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Chapter 1


[image: image]




Baltimore

Jenna Stone stared at the garden she had coaxed into life, tears blurring the vibrant sea of tulips to a soft, muted coral. Am I doing the right thing? Despite the spring shower of cold, November drizzle, her tiny backyard was moments from bursting into bloom. Restless fingers danced on the windowsill, unconsciously imitating the rain pelting the glass. Did she even know what the right thing was anymore?

"Jenny, we're ready."

Startled, she dragged her gaze back inside, her brother's voice echoing in the eerie quiet. The warmth of the sunny, yellow room failed to soothe the knot of apprehension twisting her stomach. "We have everything?"  

Her brother's reassuring presence joined her in the window, two auburn heads reflected in the glass. "I'll take a last look." A mirror to her own, Dave's eyes reflected doubt. "Sure you wanna do this?"

No more Jenny Cahill. With a flash of insight, Jen recognized she hadn't liked her much anyway. From now on, Jenna Stone would call the shots. She offered him a weary smile. "Not much left for me here, right? Rick's finally gone for good. Mom and Dad . . ."

He pulled her in for a brotherly hug. "Don't go there, Jen. They might have come around eventually."

"Two years wasn't enough time?" Before the clock had stopped for good. 

As stubborn as she, her eldest brother stared at her, unable to admit their parents had been wrong. "Everyone makes mistakes, Jen. Look what you gave them to work with," he challenged. "A deadbeat, cheating bast-"

"We'll never know, right?" Wincing, she cut off the big-brother speech about mistakes and regret. She'd become an expert on the subject, the last decade a veritable monument to them. "I can't believe I'm doing this." Giving up her point, she steered their conversation to safety. It was easier than risking re-opening old wounds.

"I guess you know what you're doing." Dave shook his head. There goes Jenny . . . making another mistake. "If you stayed local, Sandy and I could help you." 

Sure—as a doting uncle to fatherless kids. But her brother didn't know the whole story. Leaving town was the only way to start over professionally. 

"Mama? Can I ride in the big truck?"

A small, sturdy hand slipped into hers. "No, Alex. Just Uncle Dave." Her brother hadn't signed on for a three hour ride filled with non-stop chatter. She stroked his blond curls, grateful he was still young enough not to mind the attention.

"Is Daddy comin'?"

"No, honey." Glancing at her brother, she crouched to face her son. Time for a diversion. "Why don't you find Meggie so you can say goodbye to the house?" And all the bad memories. 

Pausing in the doorway, her son's expression was troubled when he turned back. "Why does he yell at us?"

With a sinking sense of failure, she wondered how much time would have to pass before those memories faded. "He won't yell anymore, Al."

"Maybe we should take his box? I could leave my race cars."

"Daddy can't go-"

"Cuz he's up in heaven, right?"

Despite rather serious doubts, Jen nodded, not trusting herself to speak around the lump in her throat. The car wreck that claimed Rick Cahill and his latest bimbo three months earlier had torched the cocoon Jen had burrowed in for too long. Reviewing her mental list, she took stock. Alone. Two kids to raise. Taking leave of her senses, she'd decided to uproot them. A new city meant a fresh start. It also meant no job. No prospects. Toss in her seriously dented self-confidence, and it provided a pretty accurate snapshot of her life.

His expression pained, Dave hoisted her son in his arms. "Let's make sure you've got all your toys, Big Al."

"Mama. . . Meggie says you might leave, too. You don't hafta go to heaven, do you?"

Her brother paused mid swing, acknowledging Alex wasn't about to be distracted. Her heart plummeted with the realization that her children were burdened with adult-sized worries. "I'm not going anywhere." She nuzzled him in her brother's arms, inhaling the sweet waft of baby shampoo. "We're a team. You, me and Meg." 

This was her chance. A clean slate. A do-over life. Erasing all the mistakes. Leaving them behind like dust in the chalk tray. Despite her apprehension, a shiver of excitement swept over her. Tweaking his freckled nose when it scrunched in doubt, she laughed, the foreign sound echoing off stripped-bare walls. 

