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      CeeCee Adams was cursed. Hexed. Jinxed. Doomed.

      Forever unlucky in love and destined to traipse the earth as a single woman, compliments of the Jessup family whammy.

      How else to explain the numerous failed marriages and hapless love affairs among the women in her family? How else could she account for the likes of Lars Vandergrin, a six-foot-four Neanderthal who wrestled for the WWF?

      Lars had a grin to melt snow off mountain peaks, sheer blond hair cascading to his waist, and hands as grabby as quadruplet two-year-olds at a grocery store. The man also possessed the same rudimentary disregard for the word “no” as the aforementioned toddlers. For the last three hours she’d fended off his advances while sitting through the latest high-octane action-adventure flick, and she was quickly running out of patience.

      Thanks a million, Grandma Addie, as if dating in this new millennium wasn’t difficult enough.

      Fifty years ago, back in the old country, her maternal grandmother, Addie Jessup, had stolen a fortuneteller’s lover. The fortuneteller, a rather vengeful sort it seems, not only zapped Addie with the evil eye, but damned every Jessup female for three generations. No woman in Addie’s direct lineage stayed married and divorce was as commonplace as swapping cars.

      Which was the very reason CeeCee never dated any guy for too long. She refused to fall into the same trap as her mother, aunts, and older sister, Geena. No multiple marriages for her. No revolving charge account at bridal registries. No ugly child custody battles.

      No, siree. She was forever a free spirit. Single and loving it.

      Except for times like these.

      She’d met Lars when he had sought treatment in her physical therapy department for a torn rotator cuff. Over the past three weeks he had pestered her to go out with him. She had finally agreed, hoping to persuade him to appear in the wrestling regalia he wore as the Missing Link for St. Madeleine Hospital’s charity bachelor auction held annually the third Friday in July. The auction raised healthcare funds for Houston’s inner-city kids and having been one of those kids, it was a cause that held CeeCee’s heart.

      At the moment she and Lars were standing beneath the porch lamp on the front stoop of her apartment. Lars had her pinned against the door, his hot breath fanning the hairs along her forehead, fingers thick as kielbasa twisting the top button of her blouse. She cared deeply about the charity auction but not deeply enough to grant this slab of marble carte blanche access to her body.

      “Stop it.” She swatted his hand and her charm bracelet jangled. “I don’t appreciate being pawed.”

      “Come on, bay-bee, you owe me.” He puckered his lips.

      “Owe you? How do you figure?”

      “Shrimp dinner, movie, popcorn.”

      “Hang on, I’ll give you the cash.”

      “No cash.” He shook his head and his hair swung like the blond mane on the My Little Pony her first stepfather had given her for her seventh birthday. “The Missing Link wants kissy-kissy.”

      “If you don’t remove your hands from my body this instant, you’ll be singing soprano.”

      He giggled and ground his hips against her. “You’re feisty. Lars like that.”

      He’d been referring to himself in the third person all night.

      “You haven’t seen feisty, buster. Hands off.” She didn’t intimidate easily, but a small splash of fear rippled through her. Lars was a very large man.

      Immediately she thought of her good friend and next-door neighbor, Dr. Jack Travis. Was Jack home?

      She dodged Lars’ attempt to kiss her and shot a glance through the sweltering June darkness to the ground floor apartment across the courtyard. Light slanted through the blinds.

      At that moment she would have given anything to be with good old dependable Jack, listening to jazz music, sharing a laugh. Jack had such a great laugh. A resonant sound that made her feel safe, secure, and cared for. She valued their platonic relationship far more than he would ever know.

      If things got really nasty, she would scream for Jack, but she wouldn’t call unless she had no choice. She proudly fought her own battles. Besides, thanks to the curse, she’d had more than her share of run-ins with guys like Lars. Still, it was nice knowing she had Jack as backup.

      “Come on, bay-bee.” Lars cupped his palm against her nape. “Let’s go inside.”

      Over my dead body!

      “Listen here, Vandergrin.” She splayed a palm across his chest and cocked her knee, ready to use it if necessary. “Things are moving too fast between us.”

      “You want me in your bachelor auction? I do a favor for you. You do a favor for me.”

