least she was trying.

      “Yes, you can. All you have to do is come upstairs with me.”

      “Upstairs?” She pressed her lips into a tight smile.

      “Yes, upstairs.”

      “Where upstairs?”

      “My room, baby.” He smiled again, looking her over seductively. “Clothes are optional, although no clothes is always best.”

      She swatted his hands away as he reached for her. “Josh, you are going to get me in trouble.”

      “How much trouble can you get in if I’m your boss?”

      “A lot.” She tried to get around him but he blocked her.

      “Amy, come on. It’s been weeks now.” He pretended to pout. She giggled and held his gaze.

      “Weeks since what?”

      “Our beach fling.”

      Fling. What a way to put it. Her cheeks warmed.

      “And I’ve been good,” he added. “Really good.”

      She didn’t know what to say to him. It would be wrong for her to give in to temptation, no matter how great it was. The best thing to do had to be to leave things as they were and encourage him to focus on what he had to do.

      “You’ve been great. Now, I have to get back to work.”

      He watched her with narrowed eyes and that silly half-smile on his face that told her he wasn’t done yet with whatever plan he had up his sleeve. She stepped around him, sat back down, and started typing away at the keyboard, ignoring his intense gaze.

      Out the corner of her eye she saw him take off his wrists supports and then his watch, both of which he rested on the side of the desk. She glanced up at him but didn’t encourage any conversation. Best to ignore him, then he’d hopefully leave her alone to work.

      She opened up the files with the reports the last PA made. She had to check them and then attach them to the email. Hopefully that would take another hour tops.

      Amy had just opened the file for January when Josh pulled his t-shirt over his head and tossed it over to the ground beside the Xerox copier. She turned to glare at him but the words escaped her as she beheld the site of his masterpiece torso adorned with stunning tribal tattoos.

      He was a work of art and she swore he looked like the perfect specimen of what God intended when he made man. Josh was the blueprint and she noted that he looked dramatically different to when she saw him shirtless weeks ago. To her he looked like he’d accumulated more muscle and he looked more sculpted. He’d been eating super healthy and having these superfood shakes he called his magic punch.

      Put that together with his training and this was what you got. The extremely overconfident man standing tall and proud before her who took pride in his amazing looks and the way she was looking at him.

      “What are you doing?” Amy hissed trying to stop her blood from coursing through her veins at a hundred miles an hour. There was no doubt that her cheeks were now red and the uncontrollable; blushing had seized her once again.

      “Stripping.” He said it like it was nothing, like he was gardening or something.

      “What? Are you crazy?”

      “Yes.” He nodded and smiled. Then to her surprise he switched off the computer and, with one swift move, picked her up. She shrieked when he tossed her over his shoulder as if she was a ragdoll. It brought the image of a caveman up in her mind and she tried to stop herself from laughing. That would have thrown her annoyance at him.

      “Josh, you put me down this second,” she yelped, smacking his back, which was also covered in more tattoos.

      He answered by switching off the office lights and closing the door as they went through it.

      “Josh, you’re my boss. I work for you. This is not good work behavior.” It was fruitless. Her attempts were fruitless.

      He carried her into the sitting room and set her down.

      “Perry is going to go mad.”

      “Perry can go fu—”

      “Language, Josh,” she hissed, giggling.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t help it. I always talk like this. It’s football language.” He winced. “Okay, this is what I’ll tell Perry if he complains. I’ll tell him go fill himself with something because we’re busy after five.”

      She’d met Perry last week. He seemed to be one of those men who were very particular and professional. She’d offered her usual smile and pleasantries but he barely acknowledged her and launched into a lengthy conversation about what he needed her to do. He barely took a break to breathe as he spoke.

      “Then he’ll say, ‘busy doing what’.”

      “We’re fooling around.”

      “You can’t say that to him,” she retorted. She knew he would do it. That was his character. Very open minded and liberal to the point where he just said whatever was on his mind. Didn’t matter what it was. Josh just spoke and did as he wanted. The last thing she needed was for people like Zelda to think that she wasn’t serious about her work and replace her. “And we aren’t fooling around.”

      “Yes we are.” He nodded with a wicked glint in his eye. Taking the edge of her camisole top, he edged her closer.

      “Josh.”

      “Yes, baby.”

      “We can’t fool around.”

      He spread his arms wide and held them out. “Baby, you’re seriously telling me you don’t want this?” He motioned to his perfect body, drawing her attention once again to his sculptured abs and the intense definition of each muscle against the glossy black ink of the tattoos swirled across his chest.

      She tried to hold back a smile.

      “Josh, I work for you.”

      “Baby, that didn’t stop you weeks ago.”

      “That was different.” It wasn’t and she didn’t know how to talk down a kiss she’d wanted more than anything at the time. “We were on the beach.”

      “And the time before that?” A mischievous smile lit up his face, showing off his gorgeous dimples.

      She pulled in a sharp breath and felt the blood begin to pound in her temples.

      “You remember?” She couldn’t have felt more mortified when he nodded and felt worse by the second as her mind conjured up the image of them in the office and how she had behaved with him.

      “Like I’m supposed to forget that?” He smirked.

      She stared at him open mouthed, feeling her skin burn with embarrassment. She was certain that she would have turned every shade of red in the last few seconds and that she must have been a glowing crimson shade now.

      “All these weeks you remembered?”

      “Yes,” he said with more insistence. “So yes, we are most definitely fooling around.”

      She brought her hands up to her cheeks and sighed. “I have to go.”

      Josh caught her before she could flee and pulled her close to his bare chest. “I liked it.” He smiled.

      “You were drunk.”

      “Doesn’t matter. I liked it, and I like you.” He held her gaze and pulled her even closer.

      Amy couldn’t move out of the enchantment he placed on her. It was the way he looked at her with that intense desire and want.

      She’d be lying to herself if she said she didn’t feel desire and want for him too. But then she had to remind herself that this was the same Joshua Mancini who managed to get under her skin so badly when she first met him. And then he wasn’t just involved with one woman, there was always two women upstairs in his bed for a massive chunk of that first week she was here.

      Why would she just want to be an addition to his collection?

      “You’re bored, and to my knowledge you haven’t seen Allegra and bed friends in a while. You should call them. It’s Friday night, you have my seal of approval to go out and have fun. But no drinking.”

      He laughed and shook his head. “That’s bullshit, Amy. All of it. You know if I wanted to be with Allegra and bed friends they would be here. So stop resisting me, baby. Clearly I want you, and I know you want me, too.” A slow sensuous smile curved his lips.

      “I…don’t want you.” She didn’t even know why she bothered; anyone would be able to see very clearly that she was lying.

      He answered with a laugh, then reached out to touch her face again. “Okay, prove it. If you don’t want me go back to work.”

      It was probably the last chance, but he knew just as well as she did that she wasn’t going anywhere. He gave her a few seconds, though, to make the decision, then his smile widened at her hesitation.

      She couldn’t help herself. Again it was the look that got to her. That paralyzing look that captivated her and held her in place. She pressed her hand to the hard planes of his chest, savoring the solid ripple of muscle she felt as he slipped his arm around her waist.

      “Come here, baby.”

      Any last thought of resistance melted away beneath his stare and she tilted her head up as he lowered to her lips, welcoming his kiss. This was wrong, she knew that, but the emotions she suppressed for him eradicated logic from her mind. All Amy wanted to do was enjoy running her hands over his body and to feel him touch her too.

      As the kiss intensified he moved with her over to the sofa where he pulled her down into his lap, meeting the hungry kisses he fed her with the same unsated desire. He tasted good to her, like everything she wanted and needed mixed with lustful desire.

      Heat radiated from her body and warmed her from the inside out. As he ran his hands over her waist, she molded herself to him, encouraging him to touch her. And touch her he did. He slid his hands up to her breasts and squeezed her gently, leaving a trail of fire on her skin in the wake of his ascent. Jolts of pleasure surged through her, parting her lips as a soft moan escaped her. She pulled in a breath to steady her mind.

      “You like that,” he whispered against her lips and gave her that mischievous smile.

      “Josh, we shouldn’t.” It was the last attempt of her brain to keep their relationship professional.

      “We should, baby.” He ran his fingers over her already tight, taut nipples, driving her wild. “Tonight we’re just a guy and a girl who like each other. We can be that, right?”

      She should say no, but it would be a lie, and it would be against what she wanted.

      “Yes.” That was it. That was her raw need for him talking and there was no coming back.

      His lips fused to hers again, ravaging her with kisses she felt all over her body. Electricity sparked off her in droves as he kissed his way down her neck and squeezed her breasts. No one had ever touched her like this before. The men she’d been with wouldn’t know how.

      “Let me see you, baby,” he said against the hollow in her neck , his warm breath caressing her skin and scattering her nerves.

      His blue-green eyes met hers with a lustful, hungry look, then returned to her breasts.

      “Yes,” she barely managed the reply. On her word, he slid the straps of her top down, revealing her bra. He moved her back into the sofa so she was resting against its padded back, then with one quick snap he undid the butterfly clasp holding her bra together and eased the lacy cup aside.

      She watched his desire for her intensify as her breasts spilled out.

      “God, baby, you’re beautiful,” he breathed, sexual heat heavy in his voice.

      She went to answer but found herself unable to as his lips smoothed over her left nipple with tantalizing possessiveness. Her breast surged at the intimacy of his touch as he drew her into his mouth. A groan of satisfaction slipped from her lips, begging him to continue, and continue he did to her other breast.

      The gentle massage of his tongue sent currents of desire through her, making her want more. His hands moved down the length of her back, over her skirt, and crept back up her thighs. Instinctively her body arched into him and moved back as he released her, allowing him to follow her as she lay down.

      Their lips met again and her skin burned where his touched hers. His untamed touch awakened the woman in her, igniting something she didn’t know existed.

      “Beautiful Amy,” he whispered into her ear as he hooked his finger into the lace of her panties and tugged on the edge to slide them down.

      Her stomach clenched as his body crowded hers and he was so close she could feel the hard bulge of his arousal. She gasped for air as he ran his hands across the already heated skin of her stomach and tried to remove her clothes.

      But just then the house phone started ringing. At first she thought she imagined it, but as it sounded she realized it was real. It chimed into the haze of their passion, bringing her out of her lust-filled, intoxicated mind.

      Josh stopped in his tracks and looked over to the phone on the side table. A solemn expression filled his face as he gazed ahead and turned pale as the answering machine clicked on and the voice of his father came on.

      “Hey son.” His voice sounded frail. She didn’t know him but she recognized a pained voice when she heard it. “Just seeing how you are. It would be nice to see you. I just want to see you. Call me if you want to talk.”

      Josh moved off her. Desire still pounded through her veins but she was hoping he’d go over to the phone. He didn’t. He just sat there staring ahead and allowed the phone to switch off.

      She fixed herself, putting her bra back together and adjusting her top back to how it was.

      “Josh.”

      His eyes darkened with emotion as he looked at her. She slid over to him and rested her hands on the wide muscles of his shoulder.

      “I’m sorry, baby. I’m sorry. My dad, um…” He looked away, unable to finish.

      “It’s okay.”

      “No, it’s not. You have no idea how badly I want you.” His eyes locked on hers and she felt like he was staring right through all the barriers of protection she’d placed around her heart.

      She couldn’t help the emotion that swirled through her as she said, “I want you too. But we should take things slowly.”

      They needed to, because she felt like her head was going to explode, and she had a lot of things to get around her poor head before she even contemplated venturing down this road with him.

      “You’re not sure about me.” Hurt added to the pain in his eyes.

      “It’s not that.” It definitely wasn’t that. There wasn’t a question in her mind as to how sure she was about him, and that was the worrying part. It was like her heart could skip over everything she needed to consider and jump to the part where she wanted to give into that carnal desire she had for him.

      “Then what is it?”

      “It’s new.” That was the best explanation she could come up with, and it was the truth. Being with him was new to her. Not only had she never been with a man with such a strong personality like him, but he was a star athlete who everyone knew. Men wanted to be him and women came in multitudes to fall at his feet, begging him to take them. There was a reason why all those magazines wanted him.

      He continued to gaze at her, looking at her like he didn’t understand.

      “It’s new, and you’re you, and I’m me.”

      “What’s wrong with that?” His eyes searched hers.

      There was everything wrong with it but she couldn’t say that to him. She wouldn’t hurt him more than he looked.

      She’d done such a great job at avoiding feeling like this. Feeling her heart respond to someone who she had no control over. Feeling her pulse leap every time he looked at her.

      There was too much going on to deal with this right now.

      “It’s new, Josh, and I need slow right now.”

      The other overarching thing was obviously why she was here. Why she was working for him. Over the last few weeks she’d had several chances to tell him about her mother. Several opportunities to talk about herself. Thankfully they were kept busy with trying to sort out his problems.

      The last thing Amy wanted him to think was that she helped him the way she did because of the money. It would break her heart if he thought that.

      At first she’d come for the money and that goal to get all that she was promised, but that was in the extremely initial stages. Things changed and her feelings changed. Right now she’d jumped so far over the line of professionalism that she couldn’t see it, and even if she could she didn’t know if she could go back over it.

      “Slow,” he muttered.

      “Yes. Josh, you have other things to worry about. Your father is probably at the top of the list.”

      He looked away again and sighed. “I can’t speak to him, Amy. I want to, and I wish I could see him, but I don’t know if I can.”

      “You should try.” She’d heard his father call a few times now. He always said the same things, and Josh always treated him the same. He always allowed the answering machine to pick up. “He sounded terrible.”

      Josh turned to face her. “Amy, my parents were madly in love with each other. Every memory I have of them is filled with it. They were always together, hardly ever argued, and when they did it was over nonsense. Sometimes it was embarrassing, but it made me realize that people really can feel that way about each other.”

      All Amy could do was look at him and listen. She didn’t know how to comment because she’d had the complete opposite in her life. Her mother definitely loved her father, but he was a useless jerk who left his family practically on the streets with nothing. He didn’t love her mother or his children. All he cared about was himself.

      “That’s beautiful,” she told him.

      “It is. And while I may be finding ways to deal with my guilt, I don’t know how to face him feeling like I took the love of his life away.”

      She put her arms around him and he pulled her close to his chest. “You didn’t, Josh. You didn’t take her away.”

      He leaned in and kissed her forehead.

      She ran her hands across his chest. “You should talk to your dad. You really should.”

      “I’ll prepare myself to call him.” He pulled away from her so he could look at her. “Amy, you can say no, but do you think you could stay with me. I just…need you.”

      Staying would place her right in the den of her intense attraction to him, but she would stay if he needed her. Besides, it sure would be nice to be somewhere safe and comfortable.

      “Of course I’ll stay.”

      That seemed to really cheer him up. He took both her hands, brought them up to his lips, and kissed her knuckles.

      “Thank you.” He smiled, then narrowed his eyes at her. “So, does slow mean not doing anything?”

      She smiled at that. “No.” Her cheeks warmed as the mischief returned to his eyes.

      “Can we do what we did tonight, just…slowly?” He went to touch her waist and she swatted his hands away.

      “No.” She giggled.

      “This is real torture, baby. So what can we do? You can’t expect me to just stare at you from afar like some weirdo.”

      She laughed then reached out to hold his jaw. “Come here.”

      His smile widened as she directed him back to her lips and kissed him.

      “We can kiss.”

      He smiled against her lips.

      “Before nine and after five.”

      “Okay. I’ll try this.” He pulled her onto his lap again to kiss her properly.
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      They had a really good weekend. It was the best she’d had in a very, very long time. Amy ended up staying for the whole time and she loved being with Josh.

      She also loved being in his house and not having to go back to her horrible shoebox of an apartment, with those creepy men.

      Her excitement and lovely weekend was, however, short lived. On Monday afternoon she got a call from Dr. Carson. Her mother had contracted pneumonia so any plans for surgery had to be postponed until she got better.

      Until then Dr. Carson was keeping a close eye on her with a course of strong antibiotics. She was grateful that her mother was getting such good care but she would have been happier to have the surgery out of the way. Waiting meant still being in the danger zone and further deterioration. However, waiting was what her mother needed now because her body wouldn’t be able to go through such an intense, invasive procedure with pneumonia. So once again Amy had to gather faith and strength.

      As she was leaving Josh’s house the next day they got a surprise visit. Amy opened the door and found a man standing on the porch. He was just about to ring the bell.

      It was Josh’s father. She’d seen pictures of him, but seeing him standing before her displayed the wealth of similarities he shared with Josh. Josh was the spitting image of him. Same piercing-blue turquoise, same strong features, same build, height, and smile.

      “Hi, I’m—”

      “Dad?” Josh said from behind her. Amy turned and saw him.

      He’d been in the basement working out in the gym. His hair was dripping with sweat and his white jersey clung to his chest.

      “Hi son.” His father gave Josh a tentative look, then returned his gaze to her. “I’m sorry, I can see that you were leaving.”

      “Oh, it’s fine. It’s really great to meet you.” Amy shook his hand. “I should go, though, and leave you two.”

      Josh caught her hand and tugged her back towards him. “No, stay.” He then bent down and whispered to her ear. “Can you hang back for a while?” He looked nervous.

      She nodded. “Sure.”

      He squeezed her hand looking grateful.
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* * *

      Josh took Amy into the kitchen while his father waited in the living room.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to put you on the spot like that. Did you have plans?” He should have asked her properly before practically dragging her back into the house.

      “I was just going to brush my hair.” She giggled.

      He reached for a lock of her silky hair and held the ends between his fingers.

      “I can brush your hair for you.” This was the way they’d been since Friday. A continuous flirt cycle where she teased him painlessly with her beauty and he tried to keep his desires under control. Yes, he hoped for more, but this was fine.

      “I’ll hold you to that.” She smiled sweetly. “Now go talk to your dad. You’ll be fine. I’ll bring in tea in half an hour or so.”

      “You aren’t going to bring in tea because you want to check out my dad are you?”

      Her bright green eyes widened and her cheeks turned that sweet rose color. “No, of course not.”