"It will be an adventure." Reinventing Jenna Stone. Discovering what remained of the old Jenny—the girl who'd been fearless. She'd been lost for the last decade, trapped in the shadow of a few bad decisions. What would it take to find her again? Releasing the breath she'd been holding, Jen found her first smile. Let the adventure begin. 
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Chapter 2
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Stafford

"Can anything go right today?"  

The woman with the seriously sexy voice flung her phone to the ground. Jake Traynor watched it bounce harmlessly on the grassy bank of the ditch before rolling back to rest at her feet. Pausing to admire long, curvy legs her uptight, navy suit couldn't hide, he winced when she contemplated stomping the offending phone. Not a good idea, sweetheart. Eying the spiky heels she teetered on, Jake tried to imagine her expression when she tripped and fell on her ass. 

Sadly, she thought better of the idea. But when she bent to retrieve the phone, he had confirmation on the rest of her well-built frame. This damsel in distress had definitely been worth the stop. Not that he wouldn't have offered assistance. His mama had raised the Traynor boys right. The flame colored hair had captured his attention, but the flying cell phone sealed the deal. His three o'clock appointment would simply have to wait.  

Smothering his laughter when she cursed, Jake watched, fascinated when she raised her arm to hurl it again. Talking to herself the entire time, Red had a temper to match her hair. "Cursed by the car gods and now my cell phone?"

"Is that the trick to fixing them?" At the sound of his voice, the woman froze mid wind-up. Shaking his head, he chuckled. "All this time, I've been recharging mine."

"Something's wrong. My charge is only lasting twenty-seven seconds," she explained, her tone as guarded as her stance.

"Can I help you out of that ditch?"

"I don't suppose you have any tow chains?" The question sounding more like an accusation, Red tilted her head back to appraise him, raising a well-manicured hand to shield her eyes from the sun. 

"Maybe." Two syllables were all he could manage. Jake wasn't certain he'd be able to formulate a full sentence—not until he inhaled several lungfuls of air. He wondered whether his expression was as rigid with shock as the rest of him felt. Despite her cranky disposition, the woman standing before him was quite possibly, the most incredible looking female he'd ever seen. Though she attempted a civil smile, her full, red mouth was tight with frustration. Vivid blue eyes sparked with anger. Strands of silky hair slipped from what he was fairly certain had once been a meticulous knot. Between the stiff breeze and her physical assault on the cell phone, several fiery curls had blown free.  

"Perhaps we could focus on my car?"

Red's icy voice effectively doused his thoughts. "Where you headed?" Hot damn. He'd managed a full sentence. 

"I need to be in Alexandria by two."

"I can try to get your car out." He hesitated. "But you'll never make it by two in this traffic. Use my phone," he suggested. "Tell them you're running late."

"I can't be late." Her shoulders sagged, the only suggestion of a chink in the feisty armor. "I think I'm out of luck."

"I'm sure they'll understand-"

"It's a job interview." Her smile was discouraged. "I wanted to be memorable .  . . but not as the person who can't make the interview on time." 

"Yeah, that's tough. First impressions are important." He nodded to the worn out Toyota. It looked as though it should've quit running a few years earlier. "What's wrong with your car?"

Staring at it, she offered a wry shake of her head. "She's old and tired." 

Admiring her frankness, his lips twitched into a smile. "I meant . . . was it making noise? Maybe it's something I could fix-" He checked his watch. "Still won't make the interview, but you could probably make it home if it's not too far."

Amusement momentarily replaced the worry in her gaze. "Sort of a screeching sound under the hood . . . like she was begging to be put out of her misery."

"That doesn't sound good." 

"It gets worse." Her voice surprisingly calm, she tucked a strand of wavy, auburn hair behind her ear. "When I pulled over, I didn't see the ditch. So, now there's something wrong with her right tire, too."  

"It's a she?"  

"Lulu and I have been together since college. A hand-me-down from my brother." She dragged her fingers along the hood. "He'd named her Gomer." 

Noticing the plain, gold band on her left hand, Jake tried not to be disappointed. Damn. Why were the smart, funny, beautiful ones always taken? "Maybe it's time to trade her in?"