      Blackmailer.

      This time she wasn’t quick enough. Lars captured her mouth and gave her a hard, insistent kiss. She was in trouble. Forget subtlety. No more Ms. Nice Girl. As for the charity auction, she’d just have to find another celebrity.

      “Shove off!” CeeCee jerked her mouth away at the same moment Lars thrust out his tongue. Her forehead accidentally whacked into his chin.

      “Yeow,” he screamed and pressed a hand to his mouth. “You made me bwite my tonwue!”
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      “Thank you for taking out my garbage.” Miss Abercrombie smiled at Jack.

      The elderly lady, who had once been an exotic dancer and had numerous photographs displayed around her apartment to prove it, wore a blue-green muumuu with a bright-pink feather boa draped around her neck. She wobbled on three-inch mules and peered at him over the top of her soda-bottle-thick glasses. In her arms she held a snow-white poodle dubbed Muffin. The dog’s curly coat was festooned with pink bows, and her toenails were painted to match.

      “It’s no problem.” He picked up the trash bag and headed for the door.

      Miss Abercrombie clip-clomped behind him.

      Every Sunday night that he wasn’t on duty at the hospital, Jack took out the trash for the elderly single women at the River Run apartment complex and for one other special lady as well. His next-door neighbor and best friend, CeeCee Adams.

      At the thought of CeeCee, he smiled. Zany, bubbly, flame haired CeeCee with her fearless zest for adventure and her unbridled lust for life. He admired everything about her and wished he could be more like her.

      Muffin whined from her owner’s embrace.

      “She wants to come with you,” Miss Abercrombie said. “Do you mind?”

      The button-eyed mutt gazed longingly at him and wriggled from Miss Abercrombie’s grasp. Tail wagging, Muffin leaped to the ground and sniffed his ankle.

      “I can’t believe how much Muffin loves you. She usually hates men. Then again, you’re not like most men, are you. You’re so sweet.”

      Yeah. So women kept telling him. But sweetness and a two-dollar bill wouldn’t even buy him a cup of decaf latte at the coffee shop around the corner.

      “Come on, Muff.” He would have preferred not to have the dog snaking between his legs on his trek to the dumpster.

      He and the poodle stopped at the bottom of the stairs to pick up two other garbage sacks Jack had left behind before climbing the stairs to Miss Abercrombie’s apartment. Prince, the border collie who guarded apartment 112, jumped to his feet and trotted after them. As they rounded the corner, a roly-poly beagle/terrier cross waddled from the alley and joined the procession.

      Terrific. Not only was he the neighborhood trash collector, it seemed he was now the official dog walker as well.

      He caught his breath as they neared CeeCee’s apartment and his pulse revved. He hadn’t seen her for a couple of days, and he missed her.

      A lot.

      From the moment he’d first seen her sailing through the courtyard on in-line skates, a saucy, come-catch-me-big-boy smile on her oval face, her curly red hair streaking behind her like livid fire, he’d wanted her.

      He’d known he wasn’t her type, and he had never once rallied the courage to tell her how he felt. How could he? Dr. Jack was solid, responsible, dependable.

      Face it, he was boring.

      He saw the men she dated; scuba divers and rock climbers, bungee jumpers and snowboarders. Guys with tattoos and pierced body parts, long hair and beard stubble. Men who stared danger in the face and laughed.

      Men like his twin brother, Zack.

      For identical twins, their differences were amazing. Jack was cautious; Zack reckless. Jack methodical; Zack messy. Jack dedicated his life to medicine. Zack, a famous motocross champion, dedicated his life to wine, women, and wheels. Most women considered Jack a great friend. Those same women considered Zack a great lover.

      He wasn’t jealous. Well, not much.

      Occasionally, however, he would have given anything to possess Zack’s charm with the ladies. Like when CeeCee came over to his apartment, flopped on his sofa, tucked those pinup quality legs beneath her, and filled his ears with another tale of relationship woes.

      If she’d asked him for his opinion, he could have told her where she was making her mistakes. The guys she picked were wrong for her. A spontaneous woman like CeeCee needed a steady guy to balance her out. Someone like himself. But he was too afraid of ruining their friendship to offer unsolicited advice.