      He chuckled, enjoying her protests.

      “He looks like you, a lot.”

      “Okay, well just remember I’m the real deal. And heck, I saw you first.”

      “Oh Lord.” She rolled her eyes and walked into the office. “Don’t keep him waiting,” she called back over her shoulder.

      No, he wouldn’t. He’d kept his father waiting long enough. For months.

      Josh entered the living room and looked across at his father sitting in the armchair. He straightened up on seeing him and offered a smile. Josh sat in front of him and tried to think of what to say.

      “How are you doing?” his father asked.

      “Better.” Josh had made a full turnaround of his life. When he looked back to the mess of a person he was weeks ago, it made him feel good that he’d accomplished so much. He was training with the team and doing incredibly well with them, he’d given up alcohol completely and had done a full course of treatment with a therapist who’d worked wonders with him, and he didn’t have that doomed outlook he used to have of life. He was by no means a hundred percent, quite far from it, but he hoped to get there one day. Seeing his father was the last challenge. He’d geared himself up for the last few days to call him and planned to do it tomorrow, but this was good, even though Josh was still uneasy as hell.

      “I’m happy to hear that.” His father nodded.

      “How are you doing?” The last time Josh was this close to him he’d watched him sob by the gravesite, inconsolable. It was one of the most heart-wrenching moments of his life.

      “Better too. Clarissa’s birthday was hard.” He nodded. “Everything’s been hard, but what’s been harder is not seeing you. I really, really miss my son.”

      Sometimes he wondered how his father could offer him such pure, unrequited love that was neverending and unconditional. Especially since Josh had treated him so badly. His father had called him every day, and Josh had cowered away, hiding under his grief.

      “I miss you, too, Dad.” Josh focused on him, focusing on the wealth of love he saw displayed in his father’s eyes and felt a sense of calm fill him. “I’m sorry for not coming to see you.”

      “Son, I understand why you took everything so hard. I do, but you have to stop shutting me out. I’ve tried to do what works for you. I’ve stayed away, I’ve tried to visit, I’ve called you, and now I’m here.” He sounded desperate.

      Josh pulled in a breath. “I know.” He wanted to make sure he explained his feelings to him in the best way. “I didn’t want to shut you out.” He brought his hand up to his chin. “I felt guilty for everything. It felt like I killed Mom and Clarissa. I felt guilty for taking away the lives of the people you loved so much.”

      “That’s not true, son.” His father shook his head. “And you know I love you too.”

      “I know.” His father’s love was something he’d never doubted. Josh just believed he was undeserving of it. “But unlike me, Clarissa was like some magical being who had the ability to spread joy, happiness, and love wherever she went, and Mom was your everything. I felt like I took them away from you.” Josh brought his hands up to his temples as the vein there throbbed under the pressure of his memories.

      His father moved over to sit next to him and rested his hand on his shoulder. “Talk to me. Talking is good.” He offered a soothing smile.

      Josh looked at him and took a moment to steady his emotions. “Mom was the love of your life. You loved her to no end, and I saw you fall in love with her every day. Not many people can say that about their parents, and not many people find love like that. I felt like I took her away from you. Their lives were taken away because of me and football.”

      His father shook his head as he patted Josh’s shoulder. “It’s easy to blame yourself. But it wasn’t your fault. I blamed myself too. I was the father, the husband. I didn’t have a big game to worry about. You just wanted them there to watch you and be proud like we always were. There was nothing wrong with that. But I could have taken charge and told them not to come, not to drive after a storm. I could have done that. Josh, in all honesty, it was me who should have taken better care. But I never thought anything would happen.” He wiped away a tear that ran down his cheek.

      Josh looked him over, finding it hard to believe that he’d blamed himself too. It was the same for Josh. The same for anyone who loved his mother and sister, and felt like they could have done something different to change the course of events.

      “It wasn’t your fault, Dad.”

      “I know.” He steadied his breathing. “And that’s the most important thing to realize. These things really do just happen, and we have to remember that they wouldn’t want us to suffer the way we have. It will make all the happiness we shared count for nothing.”

      Josh nodded in complete agreement. “We should go to the cemetery together. Maybe we could go once a month.”

      “Yes. I think that’s a great idea.” His father smiled. “I’ll be there for all your games, too, as usual, and we can support each other.”

      “I’d like that. I think this season is going to be different than any other.”

      “I see you’re playing the Centaurs first.”

      “Yep, they are serious talent. But I think the season will be different because I’m different.”

      “I see.” His father smiled.

      Josh was different. He was taking things more seriously and trying to do everything by the book. He was trying to change in other ways, too. He looked towards the door and thought of Amy. It was her that helped him to get to this point. She helped in a tremendous way that he couldn’t have been more grateful for.

      His father followed his gaze and a soft smile spread across his lips. “So, is that a new girlfriend?”

      Josh looked back to his father. “Oh…um no. She’s my…” It didn’t seem right to call her his PA. Besides being insanely attracted to her, Amy had done a lot for him. She’d also awakened something in him that he never thought existed. She wanted slow and he wasn’t used to that. But if he had any sort of chance with her he’d grab the hell out of it. “She’s my PA,” he decided to say.

      “Your PA?” his father humored him.

      “She is.”

      “Okay, I believe you. She’s your PA.”

      That chance was something he may never have, but he’d enjoy their little before and after work kissing and flirting sessions.

      At least she wasn’t averse to any of it and seemed to like him too.
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* * *

      Amy was glad to have the privilege of meeting Josh’s father. He seemed like a really nice guy.

      True to her word, she brought out the tea like she promised in half an hour. At that point they’d talked about the more sensitive matters and looked in better spirits.

      Josh invited her to sit with them and she listened with keen fascination as his father talked about the family property development business. He explained how he grew it and expanded to countries in the Caribbean and South America. She loved his talk of Italy and all the exciting places there. It was one of the places she desperately wanted to visit and planned to when she made it big as a designer. If. She shouldn’t get too overconfident. It was still an if.

      She left them later than she had planned and headed back to her apartment. This was the part of the day she disliked the most. She hated when she drove out of Malibu and headed towards downtown L.A. and watched the scenery around her change. No more grand mansions, manors, and beach houses. No more style and glamour.

      Amy could only describe where she lived as rough and unsafe. She parked in her usual spot and headed into the complex with more caution than she usually exhibited because it was later.

      Police were outside again questioning witnesses to whatever crime had happened today. It was a daily thing here. She just made sure that when she was here she walked with her head focused straight ahead and got up to her apartment as quickly as possible.

      As she got on her floor she heard talking and laughing. Amy hoped it wasn’t Dom and his friends, but sadly it was. She froze when she saw them standing at her door.

      No, not at her door. They were inside her apartment, she quickly realized to her horror. She was shocked to see him holding a pair of her panties to his lips.

      She would have run away but saw that one of the guys was holding her dress for the showcase. He was picking the rhinestones off and laughing.

      “What are you doing with my stuff?” She’d been taught to never confront anyone who could have the potential to harm her. She’d been taught self-preservation over challenging a threat. But, as Amy looked at the dress she had worked so hard on, and saw that they had it and were destroying her chance to fulfill her dream, she felt like she wanted to die.

      All she’d done most of her life was take care of others, but when it came to what she wanted the opportunities were always pushed back or delayed in some way. Or pushed out of her reach.

      She put her heart and soul into that dress, and her last cent. So no, she couldn’t just run.

      “Blondie,” Dom said, coming up to her. “I’m tired of waiting. It’s time for that Kit Kat.”

      “Give me back my stuff,” she cried. The men behind him laughed and walked away. As they did she saw that they had her mannequin and sewing machine. She made a move to go after them but Dom grabbed her and held her back. “Let go of me,” she cried, pinching him.

      He did let go, but not without striking her across her face first. She screamed as the impact of his massive hand split her lip and sent her to the floor, reeling in pain. It felt like her brain had been knocked out of her head as everything spun around her.

      “Crazy bitch,” he balked. When she looked up to him cold terror gripped her as she found herself staring down the barrel of the gun he held at her. Certain this would be her last moment, she started to cry and shake. “See this, girlie? Next time you try something like that this will be in your pretty head. Be glad that I like you and have other plans for you. Go inside and wait for me.” He motioned inside her apartment. His gaze burned with such an intensity she felt her soul shiver. She did as he instructed, trying to make her body move against the fear and pain she felt. “Good girl. I’ll be back.”

      Amy broke down the minute he left.
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      Amy managed to close the door.

      They’d destroyed the lock when they got in so she couldn’t secure herself in properly. She put the bin in front of the door to hold it shut because that was all she could move.

      Everything was gone. Her clothes, all her stuff, everything. All she had was what was on her back and in her bag.

      Agonized by despair, she sat in the darkness, crying. Not knowing what to do or where to turn. She thought of Josh but didn’t want to call and involve him. Dom had a gun and he just told her he’d be back.

      What should she do?

      She was shaking so much she had to hug her knees to her chest to hold it all in. Fear knotted her insides, pulling her between anticipation and dread.

      She stayed that way all night, crying and shaking until she watched the sunrise. Dom hadn’t come back but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t. She’d thought of every escape route she could use, but each would be bad. She was too high up to go through the window and there was no ledge or anything to grip on. It would be sure death. She thought of going out the corridor and making a run for it, but that was terrible, too, because either Dom or his lackeys would see her.

      She saw the way things worked here and always kept her head out of it for fear of getting mixed up. Now look at her.

      As the time pressed on she thought about work. How was she going to go?

      Amy managed to send both Josh and Hilda a message. She said she had a bad cold and wouldn’t be in today. Hilda messaged back instantly telling her to take care of herself. Josh didn’t message back. It was fine, he never usually responded to her messages anyway.

      She had to think of a way to leave. The only viable plan was to just make a run for it. The only problem was finding the strength and the courage to go.
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* * *

      Josh shook his head as he watched Hilda. They’d been at Zuma Beach all day with the crew from Sports Illustrated taking pictures of him for another ad he hoped would be the last. These sorts of events took up his precious time, precious training time.

      “I can do this pose, or this.” Hilda did her best model’s pout and pose for the Sports Illustrated photographer who was having a field day with her. The poor guy had taken a shine to his pretty maid and had jumped at the chance to get a few snaps of her when he was done with Josh.

      Hilda was only too happy to accompany Josh to this dreadful shoot. He really hated anything like this and had been eager to get it over and done with. She’d come along to help with the PA stuff Amy would do and for the opportunity. Unknown to him, Hilda wanted to be a model and loved being in the spotlight. So this was good for her.

      He missed Amy today, missed her a lot. He’d gotten used to the fact of not seeing her on weekends, but the middle of the week felt off. He planned to take her some flowers tomorrow if she was still sick. She more than deserved it.

      Hilda skipped over to him with a bright smile on her face. “Oh my gosh, he just took my number and said he’d put me on the list for extras.” She looked so excited.

      “Sweetheart, you can do much better than working as an extra.” She could, she was beautiful, with her striking eyes and rich wealth of dark hair. “Hey Robert, or whatever your name is.” Josh signaled the photographer. He couldn’t quite remember his name.

      “It’s Robin, sir.”

      Josh knew it started with an R. “Does she look like a damn extra to you?”

      Hilda looked horrified. “Josh, I’m happy with whatever I can get.” She nodded at Robin and turned back to Josh. “This is the furthest I’ve gotten, please don’t ruin it for me,” she hissed at him under her breath.

      He ignored her. “You didn’t answer my question, Robin.” Josh eyed him with curiosity. “You just took a host of pictures and she proved she’s a natural. Why’d you do that if you were going to just add her to a list of extras?”

      “Okay, I’ll put you forward to be added to the model list.”

      Josh had a lot of influence with magazines like this. They knew he could always say no, and they didn’t want that because his pictures sold their magazines. There were plenty other athletes they could ask, but they seemed to like him. It wasn’t his fault that he was blessed with all the great looks God could give a man, and the body too.

      Hilda screamed and hugged him. “Thank you, oh my gosh.” Now she started jumping up and down.

      “I’m going to get back to sorting out those shots. But if you’re free we can go over some stuff on how it works,” Robin said. His tentative manner told Josh that was just a clever ruse to ask Hilda out.

      Josh spoke before Hilda could answer. “Man, why don’t you just ask her out and be done with it?”

      Hilda’s face turned red, but wasn’t worse than Robin’s, whose face colored fiercely, making his fair features and blond hair stand out.

      Josh wasn’t into this beating around the bush crap and making up clever excuses to ask a woman out. He’d never been like that and found it to be such a waste of time.

      “Josh, geez,” Hilda scolded.

      But Josh once again ignored her. He knew what he was talking about. “Well, don’t just stand there, man, state your intentions for my Hilda and I will let her know if you are worthy of her presence.”

      Robin laughed now and Hilda looked up at him with an expression of awe on her face.

      “I was hoping to ask her out to dinner,” Robin confessed.

      Hilda looked surprised to hear that.

      Josh nodded. “Okay, isn’t that better? You seem alright and not too shabby. What do you think, Hilda?”

      Hilda started to laugh. “I think I would love to go to dinner.”

      “Cool, there you go.”

      Robin smiled and left them. Josh shrugged into his jacket and swung his backpack over his shoulder.

      “Thank you.” Hilda still looked at him with gratitude. “I’ve never had anyone do that for me.”

      “You’re most welcome. I have another thing like this tomorrow. Will you come if Amy is still sick?”

      “Of course.” Her eyes sparkled.

      “Have you heard from her since this morning?”

      He hadn’t managed to call or message back yet because of being here. When the message came through he was already late to leave. He thought he’d have a moment throughout the day but hadn’t had much of a break.

      Hilda shook her head. “I was going to swing by her place tomorrow and see her.”

      “Let’s go together after the shoot.”

      He thought he’d call her now, though, because he just wanted to hear her voice. He’d never called her before.

      Hilda went to gather her stuff as he took out his phone and hit Amy’s number.

      Amy answered on the second ring. “Josh.” Her voice sounded weak.

      “Baby, I miss you so much.”

      “Hey.” There was a smile in her voice. “I miss you too. Did…um your shoot go okay?” Now her voice sounded shaky. Not like when you were sick, but more like…

      Worried, scared maybe. Maybe that was just how she sounded when she was sick.

      “There were women all over me; I had to fend them off.”

      There was a long pause, then she breathed into the phone. “Oh, that’s good.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Did you hear what I said?”

      “I think so.” Now he was sure she was crying and alarm struck him.

      “Amy, baby, are you okay? I was totally joking about the women.”

      “I’m fine. I should go. My throat really hurts.” She was crying.

      “Okay baby, I’ll see you soon. Don’t worry about tomorrow if you’re still sick.”

      “Thanks.” Yes she was definitely crying and he felt now that something was wrong.

      He hung up, looked over at Hilda, and bit the inside of his lips. “Hilda, where does Amy live? You have an address, right?”

      “Yes. It’s downtown in the old freight apartments,” Hilda replied.

      Josh widened his eyes in horror. “She lives where?” His mouth dropped. He wouldn’t even venture down those parts himself because it was so rough and one sure way for something to happen to you. He could defend himself if there was trouble but never went looking for it. And as for the freight apartments, they weren’t even livable. They looked more like small county jail cells. He couldn’t conceive that his Amy was living in a place like that.

      “I know, tough area, right?” Hilda scribbled down the address and handed it to him. “I’ve tried to tell her how rough it is but she maintains she’s lived in New York and Atlanta and would be fine. I guess, though, that it’s more about saving what she can for her mom.”

      What was Hilda talking about? What was wrong with Amy’s mom?

      Amy had never mentioned anything being wrong with her. He supposed, though, that was because they’d never talked much about her and her family. He’d never asked. All these weeks she probably knew everything there was to know about him, and it just occurred to him that he knew very little about her.

      It wasn’t that he didn’t want to ask, he just hadn’t wanted to pry. She seemed to want to keep her private life separate from him, so he respected that.

      “Is her mom okay?”

      Hilda raised her eyebrows at him. “No. You didn’t know?”

      “No. But I’ll ask her. I think I may go there now and see if she’s okay. She didn’t sound too good on the phone.”

      There must have been a reason why Amy hadn’t told him whatever it was he didn’t know. She deserved her privacy but clearly felt comfortable enough to tell Hilda. Why wouldn’t she tell him too?

      “I’ll come with you,” Hilda offered, looking concerned.

      “No. I’ll see you tomorrow. Enjoy your date with Robin.”

      Hilda smiled and blushed a little. “Thank you. Please call me if you need to.”

      Josh nodded and headed to his jeep.

      He hoped Amy was okay and that she wouldn’t mind him stopping by. He’d simply go and see how she was and if she needed anything. Then he’d go.

      [image: ]
* * *

      As the night drew by Amy could scarcely breathe. Several times throughout the day either Dom or one of his idiot friends would come by and stand outside the door. They taunted her with vile words and filled her in on what they had planned to do to her later.

      They could hear her crying and that encouraged them to taunt her even more. Dom had turned off the electricity in her apartment so she couldn’t even charge her phone. Now the battery had run out.

      She wished she’d asked Josh to get her. Or better yet get the police.

      At the time when she spoke to him she was so scared she couldn’t think straight. Then she’d heard one of the men at the door, who’d apparently been spying on her all these weeks. The things he said to her were so revolting and despicable she just about managed to finish the call with Josh.

      Now it was later. It was later now and she didn’t know what would happen to her.

      With the fear of God in her, she’d grasped so tightly onto her legs that her fingernails dug into her skin, making her legs bleed. And she couldn’t stop shaking. She’d heard of things like this happening to women. Being kidnapped and gang raped, then killed. These men weren’t decent, none of them were. They were all animals, and from what they’d said during the day she was sure that she was in for a terrible fate.

      There was a knock at the door. It made her jump and shake even more.

      “Amy.” The person sounded like Josh, but how could it be? He wouldn’t be here, he didn’t even know where she lived. She thought she would pass out from the shaking and the terror that took her when she watched the door and the bin move.