Another blast from sapphire eyes made his heart speed up. "It's on the list. That's what the new job was supposed to accomplish."

"You should still call," he suggested. "Maybe they'll let you reschedule."

She nodded. "You're right." 

Though reluctant to end his conversation with the beautiful stranger, Jake knew his own appointments wouldn't wait. "Where do you live?"

Cautious eyes met his. "Stafford."

Jake did the math. He'd have enough time . . . if he could convince her to accept his offer. "The way I see it, you have a few options. You can catch a ride with me. I've got an appointment in Arlington at three, but I could backtrack to Stafford and drop you off. You'd have to call to get your car towed."

She chewed her bottom lip, indecision clear in her eyes. "What else?"

"I can call the auto club for you," he said. "Depending how long they take, I could wait with you-"

"I hate to make you late, too." Her words contradicted eyes flashing with relief. But something else was making her hesitate. "I've already delayed you." 

You're a stranger, Jake. He gave himself a mental head slap. Of course she would be suspicious. And probably a little fearful, though she was doing a good job hiding it. "I'm Jake Traynor. I live in Stafford, too." He waved to his truck, company name emblazoned on the side. "I work for Specialty Construction. You can call them to verify I'm legit." 

His words had the desired effect. Red seemed to sag with relief. Damn, he should have realized she'd be afraid. A complete stranger approaching her at the side of the road? "So, what do you think?"

***

[image: image]


THOUGH NOT HER FORTE, Jen attempted to size him up. The attractive—but Potential-Serial-Killer stranger added to a growing list of problems for what should have been a mundane Tuesday. Even with Lulu screeching for mercy, she should have waited for an exit. She hadn't seen the ditch until it was too late. 

Chewing her lip, she contemplated her choices. Accept a ride from a complete stranger (and Potential Serial Killer) and the risks that entailed. Or wait by the side of the road for a tow truck . . . and pray someone worse didn't pull over to 'help' before the auto club rescued her. "Are you sure you don't mind dropping me off?"

"Not a problem, but we should probably get moving." Jake extended his hand. "The incline's pretty steep for those shoes."

Her hand was engulfed by the large, callused one above her. It was warm, the grip firm. She noticed the discrepancy between pleated khakis and scuffed work boots as he hoisted her the few steps up the incline. Despite three-inch navy pumps, Jen barely reached his chin. "I'm Jenna Stone."

"Nice to meet you." He glanced beyond her. "Got everything you need from the car?"

Turning, she viewed Lulu from his eyes. About to be abandoned, she looked forlorn and forgotten on the side of the highway, rust chewing away at the rear tire well. Jen experienced a pang of regret. They'd been through so much together. She hated thinking about the day Lulu would be replaced. "My purse is still on the seat." Spinning around caused her to teeter on the edge of the incline until he jerked her back a step. 

"Why don't I go?" Resigned amusement flickered in his eyes, as though he doubted her ability to walk and chew gum simultaneously. 

Long-dormant frustration flickered to life in a heartbeat. How many times had she been on the receiving end of that expression? "I can do it," she insisted, ignoring the trickle of perspiration sliding down her back. Navy suits didn't pair well with the sultry humidity of an early September afternoon.   

"I think it'll be quicker if I go." His easy smile animated his face, crinkling the laugh lines around thick-lashed, hazel eyes. His teeth were startlingly white against tanned skin. Under the effects of a killer smile, her annoyance quickly fizzled.  

"Should I take my registration and stuff?" She called after him as he opened the door. What if someone broke in before she could get Lulu towed?  

"I'll check your glove box."

Dumping the items into her outstretched arms, he hesitated, reading her expression. "Now what?"

"My files? They're on the front seat." She grimaced. "I promise—the last thing I need are the files."

"You're sure?"

Laughter brimming in his eyes, she sensed he enjoyed teasing her. "You're probably regretting you stopped."

"Not yet, but check with me in ten minutes." The sexy mouth curved in a smile when she couldn't contain her chuckle. "Jump in my truck," he directed. "I'll lock your car. And buckle up because we're gonna need to make some time."