      He started up the staircase. A guttural scream from the direction of CeeCee’s apartment stopped him cold. He sprang into action, sprinting the remaining steps to the second-floor landing. He spotted CeeCee standing on her doorstep grappling with a human rendition of King Kong’s third cousin.

      “Let go!” She tried to yank her arm from the big ape’s grip.

      The primate wore black leather motorcycle pants and hobnailed boots and chains. He towered at least six foot three and possessed the prominent brow of a Cro-Magnon. His platinum-blond hair dangled to his butt, and he had one hand clamped over her mouth.

      Despite being four inches shorter and at least sixty pounds lighter, Jack never hesitated. His best friend was in trouble.

      He slung the trash bags to the ground, lowered his head, and plowed into the guy’s abdomen at a dead run.

      Jack hit him hard.

      The Granite Mountain’s stomach muscles were solid as bone. The creature didn’t even grunt.

      Jack heard birds singing. Tweet. Tweet. Tweet. His knees slid to the cement.

      Uh-oh.

      Granite Mountain sort of growled, shook his head, grabbed Jack by the collar, and pulled him to his feet. His long hair slapped Jack in the face, stinging his eyes.

      Jack’s chin snapped up, and he looked into a kisser as deadly as a steel trap, and he knew he’d met his Waterloo.

      Fools rush in.

      Which was the very reason he rarely acted heedlessly. He should have been smart and telephoned the cops. But he hadn’t thought. He’d seen CeeCee was in trouble and he had simply acted.

      A first for Jack Travis. In a weird way, despite the peril, he kind of enjoyed his automatic, yet foolhardy bravery.

      “CeeCee,” Jack managed over looking at the business end of a fist the size of a Virginia ham. “Are you all right?”

      “Is she aw wright?” Granite Mountain howled. “She de one who made me bwite my tonwue.”

      “I’m sure you deserved it.” Jack’s gaze flicked to CeeCee. She looked gorgeous in skintight capri leggings and a form-fitting rainbow-colored tunic blouse.

      “She’s a witch,” Granite Mountain snarled.

      “Apologize.” Jack thrust out his chest and faced the guy down.

      “What are you gonna do about it, twash boy?” Granite Mountain planted a hand on Jack’s chest and gave him a shove. Jack stumbled backward into the garbage sacks.

      Calm fury overtook him. Never in his life had he been so determined. The creature was going to apologize to CeeCee if it was the last thing he ever did.

      Jack picked up a trash bag and swung it at man. “I’m going to kick your backside around this apartment complex. That’s what I’m going to do about it.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Yeah.” Jack smacked the dude in the chest with a trash bag.

      The bag split open, splattering garbage over the man’s leather ensemble. He let out an angry whoop and lunged for Jack, trapping his neck in a stranglehold and squeezing like a starving boa constrictor.

      “Don’t you dare hurt him, Lars!” CeeCee commanded the iron giant. “Let him go! Now!”

      Lars, of course that was his name. A Viking. Stars burst behind Jack’s eyelids. Red. Yellow. White. His head swam dizzily. He heard dogs yapping, but they sounded very far off.

      If he didn’t do something quickly, he was going to pass out, leaving CeeCee at the mercy of this cretin. Reaching out, he snatched a handful of long blond hair.

      And jerked with all his might.

      “Ow! Stwop pulling my hair,” Lars howled.

      Jack tugged harder.

      Lars spun to the left, and his elbow wrapped around Jack’s neck. Both of Jack’s fists were entangled in Lars’ mane.

      CeeCee bound into action. Faster than Wonder Woman in a tailspin, she lunged onto the man’s back.

      For one crazy, dizzy moment the three of them were locked in a bizarre tango. Lars staggered forward, then back, trying to maintain his balance with CeeCee above him, Jack beneath his feet.

      “Let him go!” CeeCee shouted.

      “Make him wet go of me,” Lars bawled.

      Muffin, Prince, and the beagle-terrier mix barked and chased around them in a circle.

      “Everybody let go of everybody,” Jack choked out.