      “Amy.” The person moved the door with a little more force, prying it open.

      She moved up against the wall under the window, recoiling away, as if that could help.

      “Please have mercy,” she begged as the tears wracked her body.

      “Baby, it’s me.” She looked up and saw Josh coming towards her. He came up to her and lowered next to her so he could pull her within the safety of his arms. She threw her arms around him and held onto him so tight her hands tingled. How had he known to come?

      “Josh,” she cried into his chest. Then he pulled back and looked her over.

      “Amy, what the hell are you doing in this shithole?”

      She couldn’t talk, she was crying too much.

      “What happened?”

      “They took my stuff, everything is gone.”

      “They? Who is they?” He released her and stood up so he could flick on the light switch, but of course there was no light.

      “They turned off the power.”

      He got out his phone and shined the flashlight on her so he could see her better. She could see his eyes widen when he looked at her face and could only imagine that that hit Dom gave her left a mark.

      “Jesus. Who did this to you?” He held her face.

      “It’s okay. I’m fine.”

      “No. You tell me right now who did this to you and who they are,” he demanded.

      “The landlord and his jerk friends.”

      “Do they live here?”

      She nodded.

      “Okay, pack up what you have left.”

      All she could do was look at him and try to work out what he meant. “What are we doing?”

      “We’re going home, but first we’re going to get the rest of your things back.”

      Amy looked at the stern, very serious expression on his handsome face. She opened her mouth to talk but didn’t know what to comment on first. She didn’t have a home, and going after these guys would be dangerous. Dom had a gun.

      “Home?” she breathed.

      He reached out and held her face and his expression softened a little. “You’re coming home with me, and I’m going to take care of you.”

      That moment was the most safe and secure she’d ever felt in her life. And as she gazed into his eyes she didn’t think she’d ever experienced the warmth and care she felt from anyone. Not even her mother. Her mother tried to take the very best care of her and Tristan, but sometimes she just couldn’t. Sometimes they really had to rough it out. Whether that was the trailer park, or in the back of a car.

      “I’ll take care of you,” he repeated with an assertive nod. “Now come, get it all together and let’s go.”

      “Thank you.” She continued to gaze in his eyes. He took her hand, brought it up to his lips, and kissed her knuckles. She savored the moment for a few brief seconds, then pulled in a sharp breath at the memory of the gun. “Josh, they have a gun. The landlord pointed it at me. You could get hurt.”

      His eyes blazed when he heard that. “Baby you let me worry about that. Come on.”

      Since she didn’t have much to grab they were out of there within minutes. He kept her close as she directed him to Dom’s apartment. Loud music came from inside and it sounded like there was a party going on.

      Josh knocked on the door with so much power the wood shook. The music died down and she could now hear mutterings. They probably thought the police had come.

      Josh knocked again with the same intensity. Dom opened the door.

      “Is this him?” Josh asked her.

      “Yes.”

      Before Dom had the chance to even move and process what was going on, Josh head butted him, sending him straight to the floor in an unconscious heap.

      “Stay back, Amy,” Josh warned.

      She did as he instructed. As he walked into the apartment, two guys rushed him but Josh effortlessly sent them to the ground with his fist. When they tried to get up he hauled them right back. With his height and build they were no match for Josh. She could see why he was called the Mancini Machine, and why he played defense for his team. Nothing and no one could get past him, unless he allowed them to. One guy tried to escape but Josh caught him and lifted him off the ground, holding him by his throat.

      “You and your friends messed with my girl,” Josh balked, squeezing the man’s throat. Amy stood back and watched. It didn’t escape her that Josh just called her his girl, but she was too shaken to think. “I’ll show you a bit of mercy because you weren’t dumb enough to attack me. Give me her things if you want to live.”

      The guy coughed as he tried to speak. “Okay,” he managed.

      Josh dropped him on the ground.

      Amy looked around, there were five of them lying there. She couldn’t believe that Josh had done that and was impressed with his strength. She was impressed that he would defend her, as if she really was his girl.

      The man scrambled off the ground and ran into the backroom. Josh waited for him with asserted dominance. The man brought the sewing machine first. It seemed like it was intact, probably because they wanted to sell it. He then went back to retrieve her other things and she could see that her mannequin was broken in half and her dress was ruined. All the stones were gone. The material was cut in places and filthy with what looked like grease on it.

      “Is that all of it?” Josh asked.

      “Yes, we sold the rhinestones.”

      A tear ran down Amy’s cheeks when she heard that. She spent a whole month’s salary on those stones.

      While Josh picked up the heavy stuff, she took the bags with her clothes and held her dress.

      “You better hope like hell I don’t see you again,” Josh cautioned the guy who nodded vigorously. “I know you know who I am, you look like you recognize me, and must know I’m bat shit crazy. So don’t fuck with me. Pass the message on.” Josh motioned to Dom and the other men on the floor.

      Amy followed him as he walked out; she tried to stop herself from crying but she couldn’t. The showcase was a month away and this dress had taken her months to make. Not because she couldn’t sew fast or put a dress together quickly. It was simply down to the fact that it was her winning ticket. It was the dress that was supposed to land her the job. She’d spent time designing it with all its intricacies. She didn’t know what she’d do.

      Josh put the stuff in his car then took her into his arms again where she broke down.

      She’d reached that point, that breaking point where she couldn’t take it anymore. It was all too much.
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      Josh couldn’t have been more sweet and caring towards her. He took her home and fixed up the guest room properly to make sure she was comfortable.

      Amy was grateful to him and his kindness and appreciated that he took time out to make sure she was okay. Or as close to okay as possible. She was devastated about her dress, and really didn’t know what to do.

      Since he gave her the day off she slept in till ten and couldn’t have been more surprised when he came in with a tray of breakfast.

      “You brought me breakfast in bed?” She sat up and smiled at him. She’d never had breakfast in bed before.

      “I did, and you’ll love this.” He looked proud of himself as he placed the tray before her. She looked down at it, narrowed her eyes, and smiled at the amusing display.

      He’d made her pancakes and created smiley faces on top of them with chocolate syrup. There were also little macaroons, like the ones she’d seen in those fancy European stores. These were in the shape of pink unicorns and teddy bears. He’d also made scrambled eggs and toast, which he cut up in triangles. It looked like something you’d give a child.

      “Josh, this looks like a kid’s meal. A very cool kid’s meal.” She couldn’t believe she could laugh, despite her inner turmoil. “How old do you think I am?”

      He gave her that wide-eyed, deer-in-the-headlights look. “Um, is that a question I’m meant to answer?”

      “You can if you want to.” Now she really wondered how old he thought she was.

      He grimaced. “Please just tell me you’re legal because I’m at risk of going to prison if you aren’t.” He looked at her breasts and kept his gaze there. “You’re not wearing a bra are you?”

      “Josh,” she chided him, pulling up the sheets to her chin. No she wasn’t wearing a bra and didn’t normally wear one to bed.

      “I’m sorry. It’s that Italian blood thing again.”

      She giggled. “Anyway, you thought I might not be legal?” There was no way she looked that young.

      “Well you always get all squeamish when I talk about sex and you said you wanted to take things slow, so it occurred to me that maybe that was because you were waiting to turn eighteen. Either that or you escaped from the convent. I hope I’m wrong.”

      She couldn’t believe she was laughing. “Josh, you thought I was either under eighteen, or a nun.”

      He shrugged sheepishly. “Anything can happen these days.”

      She laughed even more. Really laughed, and he did too. “And I’m not squeamish about sex.”

      Mischief filled his eyes. “Have you done it before?”

      Great, now he thought she was a virgin. “If you must know, yes I have. Not as much as you. Definitely not as much as you.”

      “Hey, I can’t help that women crawl all over me. I swear to God some of them just land on me and we just end up doing the wild dance.”

      “Joshua Mancini you better hope the good Lord didn’t hear you just lie through your pearly whites.”

      He looked at her, studying her, and smiled. “You just sounded like Corey. His family is originally from Texas. His southern accent comes out when he’s well and truly annoyed with me.”

      She blinked and looked down at the tray he’d set before her. Amy had lived in New York for so long that her southern drawl had diminished to some extent. Living in Atlanta where there was a good mix of accents meant that hers had never been as strong and pronounced as her mother’s, who was originally from Louisiana.

      It didn’t surprise her to hear that Corey was from Texas. Aside from the hint of an accent she’d detected in his voice, he had the good manners of a southern gentleman.

      Josh continued to observe her, and she knew why. Last night had opened the door to a lot of questions. The biggest of all was what she was doing in an apartment like that in downtown when she worked for him.

      She held his gaze, pulled in a deep breath, and said, “I’m from Atlanta. I moved to New York after college.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t know that weeks ago.” His eyes never left hers. “I feel really bad that I didn’t try to find out more about you when you helped me through such a tough time. It occurred to me that I don’t even know how old you are.”

      “I’m thirty-three.”

      “You don’t look a day over twenty,” he smiled. He certainly knew how to make a girl feel good, especially when she felt more like a hundred years old.

      “Thank you.”

      “I can continue my wild fantasies now.”

      “Wild fantasies?” She found that hard to believe.

      “Oh yes, but we’ll talk about that another time. If I tell you now and I get lucky with you from my glorious bravery last night, I’ll have to wait till later to find out about you. Also, Hilda wants to come in and see you, and if I get my hands on you it won’t be a quick thing.” He shook his head. “We’ll be at it for hours. Let’s just say the whole day and night. I’d have to send her home.”

      All Amy could do was stare at him with narrowed eyes and her mouth open. It never ceased to amaze her how his mind worked. Also, she knew he wasn’t joking and that’s what fascinated her more. She’d never met anyone who’d speak their mind so freely.

      “So, anyway, tell me, Amy Rose, what made you leave your job in New York to work for the biggest asshole you’ve ever met in your life, with just a sewing machine, a mannequin, and a beautiful red dress that used to have rhinestones?”

      She looked at him and thought about how to answer the question. The simple, short answer was money.

      It twisted her stomach to think of her situation and how he’d feel when he learned her story.

      Amy looked away again and focused her gaze on the sturdy features on the window. He had blinds up in this room as opposed to curtains, and the decoration was quite plain. In the corner was a small wardrobe, a matching chest of drawers, and a desk. Her stuff was next to a box full of weights. All her belongings were in one pile on the floor.

      She looked back to him when he reached out to take a lock of her hair.

      “Tell me, Amy.”

      She shook her head. The more she thought about it, the more awful she felt.

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t want you to think that it wasn’t real, that I wasn’t real.” A tear ran down her cheek.

      “I have a habit of being able to tell what’s real from not. You’re the real deal, Amy. Let me make it easier for you. I know this job pays really well. I know everything about your job. I guess you needed money for something, but anything you did for me stopped being about money after the ESPN show. It stopped when you followed me inside after dropping me off and asked me if I was going to drink.”

      His eyes were full of understanding and deep appreciation. He ran his finger along to the side of her cheek and smiled. “Am I right?”

      “Yes.”

      “So now that’s cleared up, you can tell me what’s going on with you.”

      She bit the inside of her lips to prevent herself from crying as she thought about all that was going on with her. “My mom is really sick and needs specialist surgery. She has severe heart disease. I took this job so I could pay for the surgery for her.”

      His eyes filled with sadness as he searched hers. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Josh, you had a lot going on.”

      “But so did you. Do you need more money? Let me help.”

      “No. It’s all okay now.” In few a months she’d receive that fifty thousand and everything would all be okay. It did, however, warm her heart to hear him offer to help. “Thank you, I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it. But I have everything under control now.”

      “Okay, but let me know if you need me.”

      “I will,” she promised.

      “Until then you’ll stay here. I can’t believe you’d live in that awful place like that. Amy I have a room I keep my shoes in that’s bigger than that dump. You could have just come here.”

      “I can’t stay here, Josh. I couldn’t then and I can’t now. That’s such an imposition.” It was, and she was still trying to deal with her feelings for him.

      “It’s not.” He shook his head.

      “It will be when you want to invite Allegra and bed friends.” She had to be realistic. The man just told her women crawled all over him and it wasn’t his fault if they did the wild dance. “You get all cranky with me when you haven’t had sex in days. God forbid if I was the cause of you not being able to have your little fling parties.”

      She thought he’d make some sort of wise crack about that but he didn’t. He gave her this cautious look and she wasn’t certain what he was thinking.

      “I won’t be inviting Allegra and bed friends here anymore. I haven’t in months.”

      “But you might. You might miss them.”

      “I won’t.”

      “How do you know?”

      He took her hand and held it up. “Because of this.”

      “My hand?” She narrowed her eyes at him and wondered if this was another one of his crazy reasonings.

      “No, this.” He shook her hand.

      “What is it?” She chuckled.

      “Exactly, I don’t know what it is, but there’s something between us. Something that I don’t deserve.” He released her hand. Amy couldn’t have been more stunned by his words. “But since I want it, I’ll work for it. That means no more Allegra and bed friends. And it means taking us as slow as you want.”

      She pulled in a breath to calm herself. To calm her heart as it reached out to his words.

      “Josh.”

      “Amy, please just give me a chance to take care of you. Let me have that.”

      She felt a sense of eagerness coming from him and saw that he really wanted her to be here, so she thought she’d agree. “Okay.”

      “Good. So, that just leaves the dress. You made it, didn’t you?” He tilted his head to the side.

      “How’d you guess?” She smiled up at him.

      “It was the way you looked when you realized it was damaged.”

      “I’m a fashion designer. I applied to work with Dior and that dress was supposed to be my ticket in.”

      “Well Amy, you are full of surprises. You really are. You’re a fashion designer?” He looked really impressed.

      “I want to work for Dior, but now I don’t have a dress and the new designer showcase is in a month. That dress took me months to make.”

      “Is that how long it takes?”

      “No, it just took time to design the right dress. Something I thought would win their hearts and I…” The dress had cost her a total of five thousand dollars. She didn’t even have three hundred right now.

      “How about you work out what you need and then you and Hilda can go shopping in Beverly Hills or something. There’s plenty of designers there and I know there must be places you can get your material and diamonds or whatever.”

      She just laughed. Maybe he didn’t realize how broke she was.

      “Josh, I’m broke, I can’t even get plastic diamonds in the Bargain Bin.”

      “You aren’t broke, you have me.” He reached into his pocket and took out his bank card. “Here, just get what you need.”

      “Josh I can’t take your card. The dress cost thousands. I’m already staying in your house.”

      “Baby, don’t you think life is hard enough as it is?”

      “Yes.” There was no question about that.

      “Look what happened to you last night.” He smiled and gave her hand a squeeze. “Just take it and get whatever you need. It’s the least I can do.”

      She didn’t care about her loose camisole that probably showed off too much or the matching shorts, she had to hug him.

      “Thank you so much,” she told him and snuggled into his embrace.

      He held her close to him, filling her with that feeling of safety, again, she’d felt last night.

      “Thank you for everything.”

      “Anything for you, beautiful Amy.”
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* * *

      Josh had the pleasure of watching her on a daily basis. Night and day.

      He didn’t know that he could be so fascinated with one woman as he had been with her. Everything she did amazed him and it was nice to have her around all the time. It got to a point where he couldn’t remember not having her in his life. He was serious when he told her he didn’t know what they had, but wanted it. Since then every minute spent with her strengthened that desire.

      The first week she spent at his house was the very best week he’d ever lived there. She brought so much life into the house and seemed appreciative of everything. She liked waking up to watch the sunrise on the beach. She liked sitting by the fireplace with a fire in the back while she drank cinnamon hot chocolate. She liked his not-that-great cooking, and she liked listening to classical music and reading poems with him.

      His sessions with his therapist helped a great deal, but what worked for him was Amy. Her. Plain and simple. It was her. She made him want to be a better person.

      She made his house feel like a home and extended her presence to accompanying him to the stadium when she could to offer her support. He was grateful for it. Particularly on days like today when he was exhausted from the intense week they’d had.

      He’d finished about fifteen minutes ago but Coach Simpson wanted to go through some strategies with him. Josh was particularly good at this and would have been able to give more insightful commentary if he hadn’t noticed Amy talking with Corey by the water stand. Josh knew Corey and couldn’t believe his asshole of a best friend was flirting with her.

      Amy wore denim shorts and a white shirt over an olive-green tank top. Her golden hair sparkled against the bright stadium lights. The whole image of her was sexy as hell without trying, and she carried herself in that sassy-but-girlie way he liked.

      When Corey rested his hand on her shoulder Josh glowered at him, but he was too far to see.

      “Josh, what do you think of that?” Coach asked.

      Josh continued to glower at Corey, thinking that if he wanted to keep his hand then he needed to remove it from his girl. And stop talking to her too.

      “Josh.”

      “What?” He looked back to Coach Simpson quickly. “Um yes.” He didn’t know what he was saying yes to, but that was usually the correct answer, except where no was required.

      To Josh’s horror Amy started to laugh at whatever lame joke Corey was telling her and brushed her hand across his chest. She didn’t do that to Josh, and his jokes were always funny. More than Corey’s, which would be about some stupid horse or his family’s farm. But, maybe Amy liked horses and farms.

      “Josh,” Coach Simpson bellowed, nudging him in his side really hard. Josh looked at the older man and saw the annoyance on his face. His grey brows were lowered and nostrils flared.

      “Yes coach?”

      “Look son, I’ll talk to you tomorrow, and if your assistant’s going to be that much of a distraction tell her not to come.”

      “Okay.” Josh rushed across the field before Coach Simpson could say another word. When he got up to Corey and Amy, Josh nudged into him so hard Corey fell over. He then took Amy’s hand and pulled her away from the scene of startled onlookers on the side lines who were now laughing at Corey.

      He didn’t care, he just wanted to get her away from them, all of them. Coach was right, Josh should keep her safe from these evil man creatures. By right he should let her stay at home, but that would mean he wouldn’t see her all day, and if it was late like this she’d be asleep by the time he got in.

      “Josh.” Amy winced. He was pulling her too fast. He slowed down but he didn’t let go of her hand.