Studying the interior of his pickup, Jen waited for her Good Samaritan's return. He worked for a general contractor like the one she'd left in Baltimore. Specialty was one of the largest contractors in the region. She'd learned at least that much in studying the new market she would break into. With the company's name plastered on the side of the truck, she felt slightly safer accepting a ride with a stranger.  

His hardhat rested on the seat divider, perched on a folder of notes and sketches, his tablet anchoring the pile. Glancing through the rear window, she recognized the standard tool box in the truck bed. Her former company's fleet had looked identical. Checking behind the seat, she expelled a sigh of relief. No ropes. No weapons. Only a few rolled sets of blueprints. 

Refusing to lower her guard, Jen inventoried her purse. Hairbrush. Mints. One of Alex's toy cars. Not exactly an arsenal. Plotting strategy, she envisioned swinging the hairbrush. First raking his face with the bristles—then beating him over the head with it. Digging further into her bag, she unearthed hairspray. Good. She could blind him if necessary. Eyeing the spiky heel of her leather pump, she wondered whether she could follow through on attacking someone with it.  

"You ready?" Jake passed her the forgotten files and fastened his seatbelt.

"All set." Hell, yeah, she could. Living with Rick had toughened her. Living without him had proven she could do just about anything. Hopefully, she wouldn't have to test her makeshift weapons. But she'd be ready either way. "Thanks for helping me." 

"Happy to." Patting his pocket, he found sunglasses and slid them on before starting the truck. "We're gonna have to hustle."

"I hope I don't make you late." The warm, green eyes disappeared behind dark lenses that made his tan glow with health. Lean and muscular, Jake's rugged build seemed right at home behind the wheel of the dusty pickup, his hands sturdy and capable on the wheel. When the truck filled with the intoxicating scent of his cologne—woodsy, male and devastating, Jen bit back a sigh. But smelling great didn't make him safe. It made him more dangerous.  

After cautiously re-entering the highway, she felt the engine accelerate. His gaze slanted to her. "You sure you remembered everything?"

Mentally reviewing the pile that had been on the passenger seat, she nodded. "Positive."

A moment later, a set of keys dangled before her eyes. Straightening in her seat, she turned startled eyes to his. 

"These were in the ignition."

"I don't know what's wrong with me today," she confessed. "I'm usually the most organized person on the planet."

His slow, dazzling smile sent her pulse skittering to life. Swallowing around the sudden dryness in her throat, she calculated how long it had been since she'd experienced a reaction like that. Since she'd felt anything for a member of the opposite sex—other than apprehension. 

"Maybe it's the interview." He checked his mirror before changing lanes to pass a slow-moving lumber truck. "They can be intimidating." 

"I'm out of practice," she admitted. "I work in construction, too." Worked. Before her handsy, chauvinistic, jackass boss presented the insulting offer she'd refused. Although offer suggested a choice in the matter. With no HR department to complain to, her choices included enduring his behavior—or leaving. Steve Baldwin had been her husband's friend. The husband who'd abandoned them over a year ago for the latest in an endless string of women. Should she really have been surprised when her boss turned out to be a lying jerk just like Rick? Flustered by her thoughts, Jen shrugged out of her suit jacket and laid it over the back seat. The afternoon sun blazed through the window. 

"Where do you work?" 

"Worked," she corrected. "A developer in Baltimore—but I've recently relocated." Drumming her fingers against the glass, she traced patterns on the window. 

"What was your role?"

"I assisted three project managers." Her glance slid back to him. "I had three guys telling me their stuff was my first priority. They managed three or four jobs, but none of them seemed to grasp I was juggling ten projects." 

"That's impossible." 

"Hence the organization skills. Otherwise I would've gone mad." She laughed when his wary glance morphed into reluctant admiration. With his wavy brown hair and mysterious eyes, she had a hard time thinking of her stranger as being anything other than sexy as hell.  

He tapped the steering wheel. "Small projects?"

"A few million. Most were three to five million. One was ten," she explained, mentioning the name of the project. 

"That's Inner Harbor, right?" When she confirmed, he nodded. "We've been trying to land work up there. So far, no luck."