      Throughout the apartment complex doors were opening. People shouted. An audience gathered in the courtyard. More dogs scaled the stairs and joined the fray.

      Lars spun into the wall, trying to dislodge CeeCee who still clung to his back. In the process, his grip on Jack’s neck loosened.

      Jack released Lars’ hair and instead reached for his ankles, intending on tripping him.

      “Jump off, CeeCee.”

      “He’s the Missing Link.”

      “Tell me about it. He’s a cross between King Kong and a heavy weight boxer.”

      “No, you don’t understand. He’s Lars Vandergrin, a professional wrestler, Jack.”

      “Oops. Now you tell me.”

      Lars growled.

      “Jump. I swear he’s going down,” Jack urged, determined to remain resolute despite the fact he was tangling with a professional wrestler. He kept his hands locked like handcuffs around the man’s ankles.

      CeeCee cleared Lars’ back at the same moment the man tumbled like a felled redwood straight into the pile of trash sacks torn open during the fight.

      Slam dunk!

      Lars hit with a thud. The staircase shook. He lay lifeless in the debris.

      Jack and CeeCee stared at each other.

      “Is he breathing?” She squinted. “Oh my gosh, did we kill him?”

      Pulse pounding at the thought he might have hurt a fellow human being, Jack hurried forward to investigate, prepared to do CPR if necessary.

      “Oof.” Lars groaned. He sat up and slowly shook his head with the lethargic motion of a hibernating bear rousing from a long winter’s nap.

      Jack backed away with his hands raised. “Let’s have no more trouble.”

      Lars looked down. Peanut butter and coffee grounds hung in his hair. Something green and sticky oozed from his elbow. Eggshells decorated his lap. A banana peel dangled from one ear. Muffin licked the toe of his boot. The other dogs were sniffing hungrily at his clothes.

      “My hair! I just washed it.” Lars burst into tears.

      “Gee,” CeeCee muttered, standing on tiptoes to peer over Jack’s shoulder. “What a big baby.”

      Muffin looked up at Lars and growled.

      “Poodles!” Lars cried. “I hate poodles.” The huge man lumbered to his feet and took off.

      The yelping dogs gave chase, nipping at the Missing Link’s heels as he thundered down the stairs. Woof, woof, woof.

      Jack and CeeCee leaned over the railing, watching the Missing Link screech away into the inky darkness, then turned to smile at each other.

      The neighbors who had gathered during the altercation, applauded and cheered before calling to their dogs and ambling back to their apartments, shaking their heads in amusement.

      CeeCee flung her arms around Jack’s neck. Her gold charm bracelet jangled merrily in his ears. Her cheeks were flushed, her green eyes sparkling with excitement, her hair sexily mussed. Her well-rounded chest rose and fell heavily against his.

      She smelled exquisite. Like rainbows and sunshine and moonbeams. Jack’s stomach took a roller-coaster ride up to his throat and then plunged back down again. He realized he was holding his breath.

      Waiting.

      “My hero!” she exclaimed, then cupped his face in her hands and kissed him.
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      CeeCee couldn’t say who was more stunned by her impromptu kiss, she or Jack.

      She certainly hadn’t planned on kissing him. A smart woman didn’t go around kissing her best guy friend on the lips. Not if she intended to keep him as her friend, and she considered Jack’s friendship one of her most prized possessions.

      But what a Leonardo DiCaprio/Kate Winslet/Titanic sort of kiss it was! CeeCee sank as hard and fast as the ill-fated ocean liner.

      Jack’s clean-shaven cheeks were smooth against her palms, a pleasing contrast to the scruffy-faced men she normally dated. Driven by spontaneous impulse, she pressed her mouth to his in the heat of the moment, intending nothing more than a quick peck to thank him for rescuing her from Lars.

      Instead, his mouth welcomed her warmly. She had allowed her eyelids to drift shut, her lips to part.

      Blood strummed through her veins, pounding loudly in her ears. Her knees drooped like overcooked spaghetti. Her skin tingled as if she had sprinted a mile in under a minute flat.

      Oh, she never wanted to stop.