      “Josh, where are you taking me? This is the changing room.” She winced as they got to the doors. He didn’t care, he needed to keep her with him.

      “I need to keep you safe.”

      “Safe from what?” She chuckled.

      “Just come. And close your eyes.” Most of the guys would have gone home so he was hoping the changing room would be clear.

      “I’m not going in there.”

      He ignored her protests and pulled her through the door. The aim was to get her to his quiet little corner of the room. However, to his misfortune they encountered Ty, Philip, Sam, and that damn Gage, who was showing off his latest tattoo. Everyone else was dressed, but no not Gage. The conceited bastard was shirtless and, to Josh’s further dismay, Amy’s eyes glued to Gage looking at the sculptured muscles along his abs. Josh could have murdered him right then. Seriously, and to make matters worse, Gage saw her and indulged in the admiration with his stupid self by flexing his muscles for her and kissing his abs.

      Josh stopped in his tracks and glared at him. “Watch it, quarterback. If you want to keep those eyes you better look away right the hell now.”

      Gage just laughed, and so did the other guys.

      “Keep going, old man,” Gage joked.

      Old.

      It was that stupid joke again. Yes, it was funny, but not in front of Amy. “I’m a month older than you, asshole.”

      “Yes, older.” Gage laughed with his annoying self.

      “Josh, is there a reason why I’m in here?” Amy tried to pull her hand away but he held on and decided to leave Gage alone.

      He continued in the opposite direction to where his stuff was and only released her hand when they reached it.

      “What is the matter with you? You’re acting like a crazy person.” Amy shook her head and tucked her golden hair behind her ear.

      “Oh, so you noticed?” He took off his jersey and shoulder pads.

      “I think everyone did.” She widened her eyes at him. “And you’re treating your friends like dirt.”

      “What was so funny?” He stared at her.

      “What do you mean?” She smiled.

      “What did Corey say to make you laugh so much?”

      Her mouth dropped and she looked surprised. “You’re jealous.”

      “I am not jealous of that pea brain, horse-riding cow.” Yes he was jealous, alright. Crazy jealous.

      “Oh great, then you’ll be pleased to hear that Corey and I will be going to the Mandarin restaurant on Saturday.”

      “Corey is what?” Josh sent his fist straight into the locker, denting it and popping the door off the hinge. Shit, Coach was going to have his head for that, but he had more serious things to worry about. Looks like he needed to kick Corey’s ass. As he moved to go she came up to him and took his hand.

      “I was joking, but clearly I was right.” She cut a glance at the locker. “I can’t believe you’re jealous.”

      “I’m not jealous.”

      “Okay fine. So, next topic as we’re here, have you decided on the ad yet?”

      He didn’t know what she was talking about. She let go of his hand and leaned against the lockers on the other side of them.

      “Baby, what ad?” He was getting tired of these magazines and their ads.

      “Calvin Klein,” she grimaced.

      Oh, he remembered now, and he didn’t want to do it. It was time to focus on training. He didn’t have time to be prancing around in his underwear.

      “No, tell them to ask Gage. I’ll bet he’ll happily oblige.”

      “They want you, and I want to give them an answer by tomorrow. I’m trying to have a cut-off point for these sorts of events and promos. Nothing past next week.”

      He liked the way she organized things and dealt with people. She had that firm-but-polite manner about her that maintained professionalism. Whereas he would have outrightly told them all no and the next thing he’d hear was how rude he was. Which, technically he was, so that didn’t bother him.

      “Why do they want me?” He pulled off his jersey and her eyes fixed to his chest. He watched with deep satisfaction as she took her time taking in the clear-cut muscular definition of his abs. Good, Gage may think he looked like God’s gift to womankind but he had nothing on Josh. “Amy.” He caught her attention and held her gaze.

      “Yes.”

      He came closer to her, stepping right into her personal space to give her a better view. “Baby, why does Calvin Klein want me?” He undid the button on his trousers, drawing her eyes there to the start of his boxers with the Calvin Kline logo written across the top. Above that was another tattoo, an image of a blade.

      “Because you’re the sexiest man alive.”

      “Am I?” He stared at her.

      “Apparently.” She played with the ends of her hair.

      “Says who?”

      She laughed. “FHM.”

      “God.” He shook his head. The guys were going to have a field day with that one and tease him to no end when they found out. “What about you? What do you think?” He smiled at her. It didn’t mean anything until she thought it.

      “It doesn’t matter what I think.”

      “It does to me. Does Amy Rose think I’m the sexiest man alive?” He watched her cheeks warm up and turn a soft rose color.

      “Yes.”

      He couldn’t resist the smile that lifted his lips. “Do you want me to do the ad?”

      “You’re asking me what I want?” She laughed.

      “Yes. Apparently,” he borrowed her words, “you seem to be the boss of me.” Because his actions hadn’t been his own since he met her. The rules had changed suddenly and no matter what he did he couldn’t get her out of his head.

      “It’s Calvin Klein, Josh. In my world we don’t usually tell a designer no.”

      “Well, this is my world and it will mean me being in some advert in my boxers or not even that, on a beach, probably near the house with women all over me. So what do you want me to do, baby?”

      Her face changed and she seemed a little uneasy as she thought. “It’s an ad. I wouldn’t want you to miss out. But…” She stared at him.

      “But what?”

      “I think it would make me crazy if there were women all over you.” She bit the inside of her cheek.

      “Right, so that’s settled then. I won’t do it.” He nodded. “Come here.”

      “No.” She shook her head and blushed uncontrollably. “I’m working.”

      “It’s nearly nine, you finished hours ago. You’re not at work. This is just us now.”

      “I’m doing overtime.”

      “Bull, come here.” He took her hand and pulled her towards him, then lowered to sit on the bench and brought her into his lap.

      “Josh, we’re in the changing room. I don’t want people to think we’re up to something.” She rested her hand on his chest.

      “Amy, no one cares. You’d be surprised what goes on in these walls.”

      “That doesn’t mean we should add to it.”

      He looked at her and wondered if maybe she just didn’t like him. Maybe he was forcing this too much and should stop before he pushed her away.

      “What’s wrong with me?” he asked her. He wanted to know what she thought.

      She giggled.

      “Okay I get it, that was the wrong question.” She’d seen him at his worse and the way he’d treated her when they first met was atrocious.

      “No.” She smiled at him. “Nothing is wrong with you, Josh. It’s me.”

      “What could possibly be wrong with you?”

      “I like you too much, and I shouldn’t.” He held her green gaze and looked at her beautiful face. He didn’t think he’d ever seen anyone so beautiful in his life, and it was a beauty that came from within and made her physical beauty even more pronounced than it was.

      Suddenly she looked worried.

      “Why shouldn’t you? I like you too much too.” He wouldn’t kid himself it was more than just like. Like was too meager a word to describe how he felt about her. And he only knew because he’d never felt it before. He held her close and caressed the edge of her tiny waist.

      “Do you?” She searched his eyes as if she was trying to find something.

      “You know I do. Come here, baby.” He crooked his finger and she leaned forward, pressing her lips to his. Every time he kissed her a magical force rushed over his body. He slid his hand up to the soft skin of her face, securing his lips to hers. She ran her hands up his bare skin leaving a heated blaze of fire where she touched. Everywhere on him felt hot all at once and he had to restrain himself. As a soft moan escaped her lips it drove him wild and he thought he would indeed go crazy.

      Then he couldn’t have felt more aggravated when he heard the damn wolf whistles from his so-called friends.

      The sound pulled him and Amy apart and she looked so embarrassed her whole face turned red. She jumped off his lap as the guys started clapping and laughing.

      Josh was so mad he threw an old football at Gage, who of course caught it with no effort.

      “Looks like we have a winner,” Corey teased, clapping the loudest of them all. “Well done, Amy, you certainly have tamed the wild beast. Lord have mercy.” He was all Texan now.

      “Guys, if you want to live, you better move from my sight.” Josh was fuming.

      “Josh.” The dainty hands on his arm brought him back to his senses. He looked down at Amy and saw that she was smiling sweetly up at him. “Let’s go home.”

      Home. He looked at her and for some reason the word home stood out in his mind. It made him think of that warm feeling she’d brought to the house since she started living there.

      “I’ll go wait in the car.” She continued to blush as she walked past the guys who were still clapping.

      Once she was gone he looked back to them. “You’re all a bunch of jerks, you know that.” The humor had returned to him.

      “It’s just good to see you happy, man,” Gage said. “Ride with it.”

      Corey came over to him. “You should see your face.”

      “What’s wrong with my face?”

      “I’ve never seen you look at anyone like that before. Savor it man, women like that only come into your life once in a while.” Corey rested a hand on his shoulder and nodded.

      Josh knew that he was right. It was just a scary thought, but he was right.
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      Amy could no longer balance the battle that raged within her. Her fears and worries of having feelings for Josh were losing fiercely to her heart. Her heart screamed out for him in deafening cries that coursed through the blood in her veins.

      She’d worried for so long that she could end up like her mother and end up wanting a man that could never be hers, that it scared her to take a chance on anyone she’d had feelings for.

      She feared heartbreak more than anything because it destroyed her mother. Literally and figuratively.

      Amy was scared, but her heart ached at being without him, and as it waited for her to take the plunge and go down that path that terrified her so greatly.

      While she sat in his car waiting for him she thought about it all and she didn’t want to fight herself anymore. She’d never met anyone who’d made her want to take such a risk. Never met anyone who made her want to try.

      He approached the car, opened the door, and got in. She turned her focus from the mass of leaves swaying from the willow tree in the park across from the stadium and looked into his seductive gaze.

      When he reached out and touched her face she closed her eyes to savor the feeling and the moment.

      “Are you okay?”

      She nodded slowly and opened her eyes again.

      “I’m sorry about my friends. The guys can be real jerks.” He looked concerned that the reaction of his teammates would have thrown her.

      She answered him by moving closer and raising herself up to kiss him. The gesture surprised him but he kissed her back and pulled her over into his lap.

      “Amy,” he breathed, saying her name on the edge of a smile. He tilted his head back to get a better look at her.

      She opened her mouth to say something but found she was too overwhelmed by emotion to talk. Josh was so open with how he felt. He never held back on anything. And, he’d always been open about whatever he felt for her.

      “I’m sorry,” she began.

      “About what?”

      “I’m sorry I made you feel like you had to ask me if something was wrong with you.”

      He smiled and kissed her nose. “It’s okay.”

      She shook her head. “No, I should have told you how I feel too.”

      “How do you feel, baby?”

      “Like the only person who should be seeing you with your shirt off is me.” There, a joke would help. It was perhaps the most direct she’d ever been.

      “Well, we’d better leave or the guys will have front row seats to the Amy and Josh R-rated show.”

      She giggled and slipped off his lap. “We probably should, I don’t know how I’d feel about them seeing me in my favorite Victoria’s Secret lingerie.”

      His eyes went wide and turned darker with pure sexual desire. “I’m sorry, what?”

      She laughed as she watched his cheeks redden. “Oh I don’t think you know the brand,” she teased. She was certain he’d had many Victoria’s Secret models in his time, or women who loved the brand, but this was her. “They do really great lingerie. Mine has lace and ribbons.” This was funny. Watching his face was funny.

      “Lace…and ribbons.” He swallowed hard.

      She nodded.

      “Let me see.”

      She would have just lifted the edge of her shorts so he could see the band of her panties, but she thought she’d go for something a little better than that. So she took her time undoing the buttons to her shirt and opened it up to show him her pink lace bra with the little bow in the center.

      “God.” He stared at her, then moved swiftly to turn on the Range Rover and rev the engine. “We are definitely not in Kansas anymore.”
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* * *

      Josh couldn’t drive fast enough. He could barely keep his hands on the steering wheel and had to will them to stay there and not roam over to the stunning blonde woman who sat next to him with her shirt open.

      Twice he nearly ran the car off the road because he was staring at her, and he almost drove past the house.

      The minute they parked he jumped out of the car and reached for her. They didn’t even close the doors, he just picked her up and carried her inside the house while he ravaged her beautiful lips with kisses.

      Pure emotion propelled him, and the more he kissed her the more he wanted. He wanted her, all of her, now and forever.

      How had he managed to control himself all these weeks? How the hell had he managed such will power?

      They made it to the living room where he lowered with her to the floor. He backed off her shirt, revealing her daintiness and perfect frame. In the small window of time they had to catch some air, she tugged at his shirt and he managed to pull it off over his head. He kissed the soft skin of her neck, which was just as he remembered. Smooth like cream, with the promise of everything amazing. He kissed his way down to her breasts and stopped as he remembered the last time he’d had this opportunity. His want was worse now by a hundredfold. But still he realized what going further would mean for them. What it would mean for her. In the back of his mind it dawned on him that she’d seen him here in this house with other women. Not even one, but two. Several times, and that was not that long ago.

      Allegra and bed friends.

      She was concerned about that when she moved in, and he knew what she thought about him in that respect. He didn’t want her to think that she was just another woman in his bed. He stopped kissing her and pulled away.

      Concern filled her beautiful face as she looked at him with wonder in her large green eyes.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked with that smooth softness that spoke to his soul. He knelt before her and cupped her face.

      “I don’t want you to think that this is just about sex.” He shook his head. “I want you, all of you. Not just this part.”

      His words seemed to surprise her. She looked back at him with an awe-filled expression, her eyes heavy with emotion.

      “You have me, Josh.” She smiled and took his hand. “I want this.” She waved his hand, mimicking what he did and said to her weeks ago when she moved in.

      He smiled, feeling happiness he thought he’d never experience burst within him.

      “What is that?” He widened his smile.

      She giggled as he kissed her cheek. “I don’t know but my heart wants it.”

      He stopped and stared at her. Now that was different to what he’d said and meant so much more. Josh knew it when he met her that he’d never met anyone like her before, but what he didn’t realize then was that he’d never met anyone who he could feel this way about. And his feelings for her had deepened as time went by. All it took was seconds, just a handful of seconds, and she’d go deeper down the pathway she had created into his heart.

      “My heart wants you too.”

      She smiled sweetly. “Then make love to me, Josh.”

      He looked at her and thought he’d love to do nothing more. It would be the first time that he’d ever made love.

      “With pleasure.” He kissed her again, and when he did he knew there was no turning back. But mostly he knew that he was going down a path that would propel him in a direction he’d never gone before.

      As she molded against his body, he smoothed his hands up to her breasts and squeezed her gently. Soft moans escaped her lips and drove him insane.

      He picked her up again, deciding that he wanted her in bed where he could devour her. But not his, hers. His room was tarnished with the past and needed to be cleansed before he could take her in there. She was surprised to see that he’d taken her to her room, but they didn’t waste time with that. He set her down in the center of her bed and captured her lips again. Then with one snap he undid the clasp in front of her bra that held it together. Her beautiful breasts spilled out in their heftiness and his eyes glued to her nipples. Pink like the finest strawberries, round and firm.

      He pulled down her shorts to reveal the beauty of her hips and the artistically sculptured masterpiece of her fine legs.

      The extent of her ethereal beauty did indeed rival all the angels. This woman wasn’t just beautiful, she was the description and definition of perfection.

      He kissed his way down to them and smoothed his mouth over her left nipple, drawing her in and getting lost within the passion that surrounded them.
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* * *

      Amy had never been looked at like that before. As if she were perfect and the most desirable woman in the world. Even if she wasn’t, that was how Josh made her feel.

      She arched her back as he sucked her breasts and took his time to explore her body. The passion that consumed her paralyzed her within the deep clutches of its grasp and she lost awareness of time and space, everything. Shivers rushed over her body as he ran his hands over her.

      Amy wanted to have her own time to explore him too. She wanted to kiss her way across his chest and run her hands all over his glorious muscles, but her strength failed her. His touch alone was too much for her, and she got lost in his kisses, losing her mind to the passion that took them.

      He paused for a moment to remove his clothes and reveal the impressive length of his erection. All she could do was stare at the glorious vision of him, standing before her, basking in perfection.

      Everything turned hotter and more intense when he took hold of her again. He parted her legs and shifted her panties so he could enter her. That was when her mind went straight to oblivion. She sucked in a sharp breath as he held her waist and slid into her, huge and thick, then began pumping slowly, easing deeper into her.

      A deep groan was ripped from his chest as he went even deeper, stretching and filling her. Amy cried out from the impact and arched her back as he increased his movement, then she became lost in the fire that licked at her skin, blazing over it in ripples of wild energy.

      “Baby, do you want more?”

      Want? No, she needed more.

      “Yes,” she cried with desperation.

      Josh gave her more, hitting all the right places deep within her.

      His grip tightened around her waist and he straightened so he could go faster.

      Harder and faster, deeper. Over and over again until she felt the hard wave of orgasm tumble through her body. It vibrated her entire being in response and rocketed overlapping waves of pleasure.

      It scorched her body clean. Amy cried out again. Then everything became an intense blur of orgasmic ecstasy, which he kept going.

      Tremor after tremor shook her, robbing her of her breath as she tried to scream out his name. She writhed against him, hot and wild, then one last soul-shattering, bone-tingling orgasm reverberated through every part of her, robbing her of her senses.

      She thought she would pass out from it and from the tingling, fiery sensations that pricked at the ends of her nerves. It was too much. Much too much.

      When he cried out in pure pleasure she knew he could feel it too. He clasped her hips, pulling her into his final thrust, hot and powerful just like him. Every muscle tensed as he came.

      They were both breathing hard, and she was covered in sweat from the sexual heat.

      He lowered next to her and her pulled towards his chest. She rested her head against him and listened to the thunderous beat of his heart.

      “Baby.”

      She lifted her head and looked at him. She tried to smile but she was breathing too hard. “Yes baby,” she replied.

      He smiled wider at her response. “We have a lot of time to make up for.”

      Amy couldn’t agree more. She giggled as he kissed her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Amy had made several attempts to get up, but Josh wouldn’t allow her to leave the bed. Now he was making it even harder by taking his time to trace a line of slow fiery kisses down her neck while he slid his palm across the flat of her stomach, drawing her even closer to him.