"It's a pretty tight community. Developers seem to have their favorites." Another good reason for leaving. Everyone knew Baldwin. As punishment for refusing to sleep with him, he'd assured her of the reference he'd provide. Or worse—innuendo about an entirely different type of performance. Since most companies weren't interested in the specifics of why you'd been fired, Jen figured relocation could only help. Two months later, she hoped to land a job without the need for a reference.  

"Where were you interviewing today?" He glanced at her. "Wait—Alexandria?"   

Finally managing to yank her gaze from his magnetic smile, Jen remembered her voice. "One of your competitors." Her first interview in weeks—for a job she'd likely had a good shot at. She'd studied the company. Scoped out the address so she wouldn't get lost. Even allowed an extra hour for traffic. But the car gods had conspired against her. First Lulu dying—then her cell phone. 

No—first Rick. Her smile dissolved. Though she'd tried to summon sorrow over the loss, she'd only experienced it for her children. For the beautiful, loving daughter and son Rick had ignored for most of their young lives. For herself, Jen only felt relief. Along with reclaiming her maiden name, re-born Jen didn't have a lying husband or a harassing boss. New and improved Jenna didn't suffer sleepless nights dreading the next day. 

A tractor-trailer horn blared, startling her back to the present. Glancing at the signs overhead, relief washed over her. Her Good Samaritan stood a chance of making his appointment. "We're making good time."

Jake nodded. "I'll have it to spare if we don't hit traffic."

"How do you like working at Specialty?" 

"Love it. I've been there since college."

"Are you a project manager or superintendent?" Always more comfortable steering conversation away from herself, she questioned him. 

His mouth twitched into a smile. "I do a little of both."

Dragging her sunglasses down her nose, she peered at him. He certainly wasn't very talkative. Since she too, was leery of sharing personal information, she could appreciate the quality in others. Though conversations could turn awkward, stilted gaps of silence had become her forte.   

His gaze slid to hers as he handed her his phone. "You should call your interview," he reminded. "At least tell them you hit a snag so they don't think you blew it off."

"Thank you." Digging through her purse, she unearthed the ad she'd printed out. After leaving a message with the receptionist, she returned his phone as it rang. 

"Hello? Yeah—almost there." Winking at her as he spoke, he paused. "I'm running a little late."

Heat swept her face. It was impossible to avoid eavesdropping on his conversation.  

"Have Mrs. Reilly call them for me. Bump my three o'clock to three-thirty."  

Hearing irritation creep into his voice, the sudden scowl on his face made her wonder who Jake was speaking with.

"Jeff—just handle it. You know how important this one is."

Eager to distance herself from the intensity suddenly radiating from him, she turned her attention back to the window. The trees flashed by, a kaleidoscope of leafy greens blurring into a tapestry of lush, Indian summer color. Her reaction was instinctive, something even Rick's death hadn't cured. A hair-trigger response, her stomach still knotted at the sound of harsh words.   

Safety was half the reason Jen had built a wall around her new life. Guarding it from anyone who might invade—or try to steal it away. Keeping Rick alive to protect her new freedom was the ultimate irony. When he'd taken nearly everything from her. The cheap wedding band served dual purposes. Reminding her of the mistakes she'd made—and acting as a barrier to any guy who might try to breech the fortress she'd erected. 

Risking a glance, she found Jake smiling again, the impatience she'd sensed all but vanished. She realized he'd asked a question. "I'm sorry. What did you say?"

"You should check whether Specialty is hiring. That wouldn't be a bad commute from Stafford."

"They're on my list." Damn. Wouldn't that be perfect? Specialty would be half the distance of the job she'd tried for today. A big company meant decent benefits and hopefully—steady employment. If there were there any jobs open.

"What part of Stafford? Are you in an apartment?"

"No, we rented a house." she said, still amazed at the strides her little family had made. A shiny, new school year had just begun. Megan was settled and happy in second grade while Alex was thriving in kindergarten. Who would've believed she could do it all on her own? "On Fox Terrace? Do you know the area?"

Jake nodded. "That's not far from my place. Maybe fifteen minutes." He plugged her address into his GPS. "I'll have you home in twelve minutes."