      In the course of the past five months she had touched Jack many times. She had brushed against his fingers reaching into the same popcorn bowl they shared while indulging in their mutual passion for Monty Python movies. She had patted his shoulder to comfort him when things had not gone well with one of his patients at the hospital. She had even taken his hand and helped him from his car in the bright sunlight and into his apartment after he’d had eye surgery to correct his nearsightedness.

      While touching him in the past had been a pleasant experience, it had never raised the kind of feelings in her that kissing him did.

      She wanted to keep on kissing him until the earth stopped spinning. Until the sun stopped rising and setting. Until birds stopped migrating and the polar ice caps melted like Popsicles in Arizona.

      Holy cow, what was wrong with her?

      She could not risk romantic involvement with Jack. Not now. Not ever. She was cursed. Any love affair could only end tragically, and she would never hurt him like that.

      Ever.

      He was too good for the likes of her. CeeCee’s eyes flew open and she found herself staring deeply into Jack’s startled eyes.

      Instantly they broke apart and dropped their gazes, neither able to look at the other.

      “Um... I’m sorry. I didn’t mean... I got carried away.” CeeCee lightly fingered her sizzling lips, both amazed and terrified at what had just transpired between them.

      What had she done? Without intending to do so, she’d caused a gigantic shift in their relationship.

      “You took me by surprise,” Jack admitted, a good-natured smile flitting across his lips. “But it was a very nice surprise.”

      “Whew.” She focused her gaze on the garbage strewn across the upstairs landing. Her next words were very important. She had to treat the kiss casually, as if it meant absolutely nothing.

      “Whew, indeed.”

      “What a mess. I’ll find fresh garbage bags and help you clean up.”

      He reached out a hand and lightly encircled her wrist with his fingers. “Forget the garbage for now. I think we should talk about what just happened.”

      Nervously she laughed and pushed her free hand through her hair. His fingers burned like a brand against her skin. “You want to talk about Lars?”

      “No,” he said firmly. “I want to talk about you and me and that kiss.”

      CeeCee swallowed hard. “Let’s not make a mountain out of a molehill. It was just a ‘thank-you’ kiss.”

      “It felt like much more to me.”

      “Please, Jack,” she begged.

      She didn’t want things to change between them. If she admitted she’d experienced something monumental when their lips met, then he would want more. She knew Jack. Whenever he fixed his mind on something he wanted, he never let go until he got it.

      “Please, what, CeeCee?” His voice was husky, his body tense.

      “Let’s forget about the whole thing.”

      “I don’t want to forget it.”

      The expression in his dark-brown eyes clearly said, I want to be waaay more than friends with you.

      That look scared the bejesus out of her.

      CeeCee cleared her throat. She couldn’t have Jack believing they might have a romantic future together. Better to hurt his feelings a little now than to break his heart later.

      Cruel to be kind, so the saying goes.

      Opening her mouth, CeeCee told the biggest whopper of her life. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, Jack, but it was like kissing my brother.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Like kissing her brother?!

      Jack fumed to himself twenty minutes later after he’d disposed of the garbage and taken a cocky Muffin, complete with a hank of long blond hair triumphantly plucked from the Missing Link’s head, back to Miss Abercrombie.

      Apparently, the wrestler’s poodle phobia had been well founded. Jack actually felt a little sorry for the guy. Muffin could be more protective than a pit bull.

      He washed up in his bathroom and stared at himself in the mirror. How did CeeCee know what kissing a brother was like? She didn’t even have a brother.

      He studied his reflection. Okay, maybe he was a bit stodgy and maybe he didn’t have the animal magnetism of the Missing Link, but to say kissing him was like kissing her brother.

      Ouch! Low blow.

      Plus, he knew she was lying.

      He had felt her willing response. Her breathing had quickened; her lips had softened; her arms had gone around his neck. She had murmured deep in her throat like a contented kitten. Then, when she had told him the kiss had not affected her in the same way it had affected him, her cheeks had flushed tomato-red and she’d been unable to look him in the eyes.

      Yep. She’d fibbed.

      What he didn’t know was why, but he was determined to find out.

      Jack left his apartment, then stalked across the courtyard and up the stairs to her place. His palms were sweating, the voice in the back of his head shouting that he would screw up his friendship with CeeCee if he wasn’t careful.