      “Josh.” She giggled as he nibbled on her neck again. “I was supposed to start work four hours ago.” There was a chance it was more than that, but she’d kind of lost track of the time.

      They’d made love all night and several times since then. It was like they couldn’t get enough of each other and had become slaves to passion and their primal desire to have more.

      It was intoxicating, and overwhelming.

      She had to admit that she didn’t actually want to get up, either, but they had a lot of things to do today, and he had training. She also had to get back to the rep at Calvin Klein to let them know Josh wouldn’t be doing the advert.

      “Josh we’re at work.” She should be given bonus points for her attempt. He answered by running his hands over her breasts and pausing at her nipples. She pulled in a breath against the pleasure she felt.

      “I want you again, baby,” he whispered against her ear, burning her skin with his heated, sexual breath.

      She wanted him, too. “You have training, and we’re…working.”

      “Well princess, looks like I’m your boss and you’re sleeping with me.”

      “No, I want us to be professional at work.” Maybe she was crazy. She moved away and giggled as he reached to grab her.

      “Amy, that idea went to hell hours ago.” He was right, and that was the last ounce of will power she had left. She allowed him to pull her back into bed, into his arms where she molded against him.

      “Just enjoy this.” He kissed her. “I’ve waited weeks to have you like this.”

      His words made her melt. She’d waited, too, and withheld herself from the pleasure of him. She wanted to enjoy him, and she did as he took her all over again into the magic of their unsated passion.

      The weeks that followed were all the same and saw them always together, and always with that desire for more.

      She’d just about managed to finish her dress, which looked beautiful and perfect in every way. Instead of the original red she’d chosen for the first dress, she selected a baby blue satin and silk mix and came up with a different style to its predecessor. She swapped the slim line and chose an A-line with a bodice, which she decorated with rhinestones, to make it look more fairytale-like. There was an endless flow of length in the skirt in keeping with the Dior signature style.

      Every dress she’d made had a different inspiration behind it. This one was the first to have any form of sentimental value to her, because it was a gift from Josh. As she’d made it, thinking of him fueled her imagination.

      The day for the showcase arrived and she was so excited she couldn’t contain herself. Amy was also nervous. It felt like riding one of those crazy fairground rides that whipped around, twisted, and turned you. Thrilling, but yet at the same time you knew that something serious could happen. This was how she felt now.

      Hilda and Gabriella came around to do her hair and make-up, and they did a remarkable job. By the time they were finished with her, even she had to admit that she looked like she’d just stepped out of a magazine. Gabriella gave her a knotted up-do and left a few tendrils about her face to give that wispy effect. The back knots she had created with a mixture of French and waterfall braids. Hilda decided Amy had to have smoky eyes and chose to blend the smoky shades with a soft blue to complement the dress. She gave her skin that dewy look and enhanced her high cheek bones with a darker color.

      Amy felt fantastic. Fantastic in every way. She was grateful for the friendships she had with Hilda and Gabriella, and she was feeling great about Josh. Being with him was beyond amazing and she was happy. For the first time in her life she was actually happy. A massive addition to that was that her mother’s surgery had been booked for next week. Her mother was doing much better and Dr. Carson said he felt confident that the surgery would be a success. All being well, her mother would be healthy in no time.

      Everything was all working out.

      “You look stunning,” Gabriella complimented.

      “Ay, definitely, chica,” Hilda agreed.

      “I just hope I get it.” She smiled.

      Hilda took hold of both her hands. “You will. I can’t believe you made this dress. It is simply amazing.”

      Amy smiled.

      “Baby! A man could perish waiting on you.” Josh called out from downstairs. He was with Riley watching TV. He’d taken a break from his training to come back and see her before she left.

      “She’s coming,” Hilda called back.

      “You can’t rush perfection,” Gabriella added with a laugh.

      “Tell her she’s perfect enough already.”

      Amy giggled and rushed out of the room, excitement bubbling within her for the night ahead, and for him.

      He was about to continue his tirade when he turned from the TV and saw her. His words became lost in process and all he did was stare.

      “Wow, you look beautiful,” Riley complimented her, nodding with that gentle sparkle in his eyes.

      It was Josh’s expression, though, that really took her breath away. He’d seen the dress as she’d made it, watched it being put together from scratch, and knew all that it meant to her.

      He got up and stretched out both hands to take hers and held her, his eyes never leaving hers as she gazed at him.

      “You look like an angel,” he breathed. She noticed he’d called her that a lot over the time that he’d known her.

      It meant a lot that the best thing he could find to compare her to was an angel, what could be better than that?

      “Thank you.” He gave her hands a gentle squeeze then pulled her in for a hug.

      She rested her head on his chest, wishing he was coming with her. Amy could have definitely used his strength tonight. He had to train, though, and as they’d both been terrible with their timekeeping recently there was no way he could cancel or anything like that. She understood. Hilda and Gabriella were going with her, so that wasn’t too bad. She just wished he could come too.

      “Thank you for making this possible,” she said against his chest. Amy tried to breathe in that assuring scent of him that calmed her and made her think of him. It was a woodland musk that reminded her of the open forest.

      He ran his hands across her back. “Anytime, Amy.”

      “This means a lot to me, Josh.” She lifted her head so she could see him again.

      “I know, now go win their hearts. I’ve already booked your celebration dinner.” He smiled.

      “Josh, that’s like jinxing it.” She laughed.

      “It’s not. Also we haven’t exactly been on a date yet.”

      She thought a moment and it occurred to her that they hadn’t.

      “A date, with Joshua Mancini. Wow, now I’m nervous.” She fanned herself as he laughed.

      “Hey, I’m the lucky one here.” He leaned forward and kissed her lightly. Josh always placed her on this pedestal, as if she was this perfect being, but he didn’t need to.

      “Me too,” she told him, whispering against his lips,

      “You’re doing something crazy to me, Amy Rose.”

      She knew what he meant; she felt like that too. “I know the feeling.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The grand hall of the Pegasus Hotel was filled with all sorts of officials. Amy had forgotten what the fashion world could be like. Filled with extravagance, glamour, and beauty. Bursting with talent and creativity.

      There were fifty applicants competing for one of the new designer positions. Fifty. At application stage she knew there were a few thousand who had applied. They’d whittled it right down to a mere fifty. Soon that would be five.

      It was a rigorous process, anxiety-filled and nerve wracking. It could make her mad if she thought about it because there was some real competition here.

      For the first hour each applicant had to display their design across the runway, pausing at each point of interest for the camera. Not everyone had chosen dresses or even evening wear, but there was a good number of people who had. She chose it because she felt it could display her talent the most and allowed her to be creative with something that would matter. Celebrities wore Dior evening wear all the time. She wanted to show that she could deliver the standard expectations, and meet all the requirements and qualities a celeb would go for in choosing a dress.

      The next part of the showcase involved talking about the design and the inspiration behind it. For that she spoke with her heart.

      The dress that got destroyed was designed to represent what she thought they would like. It was in keeping with what she’d seen before. This one did the same but it was different. It was inspired by how she felt about Josh.

      This dress was priceless, and for that she spoke about hope and courage, of coming back strong from something that could break you down, and of taking chances to see where they could lead. That was what she’d seen in Josh, and that was what inspired her. Her heart spoke and she hoped it was enough.

      The evening was intense, but not as intense as the final stage of the night when she had to stand with the host of other talented designers and wait for her name to be called out if she was selected.

      While she waited, she thought of her life and how hard it had been. She’d always had to fight. She had to accept that if she wanted something, she had to take that leap of faith and fight for it. She’d been through so much to get to this stage.

      “Amy Rose.”

      She’d heard her name but couldn’t remember why it was being called.

      The presenter called her name again and her heart leapt into her throat as realization filled her soul.

      She looked past the girl next to her, who’d designed a nineteen-twenties-style Gatsby dress, and over to the presenter who was beaming at her. Amy shook as he put his hand out and beckoned her to move across and stand with the other two designers who had been selected.

      Had she seriously just been selected?

      “Come on, Amy.” His smile widened, showing off perfect white teeth that dazzled under the bright lights. The crowd in the audience started cheering and she realized that people liked her. They liked her and she’d just been chosen. Her hands flew up to her mouth as she squealed with delight. “Come and take your spot, sweetheart.”

      She moved, gliding across the runway, trying her best not to trip over her own excitement.

      To her absolute amazement people started to stand and cheer. She never expected that. She could hardly believe this was happening. She’d dreamt of it several times over and believed in her talent, but this wasn’t a dream anymore. It was real.

      She couldn’t wait to see Josh and tell him the news.

      Hilda and Gabriella shared in her excitement on the way back home. They were really happy for her. She’d sent Teddy a message, along with her mother, brother, and all her friends from New York and Atlanta.

      When she got back home she ran straight inside and into Josh’s awaiting arms.

      “I got it!” she cried.

      He picked her up and whirled her around. “Of course you did.”

      It was only when he set her down that she saw the soft trail of rose petals on the floor, and noticed the ambient romantic setting of the place. He’d dimmed the lights, had classical music playing in the background, and opened the French doors displaying the candle-lit table on the terrace.

      That, too, had rose petals dashed about the top. It looked like something from a dream. Just like everything else about tonight. And him.

      “Josh,” she breathed, looking back at him.

      He held her hand out and gazed down at her with complete adoration. His next words then stole her heart and captured her entire being. “Be near me when my light is low, when the blood creeps, and the nerves prick. And tingle; and the heart is sick. And all the wheels of being slow.”

      In Memoriam. She smiled up at him.

      When she’d first heard him recite it she’d been shocked to no end that he liked poetry. Now she was experiencing something different because he was speaking those words to her.

      She’d heard that poem being read many times. Heard it being read with ardent fervor, and love and respect. Everything that meant something. She just never expected that someone would ever recite it to her, with her in mind.

      He smiled at her, gazing deep into her eyes as he held onto both her hands before continuing, “Be near me when the sensuous frame is rack'd with pangs that conquer trust. And time, a maniac scattering dust. And life, a fury slinging flame.”

      He paused so she could continue. It held so much meaning now. For them.

      “Be near me when my faith is dry. And men the flies of latter spring. That lay their eggs, and sting and sing and weave their petty cells and die. Be near me when I fade away. To point the term of human strife. And on the low dark verge of life the twilight of eternal day.”

      He stared at her for a few seconds with his beautiful eyes. There was something about his look that stood out to her, holding her attention. It spoke to her soul.

      “You’ll not fade away, Amy Rose. Thanks for not letting me fade away too.”

      She welcomed the soft kiss he gave her and became lost within the warmth of emotion that surged through her body.

      She almost didn’t hear her phone ring.

      “Get that, baby,” he whispered against her lips.

      She messaged a lot of people and they were most likely calling to say congratulations.

      “I’ll call back tomorrow.”

      The phone stopped ringing, and started again almost with insistence.

      Josh gave her a lopsided grin. “I’ll bet it’s your adoring fans. Get it and I’ll chill the elderflower juice,” he laughed.

      She shook her head at him and answered her phone.

      “Hello?” she said into the receiver with a bright voice.

      “Amy, its Dr. Carson.”

      Instantly her brain jumped at the recognition of him and what it could mean if he was calling her at this time of night.

      “Dr. Carson. Is my mom okay?”

      “Amy, your mother’s had another heart attack and she’s been taken into intensive care.”
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      Her ears rang, and she couldn’t hear properly. Her poor heart thudded loudly within the cavity of her chest.

      What was Dr. Carson saying? What was he saying?

      Amy felt like she’d gone crazy and her life had turned into an abstract where nothing made sense.

      “Listen,” Dr. Carson continued. He sounded hesitant. “I know your situation, but I have to make you aware that we won’t be able to do the planned surgery. Your mother’s heart is too far gone and she will need a transplant. Because of the severity and the urgency, she’s listed as a priority. We have a heart that we can use but the funds need to be secured first, and it will be at least twice the cost of what was quoted.”

      Tears gripped her, holding her within the grasp of despair, ripping her insides apart. Her strength completely left her and she dropped the phone as her knees buckled, falling to the floor in a crumpled pile of grief.

      She’d failed. She couldn’t save her mother.

      After all she’d done, in the end she wouldn’t be able to do anything. She was powerless.

      She didn’t have that kind of money. She didn’t have anything.

      Josh rushed up to her and gathered her wretched state in his arms.

      “Amy, what happened?”

      She could barely hear him too. “My mom,” she cried. “My mom.”

      Panic filled his eyes. “What happened to her?”

      She was crying so much she couldn’t talk and had to gasp to catch her breath.

      “Baby, please tell me what happened.”

      “She’s in the hospital,” she managed, and then told him the rest in stutters. Before she could even finish he picked her phone up from the ground and re-called Dr. Carson.

      “What are you doing?”

      He ignored her.

      “Josh.” When she reached out to him, he held her face.

      “Hi, this is Josh Mancini, I’m speaking on behalf of Amy Rose,” he said into the phone. Amy just stared at him, wondering what he was really doing.

      He waited a little, listening to Dr. Carson. Amy could hear him telling Josh about the heart transplant and the procedure. “That’s fine. Do what you need to do. Send us the details and I’ll transfer the funds straightaway. We’ll see you in a few hours.”

      Her blood drained as she listened and she felt fainter than when she got the news. As he hung up she shook her head.

      “No,” she said as more tears spilled down her cheeks. “You can’t.”

      It was that thing again where her focus was thrown and she didn’t want him to think he had to do this, or that her being with him was about money.

      “Stop it. Yes I can and I am. Damn it, Amy, this is your mother.” His hand shook and pain filled his eyes. “It doesn’t matter where help comes from, you take it if it can save her life.”

      “I didn’t want you to think that—”

      He didn’t allow her to finish. “Amy, I don’t think anything. I just do, and I’m trying to do what’s right. This isn’t about anything besides that. I would do anything to see my mom again. Anything. Allow me to save yours.”

      She gazed up at him through her tears and covered her mouth to keep from crying out. She couldn’t believe he would do this for her.

      “I’ll give it back.”

      “Jesus, no, you’ll do no such thing.” He smiled. “Come here.” He pulled her into his arms and held her. “I told you I’d take care of you. Here’s me trying.”

      She buried her face into his chest and savored the safety she always felt.

      He’d always referred to her as an angel, when all this time it was him.

      He was the angel.
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* * *

      The journey to Atlanta was draining and lengthy. They left first thing in the morning and got to the hospital just before midday.

      Josh did his best to keep Amy calm, but it was difficult. He knew he’d be a wreck, too, if it were him.

      Her mother was still in surgery when they arrived so they waited in the waiting room with Amy’s brother and his wife. Both of who thanked him endlessly for his help.

      Amy fell asleep in his arms. She didn’t sleep last night from the worry. Josh hated seeing her look so frail and drained.

      It was nothing for him to help, and honestly, he would have offered to do anything she needed when she first told him about her mother’s condition. He only hadn’t insisted because she said she had everything under control. He also didn’t want her to feel obligated to him in any way.

      Tonight was a necessity, but he still wished he could do more. He wanted to make Amy feel better.

      She’d looked so happy when she came back from the showcase last night, and she was practically glowing when they were reciting the poem. He’d never thought he’d see the day when he, Joshua Mancini, would be reciting poetry to a woman.

      What woman could make him crazy enough to do that?

      He looked down at her dainty figure, crumpled against him for support.

      This woman had changed him so much. They hadn’t been together long, but he didn’t believe in putting a label on something because time qualified it. He’d always been a man of feeling. Someone who spoke his mind and called it what it was when he saw it.

      She meant something to him, everything. Time didn’t have to tell him that. It was something that hit him like wild truth.

      It did scare him, though, because he couldn’t control it.

      Josh liked to be in control, he liked to have a say. But emotion and feelings were different. The only say you had when it came to that was with your own, his own.

      She stirred against him and opened her eyes. He rubbed her arm and continued to hold her. She’d cried so much that her eyes were red. And she’d started to cry again.

      “Hey, there.” He stroked her head. “It’ll be okay.”

      “I’m so scared.”

      “Don’t be, baby. I’m here.”

      “Thank you so much for everything.”

      “Anything for you, beautiful Amy.” He kissed her forehead. “Anything.”

      “Thank you.”

      Her hands shook so he took them into his and thought he’d distract her a little with something easier to talk about. “So, I guess this confirms you really aren’t from Kansas.”

      She looked up at him and offered a weak smile. “Nope, here we are in Atlanta. Our family home isn’t too far from here.”

      “Is that right?”

      She nodded. He would have loved to meet her family under better circumstances.

      He tried hard to think of other things to talk about but found it difficult. The distraction he offered was only momentary as he felt her anxiety and fears and was worried for her.

      Josh looked about the waiting room at the solemn faces of those around him that waited for news on their loved ones. Including them, there were about fifteen people in here. An elderly man in the corner rested his head back against the wall. His gray hair looked a straggled mess and his eyes were bloodshot. Josh had overheard him talking to the nurses about his wife, who he was waiting for. He said she just collapsed and he didn’t know why. He’d been here for hours and it wasn’t looking good. Over there by the large glass window sat a family of four with a teenage son who recognized Josh. Josh had seen the recognition flicker in his eyes but that was all, the boy was as distraught as the rest of his family because his little sister had been hit by a truck. The boy looked over at him and Josh gave him a curt nod. The boy nodded back and looked like he was trying to keep himself composed.

      This was what it would have been like if his mother and Clarissa had been taken to a hospital after their accident, if they hadn’t been killed instantly in the crash. The waiting would have been the same and it wouldn’t have been good news.

      He was about to talk about the showcase when Dr. Carson came into the room. Amy leapt out of his arms.

      “Please tell me she’ll be okay,” Amy begged. They all joined her.

      Dr. Carson smiled. The action lifted his graying mustache and his eyes twinkled. “It’s very early to tell, but I would say she’s going to be fine,” he declared with pride. Amy threw her arms around him, hugging him hard with gratitude.