"How about you? House or apartment?"

"I'm still in a townhouse. I work so much, the last thing I need is maintenance on a house I never get to spend time in."

"Specialty requires a lot of hours?"

"With my job, it goes with the territory."

"A house is a lot of work," she agreed. "But I wanted a yard for my kids."

"So, you're married?"

Startled, Jen reminded herself that normal people carried on conversations about their families. Not everyone had secrets to hide. "Married—two kids. My son Alex is five and Megan is nearly seven."  

"What's your husband do? He in construction too?"

Her hesitation was brief. "Rick's in sales. He travels frequently." As usual, she second-guessed herself. Was lying the right thing to do? Because it was a whopper. One that would require maintenance. Vigilance. She fingered the plain, gold band. Technically, she was a widow—but that was only because Rick hadn't bothered responding to the divorce papers. Should she just kill him off for good? The memory of Baldwin's smirking face floated before her eyes, providing the answer. No more bosses who assumed alone meant available. Or in Steve's case—desperate. Repressing a shudder, she muzzled her honesty. Bound and gagged, it could sit in a dark corner of her brain for a while. Pretend husband equaled necessary evil. 

"That must be tough on your kids," Jake acknowledged.

"It's always been that way," she confessed. Travel or not, Rick had been the definition of an absentee father. At the time he died, he hadn't seen them in nearly a year. "They're pretty adaptable." They'd all adapted. A new city. New job. New life.  

She recognized their neighborhood once Jake left the highway. Soon, she'd be able to find her way without relying on GPS- Damn, she'd left her unit in Lulu. Hopefully it wouldn't be gone by the time she retrieved her car. 

"I like your neighborhood." 

Jen smiled, pleased by his acknowledgment. She loved her cul-de-sac with little traffic. Lots of kids to play with. Alex was learning to ride his bike—a gift from her favorite brother Dan. "Me, too. We were lucky it was available." And affordable. Sort of. Though not for much longer. Rick's tiny life insurance policy had assured their rent for the first few months. But that money was dwindling. She needed a job. Soon. 

She directed him down the block. "It's the yellow one." When he pulled into her driveway, Jen experienced a surprising letdown. The interlude with the kind, sexy stranger had been a surprising gift on a bad luck day. He'd been generous and polite. Funny. Her road map to men had been blazed a decade earlier, meeting Rick her junior year in college. A handsome face coupled with a thoughtless, selfish demeanor. Her first mistake—assuming he would outgrow those qualities. Aside from her brothers, she'd had little experience with nice guys. But if she were laying money down, she'd be willing to place a bet on Jake. 

Somewhere along the way, she'd lapsed into a pleasantly sparking comfort level—with a man she'd known less than an hour. It smacked of an 'old Jenny' mistake. Of overlooking some blatant character flaw that to everyone else was obvious. His addictive cologne was the probable culprit, she decided. Infiltrating her nose, it had traveled through her system, awakening long slumbering hormones she'd assumed had withered up and died.

If she hadn't sworn off men for the remainder of her life . . . Jake would be someone she might have taken a chance on. Maybe. Probably not. The sensation of desire was foreign. Confusing . . . yet dangerously intoxicating. An unexpected ego boost after so many years of being found lacking-  

Shoving her alarming thoughts aside, she smiled. "Thank you so much. I'm grateful  you stopped."

His smile was open, relaxed."It was really no trouble." 

Gathering her purse and the pile of folders, she opened the door. 

"Wait—take this."

His business card. It turned out Jake was short for Jackson. Jackson Traynor—an owner of one of the largest construction companies in the state. "You—you're the managing partner?" Heat crept into her face. Way to look stupid, Jen. "I guess I should've already known that." If she'd done her research- 

"It wasn't a test, Jenna. You just moved here." Behind his shades, Jake's eyes registered amusement. "You said we were on your list."

It would be near the top of anyone's list. "Specialty would be an incredible place to work." Damn—a blown opportunity. She'd had the undivided attention of a decision maker who could've-

"Can I have your resume?" Sifting through the folders, she offered him the one meant for the interview. "Give me a few days to talk with my partners." Jake's teasing grin returned, making her stomach flutter, despite knowing better.   "And charge your phone."