      Jack took a deep breath and told the voice to take a hike. Pretend you’re Zack. What would your twin brother do? He plastered a bedroom grin on his face, cocked his hips forward, and knocked on her door.

      A long minute passed.

      Do-do-do-do. Do-do-do. The theme song from final Jeopardy ran through his head as he waited, the emotional tension mounting.

      He knocked again.

      No answer.

      Had she fallen asleep? He looked at his watch. Eleven o’clock. She had to be at work at seven in the morning. He couldn’t blame her for going to bed. He should be considerate, head home, and save the discussion for tomorrow. He had an early surgical case himself.

      He turned to leave, but something stopped him.

      No, by God, he wasn’t leaving this for tomorrow. He was tired of losing out on the good things in life.

      Jack raised his hand to knock again and the door opened.

      CeeCee peered out, hair turbaned in a towel. She was barefoot and wore a silky yellow caftan that melded to her curves like cling wrap.

      His pulse skittered wildly.

      “Sorry,” she apologized and crinkled her cute little nose. “Just got out of the shower. I must look a fright.”

      “You look gorgeous.”

      Raising a hand to tuck a damp tendril of ginger-colored hair back up inside the turban, she snorted. “No makeup, hair in a towel. I don’t think so.”

      She was a beautiful woman, yes, with a body that wouldn’t quit. But he liked so many other wonderful things about her. He admired her inner fire, her lively spirit. Whenever he was near her, Jack felt like more of a man.

      Tonight, he had reached a crossroads. He was sick of watching her date creeps. Sick of remaining silent waiting for her to notice him in a sexual way. His patience had run out.

      A drop of water glistened on her cheek. Jack ached to reach out and whisk the droplet away.

      Go ahead. Why not? It’s what Zack would do.

      And so he did.

      CeeCee sucked in her breath at his touch and took a step backward. Instead of waiting for her to invite him inside as he normally would have, Jack breezed past her.

      “Come on in,” she said, closing the door behind them. “Have a seat. Would you like some iced tea?”

      He nodded, not because he was thirsty but because he needed to have something to do with his hands…hands hankering to caress her.

      “Be right back.” She headed for the kitchen, stopping long enough to turn on the MP3 player. Strains of Duke Ellington filled the room. They had discovered on the first day they’d met that they both loved jazz.

      Jack sank onto the couch.

      CeeCee returned a minute later, handed him a glass of iced tea, then curled up beside him, tucking her legs beneath her in an unconsciously sexy manner. He couldn’t pry his eyes off her, his gaze tracking her every movement.

      How to start the conversation?

      Not yet ready for the direct “Zack Attack” approach, he took a sip of iced tea, then asked, “How did you cause Lars to bite his tongue?”

      “I swear it was an accident.” CeeCee chuckled. “But he shouldn’t have been trying to shove the thing down my throat without my permission.”

      “Remind me never to get fresh with you.”

      “As if you would.” She waved a hand, effectively dismissing him as any kind of threat. “You’re much too honorable of a man to force yourself on a woman.”

      Her glibness bugged Jack. Did CeeCee actually consider him completely harmless, and was she really so clueless about his feelings for her? Powerful sexual feelings he barely managed to camouflage.

      He shifted on the couch, looked her in the eyes, and asked her the question he’d been dying to ask her for five months. “All kidding aside, CeeCee, why do you keep going out with guys like Lars?”

      “Lars wasn’t a real date.” She shrugged. “He’s an ex-patient, and I was trying to convince him to appear at the hospital charity auction, not date him. Guess he’s not gonna say yes now.”

      “Probably not.”

      “Damn. I promised the director I could secure a celebrity to help sell tickets. Maybe someday I’ll learn to stop shooting my mouth off.”

      Tilting her head back, CeeCee took a swallow from her glass.

      Jack’s gaze melded to her throat. He couldn’t seem to peel his stare from her slender, swanlike neck. His mouth watered; his stomach heated.

      You shouldn’t be having these lascivious feelings toward your best friend, his cautious voice urged. Not if you want to keep her as your best friend.