      “Thank you so much,” she said over and over again.

      Her brother thanked him, too, and turned to Josh with a bright smile on his face.

      “Thank you again,” he expressed, putting his hand out to shake his. Josh took it and offered a smile. “This wouldn’t have been possible without you.”

      “It’s cool, man, happy to help.”

      Amy looked to Josh next and seemed quite choked up. He put his arm around her as she sunk into his embrace.

      “We’ll have to keep a sharp eye on her for the next forty-eight hours and monitor her closely for a few days. These types of procedures can require extensive aftercare, especially because of the stress placed on the body,” Dr. Carson explained. “Unfortunately, that will mean she’ll be with us for a few weeks and will need a good ten weeks to recover. She’s a very strong person, so I’m positive we’ll see quite an effective recovery from her.”

      Josh listened and took the chance to hold Amy. He zoned out as Dr. Carson continued and thought of what this all meant.

      He wasn’t being selfish, it was just simply thoughts. This would change everything. It would change his relationship with Amy. She was only working for him to raise the funds for her mother. She didn’t need that anymore.

      She would work in L.A. when she started at Dior, but that wouldn’t be until next year this time.

      All that was left of them was their relationship. For him that was everything, all that he had, and mattered more to him than playing football.

      But he didn’t know how she felt. He didn’t know if it was enough for her, and he shouldn’t expect her to come back to him. He didn’t exactly make the best first impression, and he didn’t even begin to climb up the ladder of the type of man she should be with. She’d never have picked him if they hadn’t met the way they had.

      He understood, he had to. And he’d have to understand, too, if this meant goodbye.

      Amy was able to see her mother a few hours later when she recovered from the surgery. Josh met her briefly and, while she couldn’t talk, she smiled at him. Amy looked exactly like her. The resemblance was quite prominent. Looking at her mother, Josh could tell that she’d been through a lot. Not just from the surgery, but life in general. Her brother had that same look, too, and Josh could only imagine what they must have all gone through.

      He stayed with Amy for as long as he could, staying right through till Sunday. It was clear that she didn’t factor him needing to get back to L.A., but he had to go.

      Amy didn’t need him here anymore. The worst part was over and he should probably go anyway to allow them some private family time with each other.

      In the evening when they went back to the hospital, he took Amy aside so he could speak to her. She still didn’t seem to guess that he had to go.

      “Are you okay?” He thought he’d begin with that because she looked more relaxed and relieved.

      “Yeah. I’m just so grateful that you did this for us.” Her sweet smile always got him. Always held his attention and made him feel like he could do anything.

      “You’re welcome. I’m glad I could have helped.”

      They sat down on the bench just outside the room. He took her hand and held it to his heart.

      “Amy,” he began. Her smile widened as she looked up at him. “I should go back to L.A.” It was hard to tell her, and even harder to watch the bright expression recede from her face.

      “Oh.” She released a breath and brought her hand up to her cheek. “Of course. I’m so silly, I actually forgot. But yes, we should go back.”

      We. He was happy to hear that, but it was likely that she still wasn’t thinking straight. She didn’t need to go back.

      “Not we baby. Just me. You need to be here with your mom.” He gave her hand a soft squeeze as she held his gaze. He could tell she was processing it now, and the clarity of the situation was revealing itself to her.

      “Josh. I…”

      “You need to be here for however long she needs you.”

      She looked at their hands joined together, then lifted her gaze back up to meet his eyes. “I don’t know what to say to you. It’s so stupid that I didn’t remember you had to go back. I completely forgot that the first game is just weeks away.” A tear ran down her cheek. “There’s so much to do and organize.”

      “Don’t worry about that.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’ll be fine. I will. And I’ll call you every chance I get.”

      “You promise?”

      “Of course.” He nodded. More tears ran down her cheeks and he wiped them away. Josh pulled her in for a hug and kissed her.

      Then it was goodbye. He thought he’d leave quickly because prolonging his departure would be harder.

      Hours later he got back to L.A. As he stepped into his empty house he felt odd. It felt odd. The life that Amy brought to it would no longer be there.

      He was alone, again, and left to his devices.

      It was easier to change his ways and find strength to beat his alcohol addiction when she was here. She made him a better person. She balanced him and gave him something to look forward to on a daily basis.

      He wasn’t about to fall back into old habits—no, definitely not—but he didn’t know how he was going to do anything without her.

      He remembered that week when Corey came by and implied that a good woman was what he needed. Josh had thought the idea of being with one woman was completely absurd. His thoughts had dramatically changed after he first kissed Amy. Now all he could think of was her.

      Josh got very little sleep that night and woke earlier than normal. He’d even cleaned up the rose petals and other stuff he had lying around for the special night he’d planned for her. By the time Hilda came in there wasn’t much for her to do.

      “How is she?” she asked. He’d filled her in over the weekend.

      “She’s fine, and her mother should make a good recovery.” He smiled, doing his best to hide his emotions.

      “How long is she going to be away?”

      That was a good question. “Well um, the doctors said her mother needed ten weeks to recover, but she…um. Well, she doesn’t need this job anymore, really, I suppose.” He brought his hand up to his stubbly chin and ran it over his face.

      Hilda offered him a kind smile. “But she will come back for you.”

      He looked at her and appreciated her kindness. “I don’t know, Hilda. I don’t know if she sees me like that. I might not see her again.”

      Hilda shook her head. “Josh, it’s Amy, of course you will.” She looked at him like the thought of that happening was ridiculous. He wished that he could see it that way. He wished he could see what Hilda saw, but right now the possibility of not seeing Amy again scared him. “Trust me. Just give her some time to get over this incident with her mom. That was a real good thing you did for her. You’re a good man, Josh. I know she’ll come back.”

      He pulled in a breath and hoped for the best.
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* * *

      Hearty laughter rippled through the air, travelling on the edge of the warm summer breeze along with the delicious aroma of an assortment of food.

      Amy brought her knees to her chest as she sat by the window in her room and gazed out at her family and friends having fun in the back garden. While Tristan and his friend, Peter, stood behind the barbecue serving burgers, Amy’s little cousins ran around with their black Labrador in tow. Alecia, the oldest of the children, had just taken Uncle Tom’s toupee, again. The kids thought it hilarious; Uncle Tom, on the other hand, was well and truly annoyed. That was the fifth time that the kids had taken his hair right off his head and he was now too tired to chase them, and the dog too. It was funny. Her family had a way of creating their own drama and entertaining themselves. Amy could see Cynthia and Larissa, her friends from high school, killing themselves with laughter.

      Everyone had turned up, it was nice.

      It was Sunday, and Sunday always meant a big get together at her mother’s house. This particular Sunday was special, though, because it was the first get together since her mother had gotten sick.

      Her mother was doing remarkably well, and even though she still required a lot of care and support, Amy could see the massive difference in her. She’d been here now for eight weeks and had witnessed her getting significantly better each day. It was actually the healthiest her mother had looked in years. A new heart was definitely what she needed. A strong new heart that would save her and give her the chance for a longer life with all the happiness she deserved.

      The whole family had turned up today for this grand barbeque her brother and cousin had done. Music played and everyone was having a real good time.

      Amy, however, couldn’t join them.

      She couldn’t bring herself to join in the celebration because her mind was on Josh. Having her mother look so alive and healthy was the best thing could ever ask for, but she missed Josh so much it made her heart ache.

      Over the last few weeks they’d messaged and called each other as often as they could, but that probably wouldn’t last.

      The football season started in ten days. She’d really wanted to be there to support him and watch him play.

      Everything was different now. She hadn’t been his PA in eight weeks, so she was sure he had someone else. And…she had to be realistic, he was Joshua Mancini. She was certain he’d had someone else in other respects too. Amy wasn’t his girlfriend. Men like him didn’t have girlfriends, and if they did they’d always have someone on the side. She wasn’t like the walking Barbie doll types he’d been with, and that told her everything she needed to know. She didn’t fit into his world.

      “There you are.” Her mother came into her room with a tray of food from the barbeque.

      “Mama, you shouldn’t be serving me. I should be taking care of you.”

      “Sweet girl, that is all you’ve been doing this whole time, and all your life.” She rested the tray on her desk and sat on the edge of the bed. Amy turned to face her.

      Jill, her sister-in-law, had cut her mother’s hair so that it was now shoulder length and had what she called Farrah Fawcett flicks. Her mother looked good, younger even with the great hair style and peach summer dress that hugged her figure.

      “I’m supposed to look after you.” Amy smiled.

      “You do and I love you for that. But I’m supposed to look after you too. So, talk to me. I know what’s up with you, but I’m just going to ask anyway.”

      Her mother’s deep southern accent was always refreshing to hear. That and the animated expressions she’d make as she talked.

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Nothing? No girlie, I know the look of pining all too well when I see it. I also may have been off my face on anesthetics, but when I saw your football angel I knew you weren’t just his PA.”

      She hadn’t exactly told her mother about her relationship with Josh. And it seemed like she might not have to.

      “I’m that transparent, huh?” Amy twiddled her fingers and looked down at the plaid pattern on her bed sheets.

      “It wasn’t you. It was him.” Her mother smiled.

      Amy looked up. “Him?”

      Her smile brightened and her green eyes sparkled with delight. “Oh yes. So the question is what are we going to do?”

      Amy didn’t follow what she meant. “I’m not sure what you mean. Things have changed a lot. I’ve been away for awhile.” And Josh most likely replaced her in all departments. Any woman could have landed in his lap and then they’d end up doing the wild dance.

      “That shouldn’t matter. I wish that I could have someone look at me like that.” Her mother looked away and Amy knew the sudden lost look in her eyes was for her father. “But my time has passed.”

      “You’re thinking about Dad.” Amy was always grateful that she could be upfront and speak her mind.

      “I’m always.” She looked back to her. “No one has seen him in over twenty years, but I still think of him. I stupidly thought he’d come back when I got so sick. I thought some magical force would bring him back to me.”

      This was Amy’s biggest fear. Becoming like this.

      “It’s time to stop thinking about him,” she told her, hating to break her heart.

      “Yes. Definitely. It’s definitely time to stop.” She nodded with a soft smile. Amy was glad to hear her say that, and glad she looked so determined. It seemed like her illness was a wakeup call in every sense of its meaning. “Anyway, back to you. I don’t need you here.”

      “Mama, that’s way harsh.” Amy giggled.

      “Oh no, I don’t mean to be. But it’s true. Tristan will be able to help me out if I need it.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m not saying anything, I’m just telling you that I don’t need you here. You can decide for yourself what you’d like to do with that info.” She smiled.

      Amy smiled back and thought about it. She’d taken many risks before.

      Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to take one more.

      For her it was worth a try.
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      Josh decided to sleep in. His whole body ached and felt like a truck had run over him backwards and forwards several times.

      He was going to take it easy today and stay in. It was Saturday morning and come next week they would be training every day from sun up till sun down until the first match. Coach Simpson wanted them to go in hard. He’d upped the game dramatically and changed everything up. Josh felt sorry for the Centaurs. Losing would hit them hard.

      Josh felt it was going to be a game to be reckoned with and he was seriously looking forward to it.

      He’d really pushed himself, really tried to focus and do all he had to do. But it was hard.

      He missed Amy too much and life wasn’t the same without her. He didn’t get another PA. Instead he asked Hilda to help out and he did the rest. It just didn’t feel right to replace Amy. He’d told Zelda that she’d be back in a few weeks, even though he knew there was a chance she wouldn’t be back at all.

      He tried to hold back during his calls to Amy and never reveal how much he missed her because he didn’t want her to feel bad. She was where she needed to be and he had to respect that.

      When she was here Josh had always imagined her at the first game, standing with his father, cheering for him. Just like his mother and Clarissa used to.

      He then imagined being with her all the time, taking her out, going on long walks on the beach, and listening to her talk about her designs.

      Josh just missed her. He didn’t know if it was okay but he planned to go see her when he had a clear weekend. Perhaps when her mother had fully recovered, because he didn’t want to impose.

      He went downstairs and heard the TV. He must have left it on last night, but he couldn’t remember leaving it on the Cartoon Network. That stupid Cow and Chicken show was on. He hated it and couldn’t imagine what would possess someone to come up with shit like that.

      Josh made his way into the living room to turn it off but froze at the entrance. He stopped and his heart seized within him.

      Just before him was the beautiful blonde woman who he saw in his dreams every night. Actually, he didn’t need to be asleep to dream about her, he thought about her all the time, so much that he swore he hallucinated her presence.

      Was this what that was? Just a dream?

      He watched her sitting on the sofa, munching on a piece of toast. She looked ahead at the TV just as that dreadful cow was about to eat that disgusting meal of pork butts.

      Maybe he was still asleep and this was just a figment of his imagination.

      Why would Amy come back?

      Why would she come back to him?

      Josh brought his hand to his mouth as his Amy turned and looked back at him.

      “You have no cereal, and this bread tastes weird,” she stated, smoothing a lock of her beautiful, shiny hair behind her ear.

      He watched her grimace at the bread but finish off the last piece anyway.

      “Amy.” He said her name just louder than a whisper, more to himself than to her as he tried to work out if she really was here.

      She gave him one of those sweet smiles and stood up, bringing her hands together over her gray skirt. Just like in his dreams it floated about her golden legs, luring him to stare.

      Her eyes fixed on him and she looked cautious. “I hope it was okay to come here. I wasn’t sure if you were busy.” Her gaze shifted nervously to the hallway behind him then back to his face. “Or, if maybe you had company.”

      God, she thought he’d been sleeping around again. He didn’t know what to say. He was too shocked to see her, and his feelings for her overwhelmed him to the point where he couldn’t talk.

      Instead he moved towards her and interrupted her next words with a kiss. It felt so good to kiss her. And to hold her. She was like pure energy to his soul and he experienced this euphoric blast of vigor as he touched her.

      He held her face as he pulled away to look down at her. “You came back to me.”

      She nodded and smiled at him. “Yes, I came back…to you.”

      “What about your mom?” He was just trying to be unselfish.

      “She sent me away,” she chuckled. “She’s doing a lot better and apparently doesn’t need me. She thought I might be needed here more. For work.”

      “For work?” Josh narrowed his eyes.

      “Yes, it’s a busy week ahead, right? You might have needed me for filing, and doing all that PA stuff.”

      This was one thing he’d noticed about her that always stood out to him. While he was very open with how he felt, it took a while for her to express her feelings. She’d dance around them as much as she could and he’d have to drag it out of her. Even when she had evidence to confirm how he felt about her, she still veered on the side of caution.

      “Amy, screw the PA stuff. I don’t give a shit about files and whatever the hell else Zelda told you to do. I missed you, and you know I don’t have company. Who would if they have you?”

      Her eyes never left his; she looked at him and he saw a mixture of different feelings. He saw gratitude, admiration, but also fear.

      “I missed you too. I missed you a lot and I thought I was going to miss the chance to see you play.” Her voice sounded shaky like she might cry. He took her hand into his and brought it up to his lips.

      “The game doesn’t matter. This does.” He moved her hand, referring to the connection they shared. “And we’re talking far too much.”

      She giggled as he swooped down and lifted her up. When she kissed him he knew this would be one of those days when they’d confine themselves to the bed.
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* * *

      Amy wrapped her arms around Josh and allowed him to carry her upstairs. Her mother had practically pushed her through the door and banished her from coming back until she was happy.

      It was more her concern and worry over her mother that kept her in Atlanta. Had her mother been well, Amy would have been running through the door herself and into Josh’s arms.

      She had her own host of worries about him, her own fears about her ever-increasing feelings for him, but during these moments when they were together she forgot everything and her heart took over.

      All she wanted was him.

      He took her to his room instead. He’d never said why they always went to her room, but she knew it was because he felt awkward about it.

      But here they were inside his room, and as he set her down on the bed she could see all the changes he’d made. The bed, for a start, was new; he’d also painted the room a soft blue, replacing the previous green wall paper. Everything was pristine and tidy, and looked like it belonged to someone else.

      “You changed everything,” she stated, still looking around.

      “It seemed fitting.” The smile in his turquoise eyes contained a sensuous flame. She’d missed those eyes so much in the last few weeks. And the way he looked at her. It was the way he was looking at her now, like she was precious to him. She’d walk to the edge of the Earth to see and feel that look. Like always it had the ability to wipe away everything bad that had ever happened to her, and all she saw was tenderness, passion, and admiration.

      “And the bed?” She was trying to compose herself. Trying to still her wild-beating heart. She couldn’t describe to anyone what she felt right now. It was too great for even her to accept and comprehend.

      “The only person I want to share it with is you,” he replied.

      She’d worried for nothing and blew her fears out of proportion. The way he looked at her told her she had.

      He lowered to her and kissed her clothes off. Soon they were wrapped in a tangled web of passion and, like always, she felt that rush of desire course through her body. It quenched her thirst for him and sated the hunger that rippled throughout her.

      That was all she remembered of reality. The rest was pure raw emotion that couldn’t be labeled. No words on Earth described how good she felt, and good was an understatement. It was just the beginning, and deep down Amy knew what she felt had no end.

      They never left that bed. They made love until sleep took them and repeated the same process as the days went by.

      She resumed her PA duties, but as soon as he got home from training they’d end up in bed again.

      The night before the first game she lay awake, wide awake, and fully aware as truth hit her hard.

      She loved him. She loved Josh.

      She was in love with him, and it terrified her. It terrified her to a great degree and it made her feel quite shaky and insecure.

      It would do her no good to play dumb with herself and even be surprised at her feelings. The path she’d been on could have only led her to this. It could have only led to her releasing the suppressed feelings she’d had for him.

      Amy had been so scared all her life of falling for the wrong guy. When she had first met Josh he’d been the description of all that was wrong, now he was everything she ever wanted and so much more.

      That meant he had the ability to hurt her, to break her heart in such a way that she’d never be able to fix it. She saw first-hand what he could be like, and while she knew he seemed to be into her now, what if the day came and he just got bored? Then it would be hello Allegra and bed friends.