Her heart soaring, Jen smiled. "I'll keep it plugged in." 
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Chapter 3
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"Who're you?"

Expecting someone nearer his height, Jake quickly adjusted his sights to the sturdy, little boy answering Jenna's door. The little guy had the same piercing eyes as his mother. Before he could respond, he heard a commotion upstairs.

"Alex! How many times have I told you not-"

Racing down the stairs, lecture at the ready, her coppery hair cascaded past her shoulders. Dismayed to discover it was long and wild when it wasn't pinned up tight, Jake's heartbeat accelerated. His reaction had him reconsidering. Was hiring a gorgeous assistant such a good idea? Her resume was impressive. Maybe he'd get used to the beautiful part?    

"I thought it was the pizza." Alex hastened to explain his violation of what was probably a strict rule. Jake was pleased to note it was her mouth dropping open this time.   

"Hello." Her confusion suggested he was the last person she'd expected to find on her doorstep. "Why are you-"

"Mommy, is he the jerky boss you were talkin' about?"

"Hush, Al."  

Glancing from one to the other, he acknowledged Jenna's mortified expression before extending his hand to the little boy. "I'm Jake. And you must be Alex."

"Jake. . . hey Mom, that's the guy you-"

Though her grip tightened on his shoulders, Alex ignored the warning. Breaking free of her grasp, he bolted for the stairs. "Meggie, come quick! The guy who fired Mommy is here to see us."  

"Fired?" His gaze shot swiftly back to her. "I thought you didn't have a job?" Though her face flushed an enticing shade of pink, her eyes had widened in confusion. 

"I can explain-" Taking a step toward the stairs, she discovered the little girl who'd been peering around the corner. An adorable miniature version of her mother. 

As Jenna tried to regain order, Jake questioned his spur of the moment stop at her house. The jacket she'd forgotten on the backseat could've waited. But he'd been unable to stop thinking about her. About her perfect qualifications, he amended. Jenna Stone was exactly what Specialty needed. Except for the beautiful, distracting part.   

"Alex—up to your room." 

"Can I see him?" Without waiting for permission, her daughter's auburn head poked around the corner. Her eyes widened when he smiled at her.     

"Alright, Meg. You've seen him. Now go." The little girl hesitated, worry clouding her gaze. Jake picked up on the protective vibe surrounding them. Maybe with their dad gone all the time . . . 

"Mom. . . will you be okay down here with him?" she whispered.  

There was no way he could pretend not to have heard her. Jen's kids were fearful. But, over what? Had something happened to them?

Jenna's gaze was apologetic as she returned with Megan. "Jake, this is my daughter, Megan. Meg, this is Mr. Traynor. And you've already met Alex."

Megan dutifully shook his hand, finally offering a solemn smile before turning for the stairs again. Pausing at the bottom, her expression was determined as she stared at him. 

"I know how to call 9-1-1, you know."

Though laughter tightened his chest, he forced a neutral expression. He couldn't wait to hear Jenna's explanation for the last five minutes. "That's good to know, Megan. I'll keep that in mind."

***
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READING THE CONFUSION in Jake's eyes, Jen deferred an explanation until the kids were safely upstairs. He had to be wondering what the hell was going on. If she hadn't been venting to her brother on the phone the previous night about Baldwin, the kids wouldn't be so worried now. She'd have to be more cautious now that she'd caught them eavesdropping. 

With the kids gone, Jake's presence seemed to fill the small foyer. Without heels, she was at a serious disadvantage. "Sorry for the confusion. The kids overheard me on the phone last night and they've combined about six stories into one." Her face heating, she wondered what he was thinking. If she lost another job opportunity this week due to circumstances beyond her control, she was going to stomp her feet and cry.    

"I figured it might be something like that." 

"Would you like to sit down?" Relief trickled through her. "Can I offer you a drink?" Her heart thumping, she wondered at his visit. It had been two days since he'd rescued her at the side of the road. To avoid disappointment, she'd applied like a madwoman for any job that came close to her qualifications. But hope was a dangerous thing—like a weed, it kept springing up through the cracks.  