      “Back on the subject,” he said, ignoring his interfering conscience. Opportunity had knocked and he was flinging open the door. “I’ll grant you that Lars wasn’t your dream date and you weren’t picturing settling down and making babies with him.”

      “Heaven forbid!”

      “But you’ve definitely got a pattern going, CeeCee. What’s the deal? Why do you keep picking emotionally immature men?”

      “I’m just having fun.” She shrugged.

      “Why don’t you go out with a nice, dependable guy?” Jack toyed with his glass.

      A guy like me.

      CeeCee rolled her eyes. “In a word? Nice guys are boring.”

      Her statement sliced his gut. She thought he was boring. He’d always suspected as much, but now he knew for sure.

      “Present company excepted, of course,” she said quickly.

      But it was too late, he already knew what she thought of him. She wanted wild fun, a good time. Something he didn’t think he could provide. Oh sure, he could pretend to be that guy for a little while, but it just wasn’t his nature.

      “Jackie.” She leaned over and touched his hand.

      Blistering white sparks shot through him, and it took every ounce of control he possessed to remain calm, cool, and collected.

      “I appreciate your concern, I really do, but you don’t have to worry about me. I can fend for myself. Honest.”

      “Like with Lars tonight?”

      She pursed her lips. “He was an exception. Most guys aren’t that pushy.”

      “Cee, if you keep going out with bad boys, how are you ever going to find a good man? One who’ll cherish and respect you the way you deserve to be cherished and respected.”

      “That’s the whole idea, Jack. I don’t intend on getting married.”

      “Ever?”

      She shook her head.

      Dumbstruck, he could only stare. “But why not?”

      “It’s a long story.” She sighed and waved a hand. He couldn’t help admiring her long, shapely fingers.

      “I’ve got two ears and all the time in the world. I want to know why a beautiful, vibrant young woman with so much to offer the right man never wants to marry.”

      “Swear you won’t laugh at me?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Okay. I suppose I do owe you an explanation, considering you’ve seen me through several miserable dates and rescued me from the Missing Link.”
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      Nervously CeeCee took a deep breath and peeped at him through lowered lashes.

      Jack sat up straight, not saying a word.

      Every time she peeked over at him, she kept thinking about their kiss. Damn it! Jack was her friend and nothing else. She could not, would not let their relationship become anything more than platonic. For both their sakes. Her entire life she had trained herself not to expect much from the male sex. She knew from experience they couldn’t be counted on in the tough times.

      “Have fun with men,” Gramma Addie had told her, “but don’t think you can escape the curse.”

      She had learned to make the most of fate. In high school she’d been dubbed the girl most likely to break hearts. In college, her roomies had razzed her about putting in a revolving door for all her boyfriends. At the hospital, her colleagues believed her to be lighthearted and free-spirited and always up for a good time.

      Essentially, she was all those things.

      She’d striven to cultivate her adventuresome, no-holds-barred personality. She told jokes around the water cooler and regularly threw parties. She went out three or four nights a week, dancing, karaoke, hanging out with club bands. On weekends she liked to rent watercrafts or go to martial arts tournaments or ride in bike-a-thons.

      Yet no one ever guessed that deep down inside she longed for something more.

      Just once she’d like to be known as the quiet one or the smart one or the complex one. Not even her closest friends had the slightest clue she was secretly aching to be loved by a man who could promise her happily ever after.

      But it wasn’t going to happen, and she knew that. No man could promise her a rosy romance. There was no point pining for things she couldn’t have. Melancholia wasn’t part of her nature. She was a “pull-yourself-up-by-the-bootstraps-and-get-on-with-it” kind of gal. She didn’t waste much energy feeling sorry for herself.

      “I’m listening,” Jack prompted.

      Except for her two best girlfriends, nurse Lacy Calder and Dr. Janet Hunter, she’d never discussed the curse with anyone outside her family and she’d certainly never broached the subject with a man, but if anyone deserved an explanation it was Jack.

      Besides, he wasn’t like most guys. Jack was different—quiet, strong, understanding.

      And therein lay the problem. Jack was a forever kind of guy, and CeeCee was not a forever kind of woman no matter how much she might wish she could be.