      “Baby, for the love of God, please tell me why you’re up.”

      “Oh no, I’m so sorry. Go back to sleep.”

      “I can’t, your thoughts are deafening.” He rolled over on to his back. The feint night light traced the outline of his handsome features, making them look more defined. He sat up and sighed as he looked at her. “Did you have that stupid rat dream again?” he smiled.

      Despite her state she started to laugh and sat up too. “How did you know about that?” The other night she’d dreamt of rats running all over her. She didn’t usually talk in her sleep, but it wouldn’t surprise her if she did that time. She despised rats.

      “Are you kidding? You thought I was a rat and hit me, twice.”

      She continued to laugh and moved over so she was next to him.

      “You poor baby, I’m so sorry. I can’t believe I hit you.”

      “Well, it wouldn’t be the first time.” He gave her a pointed look and she instantly recalled her intense explosion on the morning of the ESPN show several months ago.

      She winced. “I’m sorry about that too.”

      “No, I told you not to apologize for that.” He put his arm around her and pulled her closer. “So, what’s wrong?”

      Back to her worries. She looked at him, admiring him, and felt her heart reach out to him like it always did. “You should sleep, you have to be up in a few hours. It’s your big day.”

      “Baby, I can’t sleep if something is bothering you. Tell me what it is.”

      It was the wrong time to talk. Tomorrow was a big day for more than one reason. Yes, it was the first game of the season, but the day after was the anniversary of his mother and sister’s deaths. He’d be thinking about that and she didn’t want to worry him.

      “It’s okay, Josh. Honestly. I’ll go get something to drink and you sleep.” She moved to go but he caught the edge of her negligée and took hold of her hand to pull her back to him.

      “You don’t get up for drinks. Something’s up. Amy, if you don’t talk to me how will I know if there’s a problem?”

      “There isn’t.” There wasn’t a problem for him. She was sure he didn’t love her, and he was right not to allow himself to be love’s fool.

      “Amy.” He gave her a pointed look of insistence.

      “I was thinking about my mom.”

      “Is she okay?”

      “She’s fine. Her health is fine. I guess it got to me that she was still looking out for my father even though we haven’t seen him in more than twenty years.”

      He held her gaze and stared into her eyes. Months ago she’d told him about her father. She didn’t say much, only that her parents weren’t together anymore. Saying more would have revealed her abandonment issues.

      “You haven’t seen your dad in over twenty years?” He narrowed his eyes at her.

      “No, we don’t have the best relationship.” She didn’t want to talk about this now because he needed to go back to sleep and it was one of those awkward topics for her.

      “What happened?” His eyes were filled with concern.

      “He…left us. I was barely eight and he came home one day, packed a bag, and drove away with some woman sitting next to him in his car. That’s all I remember, and we had a terrible life because my mom couldn’t always take care of us.”

      “Amy.” He straightened up and put his arms out to hold her. “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

      She shook her head. “I try to forget it and move forward.”

      “Why are you thinking about this now, at two a.m.?”

      She looked over at the alarm clock and saw it had just turned two. When she looked back at him it occurred to her that she was being ridiculous and she couldn’t talk to him about this. She knew what his view was on relationships. Realistically, Amy was shooting herself in the foot by being here with him, but in the same breath it would drive her crazy to be without him.

      “Amy, you look really worried.”

      “That’s all,” she decided to say. “I was just thinking about it all and it made me feel antsy.”

      “Come here.” He pulled her into his chest and held her. “I’m sorry that happened to you. You deserved better, baby.”

      He kissed her forehead and she rested her head on his chest as he lay back, holding her. She listened to the rapid beat of his heart and heard it slow down as he drifted off to sleep again.

      Amy willed herself to sleep but she was still aware and awake.

      All she kept thinking was that if she wasn’t careful, she’d end up exactly like her mother.

      Or probably worse.
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* * *

      It was like déjà vu. Josh stood next to Corey as the national anthem played, signaling the start of the new football season.

      With his hand on his heart, Josh took a moment to appreciate being here. He made it. He made it and he was happy to be here. Happy and honored to join the Gladiators again and be the Mancini Machine.

      He smiled to himself as warmth rushed over him and he thought of how proud his mother and Clarissa would be. He carried their memories and his love for them in his heart, carried them in his soul where they would always be.

      Josh looked ahead at the crowd of fans and fixed his gaze on his father, Pete, and his beautiful Amy. They were in the front row looking on at him with pride and happiness.

      Amy smiled at him and he hoped that she could see him smiling too. He knew she didn’t tell him everything earlier, and it seemed to be something she found difficult to talk about. That was why he stopped insisting and hoped she would tell him when she felt like she could.

      He was so happy she was here and that she’d come back, and he couldn’t wait for this season to end so he could spend all his time with her. What she’d told him about her father really got to him and he was starting to get the impression that she didn’t have the best childhood. He felt that she’d gone through a lot and was one of those people who had to struggle to get to where they wanted to be. Josh had plans for them, and he wanted to make sure he did all he could to make her happy. She deserved it.

      He turned his attention back to the game as the anthem finished. Time to focus and play. The team moved with one mind and like one body. It was time to be a part of that now.

      As the game kicked off, Josh had no trouble putting his mind in the zone, and by the end of the third quarter the score was thirty to twenty-five. The Centaurs were doing their best, but of course the Gladiators were in the lead. It was a crucial time, though, because the game could go both ways depending on which team scored the next touchdown.

      Josh signaled to Gage as they got back on the field for the last quarter of the game.

      “Hey Montgomery.”

      “Yes, old man?” Gage smiled as he came closer to him.

      “That pansy ass receiver over there needs to know who’s boss.” Josh motioned to the Centaurs’ receiver, who was medium height and stocky like a pit bull. He’d zoned in on Gage several times and tried to trip him up at least four times.

      “What do you have in mind?” Gage smiled with mischief.

      “Let’s make him our bitch so he won’t try that shit again,” Josh said with a firm nod. Gage laughed and bumped his fist.

      The receiver was a distraction and hadn’t done anything he was supposed to during the whole time they played. Their coach must have set him on Gage to slow him down.

      As the game began again and the ball was passed around, Josh saw the receiver going in for Gage when he got the ball.

      Gage didn’t have to communicate with Josh to tell him he was going to pass the ball to him. It was like telepathy, the mental bond they developed from years of playing together.

      When Gage ran forward making it look like he was heading for the finish line to score the touchdown, Josh knew different when he watched him lift his arms up.

      As Gage launched the ball backwards, over his head, Josh was right there to catch it. He was also right there to do a little distraction of his own as Gage lunged himself out of the way of the receiver so that he would crash into Josh.

      The idiot couldn’t even stop himself. The guy collided straight into Josh, knocking himself backwards from the impact. Josh, however, was still standing up, as if he hadn’t been rammed into by a two-hundred-pound muscle freak. Thank God for the body he had. His muscles and height balanced him out perfectly, unlike his dumb friend on the ground.

      The momentary debacle and confusion was the perfect distraction and Josh simply threw the ball back to Gage, who was now well in the clear of anyone who thought they had a chance.

      Josh smiled knowing they had this game in the palm of their hands as he watched Gage take off, lightning speed down the field. As the receiver tried to get up, Josh put his foot on his chest.

      “Stay down, bitch, and look ahead, that’s how you win a game like a real man,” Josh balked.

      Gage had five guys on his tail but they were just wasting their breath. Josh smiled proudly as he watched his friend breeze down the field, maintaining Josh’s mantra that nothing was faster than Gage. The crowd went wild as Gage passed into the end zone, running past the goal post and across the plane of the goal line to score their winning touchdown. The stadium erupted with cheers and all the Gladiators roared.

      Josh removed his foot from the guy and stood, still watching it all. He was proud, indeed, and he was also grateful. Like always he looked back to his father who was cheering for him. He wished so badly that his mother and Clarissa could be here too.

      But…maybe there were, maybe they were here in spirit. It was a nice thought.

      Josh looked at his father, balled his fist and placed it on his heart. His father did the same, gazing at him with pride, just like always.

      The euphoria he usually felt after a game filled him. It was a good feeling and he was grateful to the woman who made this all possible. He looked at his Amy standing next to his father. They were a massive distance from where he stood on the field but she could see that he was looking at her. He kept his hand at his heart and mouthed “Thank you” to her, which she most likely didn’t see but he did it anyway.

      He continued to stare at her until Ty landed a hand on his shoulder and ushered him over to join in with the celebration.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Amy was so proud of Josh, and today she had a new-found admiration for how he played with his team. This was the first football game she’d ever been to, and while she squirmed at the fighting and clashes, she had to agree that it was fantastic.

      People hung around to celebrate after the game. The diehard Gladiator fans were everywhere doing all sorts of things, from buying memorabilia to taking pictures of themselves with some of the players. She was trying to get through the crowd to get down to the changing rooms to find Josh, but several people had stopped her to talk, and now Zelda was doing the same.

      “Hey Miss Thing,” Zelda said, giving her a hug. Her bright green eyes sparkled with pride as she looked at Amy and gave her a hug. “We couldn’t have done this without you.”

      “Oh stop.” Amy giggled.

      “You know I’m right. You certainly slapped sense into the machine.” Zelda laughed heartily. “Well done.” She tapped Amy’s arm and left as she got dragged away by one of the photographers.

      Amy made her escape and continued through, pushing the crowd of fans. She made it to the changing rooms and saw a whole other crowd. These were fans of a different category. These were the people who wanted autographs from the top players like Josh. The other category of fans she saw had to be what she called groupies. No mistake about it, the throng of women she saw gathered around couldn’t have been anything other, not in the skanky clothing she witnessed.

      “It’s better if you stay here,” a pretty, dark-haired lady called out to Amy. She leaned against the wall adjacent to the changing room, holding her little brown purse to her chest. Amy had seen her here with Gage a few days ago when she’d stopped by to meet Josh for lunch. “Unless you want to be stamped on.” She smiled.

      “Hi,” Amy said, going over to her.

      “Hey, I’m Evie.”

      “I’m Amy.”

      “I noticed you squirming as much as me during the game.”

      

      “I don’t like the fighting and violence,” Amy told her, wrinkling her nose. Evie laughed.

      “Yes, that was my face too.” She laughed. “It’s rough as anything. I’m Gage’s fiancée, are you with Josh?”

      What should she say?

      Aside from Hilda and Gabriella, no one knew that she and Josh were together. Sure, the guys saw them kissing that night, but that didn’t mean anything.

      Evie raised her brows at Amy’s hesitation.

      “I—”

      At least she made some attempt to answer, but they were interrupted when Gage rushed out of the crowd, not even batting an eyelid at the women who had gathered for him. He dashed over to Evie, picked her up, and spun her around.

      “Mrs. Gage, did you see me?” He beamed as he lowered her back to the ground.

      You only had to look at Gage to see how much he loved Evie. Amy didn’t think she’d ever seen that before. She didn’t know that you could just look at two people and tell they were in love. This was what happened here, because she saw the same love beaming in waves from Evie.

      “Yes, Mr. Evie, I saw, everyone did.” Evie giggled. “You were fantastic.”

      They were so cute with their Mrs. Gage and Mr. Evie references.

      Gage acknowledged Amy and smiled. “Your boy’s just back there trying to find his walking stick and ointment.”

      Amy laughed, she couldn’t help herself. The way Josh and Gage taunted each other was hilarious, and the play they made on the field had blown her away.

      “Okay, I’ll wait.” Amy would have said more but she saw Josh and Corey come out of the room. They were at the end of the corridor. The host of fans surrounding them were all the groupies. At least twenty perfect-looking women who looked like a walking advert.

      Amongst them were Allegra and Cindy, who were on either side of Josh.

      Amy let out a slow sigh. It was silly of her not to factor in that they’d be here, and for sure Josh would most likely go out to celebrate with them.

      “Amy,” Gage cut into her thoughts.

      She looked back to him and thought about how he’d ran out here to be with Evie. He could have easily been with Josh and Corey with the host of groupies. But he was here with her.

      The reasoning behind that was simple. What they had was different to what Amy had with Josh.

      “I’m actually gonna go do some paperwork that I totally forgot about,” Amy replied. Gage narrowed his eyes at her. “It was great to meet you, Evie, and congratulations to you both.”

      She left before they could answer.
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* * *

      Amy went to the beach. She went to the spot she and Josh always went to after they went for a walk.

      She came to think but hadn’t been able to with the numbness that clouded her mind. Amy was way out of her league here and she didn’t like that she wasn’t in control of her feelings. She wanted to shut down and restart herself. Take things back to just being Josh’s PA.

      Or not even that. She didn’t need to be here anymore, or be his PA. But yet she was here.

      She’d fallen for him so hard that she couldn’t think properly, or think about her life without him.

      As night drew on she made her way back to the house. She guessed Josh wouldn’t be there so she thought she’d just watch TV and sleep. Maybe she’d have a clearer mind in the morning.

      She heard the TV on already when she got inside and couldn’t have been more surprised to find Josh in the sitting room sipping on a can of elderflower juice while he watched the news.

      “Josh.” She gazed at him as he turned to face her.

      “Baby, where were you?” He set the drink down and came over to her.

      “I was on the beach. How come you’re here? I thought you’d be celebrating.”

      “I was looking for my girl.” He smiled at her. “Why’d you leave, and why would I go celebrating without you?”

      She looked at him, wondering what to say. She’d been holding back so much that she just couldn’t find the strength anymore. The tears that threatened to fall earlier ran down her cheeks now.

      “Amy?” He took hold of her and pulled her into his arms. “Baby, what’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, I’m sorry. I’m so proud of you. You were amazing today. Truly amazing.”

      “Thank you, but I know those aren’t tears of joy, so please tell me what’s going on.”

      “I went to find you after the game and I saw you with Allegra and Cindy.”

      “Amy, are you sure you saw me with them? Or was I there, and they just happened to be there too.”

      “I don’t know.”

      He looked hurt. “How could you not know? Amy, don’t you trust me?”

      She stepped back a little to put some distance between them, but he took her hand and pulled her back.

      “It’s fine. It doesn’t matter. You don’t owe me anything, and I owe you everything.”

      “Amy, you don’t owe me shit.” He shook his head.

      “I do and I shouldn’t expect any more from you.”

      “I don’t know what you’re saying.”

      Of course he wouldn’t, because she couldn’t tell him that she loved him. “Josh, I don’t know what we are, and I know you aren’t exactly a one-woman kind of guy, so I don’t need to trust you, because it doesn’t matter.”

      He looked at her with a blank expression and sighed. He then reached into his pocket and pulled out a key with a pink ribbon tied through the loop.

      “What’s that?” She looked from him to the key.

      “It’s yours. I had it cut the other day.”

      “What’s it for?” She wasn’t understanding.

      “The house.” He rocked back on his heels and smiled.

      She tilted her head to the side. “I already have keys to the house.”

      “Zelda gave you those keys, to work for me as my PA. I am giving you these keys to ask you to move in with me as my girlfriend. I want this house to be our house, my room to be our room, I want this TV to be our TV, even if you’re watching that awful cartoon I can’t stand.” By now tears were running down her cheeks and more came as he continued. “I want you to live with me, and be my girl. I am probably by far the worst guy you’ve ever met, and it wasn’t a good look for me when we first met, but if you give me a chance, maybe one day you’ll find that you can trust me.”

      The earnest, determined look on his face gripped her and she saw the wealth of emotion in his eyes. His words stole her breath away. She didn’t realize he felt that way about her, she never expected him to. As she beheld him, she removed her fears and decided not to let them hold her back or drag her down.

      “Please,” he said, taking her hand again.

      “Yes.”

      He held out the key to her and she took it. “So, you’ll be my girl? You’ll be…mine?”

      “Always.” She threw her arms around him and cocooned herself in his loving embrace.
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      It was a great season and the Gladiators came out on top as the winners of Super Bowl 50, championing another year. Josh was happy that he was able to take part and hoped to do so for a few more years. The excitement and euphoria of playing was still in him, the same as it always had been and from as far back as he could remember.

      He’d had a fantastic time with his team throughout the season, but he was glad to see the back of it. It was the first year that he’d ever had something greater to look forward to.

      Or rather, someone.

      The minute the last game ended Josh had Amy on a plane to the Caribbean. He planned a cruise around the islands where he would have her all to himself. No distractions at all, no game, no work, nothing. Just them.

      They were away for a whole month, and when they got back he took her away again, to Europe this time. While there, they stopped in Italy for a few weeks so he could introduce her to his grandparents, and had the added bonus of attending Gage’s wedding.

      He still had a lot planned. She was scheduled to start at Dior in June so he wanted to make the most out of the time he had with her. He’d be busy in June, too, preparing for the next season.

      He felt like he had everything when he was with her. They had fun together and he was unimaginably happy, but there was still something inside him lurking within the anxiety of his mind that made him fear her leaving one day.

      Josh had done everything he could in his power to show her how important she was to him, but he knew she still didn’t trust him. It made him crazy and he didn’t know what he could do to make her see that she didn’t have to worry about him feeling any other way than how he did.

      He loved her.

      He loved everything about her and loved everything she was.

      He wanted to tell her, but wanted to find the right time. It was a big deal for him and he wanted to find that special moment she’d always remember.

      Planning to tell her was all that filled his thoughts during their travels, and the Saturday after they came back from Europe he spent the day in the kitchen flicking through brochures. He thought he’d arrange another getaway to somewhere like Hawaii. Amy had gone shopping with Hilda and Gabriella early in the morning so it was perfect timing for him.

      The doorbell rang and he rushed to answer it, thinking it was Amy. She had a habit of buying too much and attempting to carry all her bags inside the house in one go. Then she’d get stuck when she approached the door while she tried to find her keys.

      He was ready to make a wisecrack about her shopping habits, but his face fell when he opened the door and saw Allegra standing before him. Immediately, he cursed himself for not looking through the peep hole first.