      “Remember when I told you my mother had been married and divorced four times?” she asked.

      Jack nodded. “So?”

      CeeCee squirmed. “Even though I had four fathers, I had no real male role models.”

      “Don’t tell me your mother’s bad experiences have soured you on the entire institution of marriage. You’re not your mother, CeeCee.”

      She raised a hand. “That’s not the whole of it. It’s a lot more complicated than that.”

      “Go on.”

      “I’m cursed.”

      A smile twitched at the corner of his lips. “Cursed?”

      “My whole family is.” Then in excruciating detail, she told the story of Grandma Addie and the fortuneteller.

      When she had finished, Jack stared at her incredulously. “You’re such a smart woman. I can’t believe you would buy into that ridiculous myth.”

      “It’s not ridiculous,” she denied, feeling a tad defensive that he thought she should be able to overcome a lifetime of indoctrination by a sheer effort of will. He had no idea what it was like to live with the Jessup family whammy.

      “Okay, it’s a dangerous myth.”

      “It’s not a myth. See this?” She fingered the charms on the gold bracelet adorning her left wrist.

      “Yes. You’re always wearing it.”

      “The bracelet’s a reminder.”

      “Of what?”

      “To stay single. Each charm represents the occupation of all seventeen of my family members’ ex-husbands.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Nope. There’s dice for my gambling grandfather. He’s the one who left the fortuneteller for Grandma Addie, but she went through two more husbands before finally calling it quits. The saxophone is for my father. Haven’t seen him in fifteen years. Last I heard he was playing in strip clubs in New Orleans.”

      She held out her wrist and picked another charm to hold up to the light. “A race car for Aunt Sophia’s seventh husband. A wine bottle for Aunt Beverly’s alcoholic second mate. A tennis racket for my sister Geena’s cheating soon-to-be first ex-husband.”

      “That’s bizarre, CeeCee.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “All right, I’ll grant you it’s not just a myth. It seems to be a self-fulfilling prophecy in your family. Somehow the fortuneteller scared your grandmother badly enough to believe in the evil eye. Your grandmother passed on her screwball values. Your mother and your aunts and you and your sister bought into them. Are you really going to allow your grandmother’s fears to rule the rest of your life?”

      “The fortuneteller vowed no male babies would be born into the Jessup family for three generations and guess what? None have been. How do you explain that, Mr. Skeptic?”

      “Coincidence.”

      CeeCee shrugged. “Maybe. But I’m not taking any chances. I’ve seen enough divorce to last me two lifetimes. No need to make those same mistakes on my own.”

      “You wouldn’t.” Jack’s brown eyes shone with certainty.

      But CeeCee wasn’t so sure.

      “Self-fulfilling prophecy or not, the Jessup family whammy is no laughing matter. It’s very real. And I don’t have a clue what makes a loving relationship work. I made up my mind a long time ago. The curse dies with me. I’ll never marry and have children.”

      Jack made a choking noise. “I’m not afraid of your curse.”

      “I am.”

      Setting his glass down on the coffee table, he leaned forward and took her hand in his. “Why don’t you give me a chance to show you that you’re wrong? Somewhere deep inside your heart you know exactly what it takes to love and be loved.”

      She shook her head.

      “Go out with me, CeeCee. I know we would be great together.”

      “I can’t,” she whispered. She felt a drop of moisture on her cheek, and this time it wasn’t water.

      “Why not?” He tapped his foot, impatient, antsy. “Let me prove to you not all men are like your father and Lars. Let me show you I’m different.”

      “I can’t jeopardize our friendship, Jack. I won’t lose that.”

      He clenched his jaw and got to his feet. “You’re turning me down?”

      “Yes, but only for your own good.”

      “Friendship isn’t enough for me anymore, CeeCee. I want you. I’ve wanted you from the first time I set eyes on you. I’ve helped you pick up the pieces every time one of those guys has dumped on you. I’m telling you I can’t keep watching you hurt yourself.”

      CeeCee’s eyes widened in alarm, and her chin trembled. “What are you saying, Jack?”

      “I’m saying...” He paused a moment. “I don’t think we can continue being friends.”
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