      When last he’d heard, Victoria’s Secret had signed her up. Not that he’d been keeping tabs. It was just that he never anticipated running into her again.

      “Hello stranger,” She cooed, coming in, walking straight past him and into the house. He followed her into the living room where she twirled around and zoned in on a picture of Josh and Amy taken on the beach in the Bahamas.

      “Well I’ll be damned.” She shook her head at the picture and looked back at him.

      “Allegra, I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” He really didn’t want to be rude, but would be if he had to.

      “Why’s that? I’m in town and I thought I’d swing by for some fun.”

      “No. We don’t do that anymore.” He shook his head at her. “I’m in a serious relationship.”

      “With your little assistant? Really?” She narrowed her eyes at him and gave a wicked laugh. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “No. You have to leave now.”

      Amy had been gone for hours and it was likely that she’d be back anytime soon. The last thing he wanted was for her to come home and catch Allegra here.

      “Remember the games we used to play?” She smiled, coming over to him. She rested her finger on his chest. “We used to have such wild sex, Josh, and you always wanted more.”

      “Get out, now.” Anxiety was making him nasty. If she were a guy he would have pushed her out the door.

      Instead of listening to him she started undoing the buttons on her shirt.

      “What are you doing?” he hissed. “Allegra, get out. I’m serious. Leave.”

      No, he should have known her better than that. She slipped her top down her arms, revealing her bare naked breasts.

      “No.” She shook her head. “I’ll show you what you’ve been missing.”

      That was it, he’d had enough of niceties and being pleasant. He grabbed her arm, ready to show her the door, but in that moment Amy walked in and stood in the corridor.

      “I bought too much again, so don’t tell me off,” Amy said, but she stopped dead in her tracks as she saw Josh holding Allegra’s arm and looked from Josh to Allegra.

      Her eyes landed on Josh, a question in her gaze and sadness surrounding them.

      Josh dropped Allegra’s arm. “It’s not what you think,” he said once he could find his voice.

      “Or maybe it is,” Allegra stated with menace.

      “No,” Josh cried. He moved towards Amy but she shook her head at him and stepped back.

      “Leave her, let’s just go already.” He couldn’t believe Allegra could sink so low.

      Amy dropped her bags and rushed away through the door. Tears ran down her cheeks.

      Josh ran after her and caught up with her on the beach.

      “Amy, stop. Please.” He grabbed her arm.

      “Don’t touch me,” she cried, trying to wrench her arm free.

      “Please listen to me. I didn’t do anything wrong. Amy, I would never cheat on you.”

      She shook her head as she cried. She looked so hurt and distressed he didn’t know what to do. What could he say to fix this?

      “Just let me go, Josh. Just let me go.”

      “No.”

      “You have to. This is my fault. I should have known it would be a mistake being with you. It wasn’t like I didn’t know what you were like. My mother loved a man who could never be hers. I can’t let the same thing happen to me.”

      “Amy, that will not happen to you. I am yours. Allegra came to the house and was probably there for five minutes. She took off her clothes and I told her to leave.” It was like talking to a wall, because Amy looked at him without understanding.

      “Damn it, Amy, can’t you just look at me and see that I’m telling the truth?”

      He’d seen people do it. Josh had seen it happen where people could distinguish between a lie and the truth. They would be able to defend each other to the death if need be because they knew the other person so well that they knew truth when they saw it.

      He guessed, though, that that wouldn’t happen here. It took trust, deep trust, for that to work, and she didn’t trust him.

      He could see that he’d lost her but he had one last card up his sleeve. “Amy, I love you. I love you, and I would never hurt you.”

      That had to work. He’d never told anybody besides his family that he loved them before. It shouldn’t have taken this disaster for him to tell her. It should have been something that he told her every day. Him, who was so open with his feelings.

      But he was saving it for a better time, that special moment. Now he’d wasted it on his only chance.

      And it did nothing and meant even less than that. All it did was make her cry even more.

      “Please, just let go of me, Josh.” That was all she said.

      He stared in disbelief, chills running down his spine. He couldn’t believe that she didn’t believe him, but worse than that, she wanted him to let her go.

      As he released her he felt like his world had just been ripped away from him. He’d only experienced this feeling once before, and that was when he’d gotten the news that his mother and Clarissa had been killed. That news destroyed him and tore him apart.
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* * *

      Amy walked to Gabriella’s house. She couldn’t stop the tears that poured out of her weeping, tortured soul.

      Once again she had that feeling of being in an abstract painting, trying to feel her way around the twists and turns so she could find a straight path of sense. Her biggest fear had leapt out of her head and presented itself before her like a display.

      Gabriella took her in and took care of her. Amy was inconsolable by the time she got there and even after the days that passed. It felt like years, like several years had gone by, and still she cried.

      She always knew she would never be enough for him and that he would get bored of her at some point.

      That was what her mind told her. But yet, her heart still yearned for him. It told her to believe him.

      Josh didn’t stop calling her, and every time her phone rang she had to force herself to ignore it. She had to force herself to reckon with truth.

      It didn’t escape her that the only man to tell her that he loved her was the one she just walked away from, and the only one she ever wanted. But that didn’t matter.

      It was a cruel joke on her life.

      That weekend as she looked for apartments her mother called her. At first she thought it was Josh, so she let the phone ring out, but then it rang again and she answered it when she saw it was her mother.

      “Hey sweet girl.”

      Amy just managed to say hello. After that another round of tears took over and she couldn’t stop crying. Her mother tried to calm her but it didn’t work.

      It took a while for Amy to compose herself enough to tell her what had happened.

      “I can’t believe I was so stupid.” She dabbed her eyes with a Kleenex.

      “Amy, calm down, sweetheart. You aren’t stupid. There’s no harm in being cautious.”

      “I saw how Dad affected you and I allowed myself to fall into the same trap.”

      “Amy, listen to me, sweet girl. You are not me. You are not me.” She didn’t think she’d ever heard her mother sound so firm. “Now tell me again, clear this up for me. Josh said he would never cheat on you, told you he loves you, and you honestly don’t believe him?” When she put it that way it sounded terrible.

      “Mama, he was with that Allegra. You don’t understand. That was the woman he was with when I first met him. They were always together. The minute I saw her I remembered what it used to be like and it made me sick. And she was naked. What else should I think? What else should I believe?”

      “Sweetie, I understand what you’re saying. I do, but I want you to be sure that what you saw was indeed what happened. If it’s as you said then no, you definitely can’t be with him, but it doesn’t make sense to me that he’d chase after you if he didn’t love you.”

      Amy clutched the phone to the side of her face as she listened. She knew Josh, and knew he didn’t do anything he didn’t want to do.

      She heard her mother pull in a breath before she continued. “My love, it’s best to be sure with these things, because if there is any question in your mind, honey, if you think even just a little bit that he might be telling the truth, you’ll live to regret leaving him.”

      Amy sucked in a sharp breath and stilled her shaking hands. Her mother always had a way of speaking directly to her mind.

      “I don’t know anymore.” She shook her head.

      “Sweet girl, you know, you just can’t see past what happened and you’re scared you’ll become like me. I wish that I could have been a stronger woman and shown you that real love is hard to come by and you should cherish it when you have it. I was foolish and too wrapped up in wishing that your father would come back. What I should have done is move on. You need to ask yourself if you can trust Josh.” She sighed. “And if you can, then you should believe him. It doesn’t matter if what you saw looked like he was cheating on you with that woman. If you trust him and he said he didn’t, then told you he loved you, then you should believe him.”

      Amy closed her eyes as another wave of tears hit her. In her mind’s eye she traced back all the events that had happened over the last year. A whole year and some months had passed since she’d known Josh. She remembered the first time he kissed her, the time he told her needed her, the time he saved her from those awful men in that disgusting downtown apartment. She remembered how he handled them and got her stuff back, how he said he’d take care of her. Then he made it possible for her to make her dress, gave her somewhere safe to live, saved her mother from sure death, asked her to be his, and…told her he loved her.

      All Josh had ever done was show her his heart.

      As she opened her eyes she remembered how he pleaded with her to believe him. He thought she should be able to look at him and know if he was telling the truth. She should have, and she knew right now as it all sunk in that he was telling her the truth.

      “Mama, I’m going to sort this out. You’re right. You’re so right.”

      “Good luck, sweet girl.”

      As soon as she hung up, Amy rushed down the stairs. She ran straight past Gabriella and Riley and out into the street.

      The night air hit her, clearing her head even more as she ran.

      She ran home.
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* * *

      Josh stared at the phone in his hands and set it on the kitchen counter. Once again there was no answer. It was clear that Amy wasn’t coming back, but he didn’t know if he could give up and accept that. He didn’t know if he could accept that she was gone from his life and never coming back.

      He thought he’d played all his cards when he told her he loved her. But he still had one more to play. One more to play that might not be worth it but he had to try. Maybe his persistence would make her see the truth.

      He picked the phone up again and called Corey. Corey had been a massive strength to him when these sorts of things happened. He was close with a lot of the guys, Like Gage and Ty, but he’d known Corey the longest. They’d been through life together.

      “Hey man,” Corey answered after the second ring. Josh noticed that since this recent saga with Amy, Corey was within his grasp the minute Josh needed him. Probably because he was worried Josh would turn back to alcohol. Josh had no intention of falling back into old bad habits. “You okay?”

      Okay? No, he was so far from it. “I’m hanging in there.”

      “Do you want me to come around? Or we could go shoot some pool at the bar.”

      “Yeah, maybe. I was thinking I’d go to Gabriella’s and try my luck.” He knew Amy was staying there. It was Hilda who told him.

      “I won’t say no. All you can do is try.”

      “I just wish she would talk to me and that I could convince her that I’m telling the truth, but she doesn’t trust me.” Josh wished that Allegra hadn’t come to his house and destroyed his relationship. He leaned his behind against the counter and gazed through the window at the palm trees blowing out against the wind. “Corey, if this is it and I’ve lost her, then I really would have lost everything.”

      His voice shook and took on a frail edge he didn’t recognize.

      “Just keep trying. That’s all you can do. I’m sure once she cools off she’ll start listening.”

      Cools off? Five days had already passed and Amy was still mad at him. Add her distrust to the equation and he didn’t really see any hope. But…he would try. He’d try forever if he needed to.

      “I’ll keep trying.”

      “Let me know what happens,” Corey said. At least he sounded like he had hope.

      Josh clicked the phone off and continued to gaze through the window. It was seven o’clock. He was hoping it wouldn’t be too late to go to Gabriella’s. He didn’t want to impose and look like the crazy boyfriend trying to win his girl back. Even though technically he was heading that way fast.

      He just wished it never happened. And while he had no fault in this occurrence, he was to blame. That was what happened when you went with women like Allegra. At the time when he hooked up with her he never imagined that he’d meet Amy, or more significantly that he would ever feel this way about anyone. Like his life would have no meaning if they weren’t around.

      Well, here goes. Another attempt for forgiveness.

      He turned around to go but stopped when he saw her. Right there, standing before him in the kitchen looking like she’d been plucked from his mind.

      It occurred to him that this could have been one of those times when his brain conjured her up and made him see what it wanted to help him get by. But this was no hallucination, this was the real Amy. He could always tell the difference between the real and fantasy Amy.

      Josh looked at her, dressed in a pink t-shirt and denim shorts. He loved when she wore anything like that. The pink against her bronze skin and light blonde hair always made him want to stare. And her long, sculpted legs on show in those shorts was any man’s idea of a dream.

      She looked back at him with intensity and he couldn’t tell what she was thinking. Then an awful feeling of dread filled him as he realized why she was here.

      It was to get her things. She came to get her things. He brought his hand up to his face and winced.

      “Amy.” Emotion weighed so heavily on him that he didn’t know what to say first. So he started with the most pressing thing. “Please no, don’t tell me you’re here to get your things. You have to believe that I would never do anything to hurt you.”

      She brought her hands together and held them to her chest. She nodded, but he still didn’t know what she was thinking.

      “I know. You never would, and you never have,” she breathed, tears spilling down her cheeks.

      Josh straightened up and gazed at her. Now he could see. Now he could see that she believed him. “You believe me?”

      “Yes.” She pushed a wayward golden strand behind her ear.

      “How come?” He knew he should thank his lucky stars that she believed him and not press with questions as to why. However, he wanted to know what had changed her mind. Did she speak to Allegra? Did someone else convince her of the truth? He wanted to know.

      “I love you.” A tear ran down her cheek as she spoke. “I love you so much and I trust you. I trust you, Josh, and that is all I need to know that you were telling the truth.” The fifty-ton weight that had rested on him since this whole thing happened lifted off his shoulders.

      As he took her words in, his lungs expanded, relieving the constriction he felt from fear and he could breathe again.

      “Amy…”

      It was the first time any woman, except his mother and Clarissa, had ever told him that they loved him. He’d never even been lied to because all the women he’d been with weren’t looking for love. Neither was he.

      Until her, until Amy. He found love with her.

      “I’m sorry. Please forgive me for not believing you straightaway when I should have.” She covered her mouth as she started to cry. He rushed over to her and pulled her in, holding her close to his heart. In that moment, he promised himself he would never let her go.

      “There’s nothing to forgive,” he said against her hair, absorbing the sweet fragrance of her and savoring the feel of having his girl back in his arms. “I love you so much, and I want to tell you that every day.”

      She pulled away so she could look up at him. “Josh, I have to tell you something.”

      “What is it?” He looked down into her beautiful eyes wondering what she could want to say.

      “I’ve loved you for a long time.”

      He thought of the times when he hoped that she could love him and it warmed his heart to know that she did. “Why didn’t you tell me?” he breathed, stroking the soft skin along her jawline.

      “I was scared, and I thought that it would scare you away,” she answered, trying to hold back tears. “I never thought that you could love me.”

      “And all this time I did. Baby, why would you think that?”

      “I just thought I’d never be enough for you.” She lifted her shoulders and pulled in a breath.

      He shook his head at her. “Kansas,” he chuckled. He hadn’t called her that in awhile. She laughed and he relished the sound of her sweet laughter.

      “Yes, your majesty?”

      “Hey, I was never aware of you calling me that, but it does have a good ring to it. Amy.” He held her gaze. “You’re everything. My life doesn’t get much better than this. My life doesn’t get much better than you.”

      As she smiled, he leaned forward to kiss her and immerse himself in the euphoric elation of having her back.

      But…there was one last thing he had to do and he was feeling a lot better about doing it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Amy’s skin tingled with happiness.

      Finally, she’d faced her fears and could put aside everything she’d ever worried about. She knew now she’d never have to worry about suffering the same fate as her mother, because unlike her father, Josh loved her. And, like him, she’d tell him she loved him every day.

      She melted into his kiss, and when he pulled away she saw the love that filled his eyes and melted even more. She remembered the day of the first game, when she’d thought she’d never have what Gage and Evie had. But she didn’t realize then that she did. She was just too scared to see it.

      He took her hand, held it up, and shook it.

      “I guess now we know what this is. This thing between us that’s kept us going.” He smiled widely.

      “Yes, we do.” It was love.

      “So, we should do something about that, right?”

      “Yes, I agree. What do you have in mind?” She giggled. “We should write it down on paper and sign it, for references.”

      “Exactly. But I have a better idea.” His blue-green eyes sparkled with delight as he stretched out her hand.

      Amy stared at him waiting to hear his idea, and could have just about fainted from shock when she watched him lower to one knee and produced a small, pink, velvet box from the back pocket of his jeans.

      She brought up her hands to her cheeks and drew in a sharp gasp.

      Her heart pounded within her chest as she watched him open the box and reveal a tiny, ever so delicate ring with an oval-cut diamond centered in the middle, reflecting the light with brilliance and flashing a spectrum of colors as it sparkled.

      “My Amy. You are my world. Please make me the happiest man alive by being my wife.”

      She felt lightheaded, like she might faint, and her skin tingled as she continued to watch him.

      As Amy gazed down at her dream man before her she felt like the luckiest woman alive. He was her angel and her world too.

      “Yes… Absolutely yes.” She’d never agreed to anything so quickly in her life, and she’d never been happier. Not ever. The happiness she felt swelled within her in undiluted purity. It burst into spasms of joy as he slipped the ring onto her finger and picked her up to kiss her. She ran her hands through his thick, spiky hair and over him, appreciating that he was hers.

      “Right, we have to go now to make sure we have enough time,” he suddenly declared, flicking her around effortlessly so that he could carry her.

      She giggled against his lips and slipped her arms around his neck. “Enough time for what, Josh?”

      “I plan to make love to you all night, and a few more times before Hilda gets here. We don’t want the poor thing to get the shock of her life if she walks in on us.”

      She just looked at him, shook her head, and said, “Okay.”

      Amy laughed as he carried her up to their room and into their new life, where they would love each other forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Other Books by Khardine Gray

          

        

      

    

    
      
        I Only Have Eyes For You

        Hearts Entwined

        Complete Me

        Shape of My Heart

      

      

      
        Series

        

        Vandervilles

        Book 1: When Beauty Met the Beast

        Book 2: Secrets and Lies

        Book 3: Into the Rabbit Hole

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Khardine Gray is the author of such acclaimed romances as I Only Have Eyes For You, Complete Me, and Hearts Entwined.

      She writes contemporary romance and romantic suspense.

      Her books have drool-worthy heroes who will make you melt, and sassy, fun-loving, ambitious heroines.

      She loves writing and simply adores her readers.

      She’s from the Caribbean, but currently lives in England with her husband and two kids.

      When not writing you can catch her ice skating or dancing at a Samba class.

      Keep up with all the new releases by signing up to her mailing list at http://www.subscribepage.com/f4u3v9

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
          www.khardinegraybooks.com

        

        
          [image: Facebook]Facebook

          [image: Twitter]Twitter

        

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
ove is forever.

)

’%V
————phg——
KHARDINE GRAY





images/00002.jpeg
.\‘ﬂ s

p
%

& 2
Gray
N /] ‘
2
\\ “\,

“
e
—
—

¥ (S
A

SNt