"I found your jacket in my truck," he explained. "I figured I could drop it off on my way home."

The brief flare of hope sputtered out. What had she expected? Company executives didn't drop by to discuss employment. They requested your presence on their turf. Jen hoped her disappointment wasn't showing. It was a short hop from a vibe of eager-for-the-job to one of desperation. "I'm sorry you had to go out of your way to return it."

"I can run out and get it-" 

A rap on the door interrupted him mid-sentence. 

"Oops—that's the pizza." When Jake would've risen from the couch, she held up a finger. Please don't leave yet. "I'll be right back."

Jake was waiting in the foyer when she returned with the pizza. Damn, she'd wanted another chance to convince him how great she'd be for Specialty. That desire—not his fathomless, green eyes—made her throw caution to the wind. "Would you like to stay for pizza and salad?" 

Caution visible in his expression, he hesitated. Clearly, he was remembering the earlier chaos. "If you're sure it's no trouble-"

She smiled. "Full disclosure—I feel I should warn you, it will be loud. Alex will likely spill something. And . . . you'll probably be subjected to lots of nosy, personal questions."

"Would I be fielding those from you or the kids?"

Despite her nerves, she laughed. "For tonight only, I'll restrain myself."

His eyes heated with amusement. "You've presented such a tempting invitation, how could I refuse?"

He took the pizza from her, carrying it into the kitchen. Taking him up on his offer to assist, she showed him where to find plates and silverware while she called the kids down. 

As she poured milk, Jake nudged her. "Listen." They paused, overhearing Alex boast about how many slices he would eat. Then Megan's bossy voice ordering him to remove his elbows from the table before she would serve him a piece.

"This is your last chance," she whispered, surprising herself by leaning closer. Everything tonight was a surprise. The novelty of a man in her house. Who wasn't a brother. A man who seemed to enjoy engaging in conversation. Jen experienced a moment of uncertainty. Rick had never been a guy who enjoyed talking. Issuing orders, yes. Complaints. Criticism—no problem. But fun, light-hearted banter . . . 

His eyes gleaming, Jake played along. "For what?"

For a brief hour, Jen planned to lower her shields and simply enjoy the gorgeous man loitering in her kitchen. "Escape." 

Jackson Traynor's laugh was one she could become used to. It was a low, pleasant rumble that set her nerve endings tingling. 

"I'm braver than I look."

"Why don't you give these to Alex and Meg." She handed him two glasses of milk. 

Without thinking, Jake obeyed. As he entered the dining room, Jen winced. Surrounded by the high-pitched argument at the table, she suspected he'd soon regret accepting her invitation. 

***
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FOR THE LAST HALF HOUR, Jake had been captivated by the appealing woman he'd been unable to dismiss from his mind. Smart. Funny. Independent. If her resume was legit, Jenna was seriously qualified for the position he would likely offer her. But something about her didn't add up. Though she seemed unflappable . . . it was in a weary, seen-it-all sort of way. She was mysterious. Wary. But . . . of what? So many questions . . .  wrapped in a dangerously appealing package he might have trouble resisting. 

Wincing at the strength of Alex' voice, he set a glass on each placemat. "Your sister's right, Sport. My mom always told me no elbows on the table." His statement was met with complete silence as two pairs of eyes swiveled their full attention to him. As they continued to stare, Jake understood what a specimen under a microscope might feel like.  

Without taking his gaze from him, the little boy removed his elbows from the table. Still staring, Alex rewarded him with a gap-toothed grin. "Yes, sir."

The heady aroma of pepperoni and fresh basil made his stomach grumble, the dinnertime commotion more appealing than he'd expected. Jen's house reminded him of meals at his sister's house—nice and laidback and loud. Or even further back, his parents' place—when they'd still been together. Memories of those dinners—always seated next to Jeff. Andrea across the table. More often than not, Harry had been there, too. His mom had taken in their cousin as though he was another son. 

His dad always talking Specialty business. Mom jumping up to refill plates. It was probably crazy to miss something like noise, but these days he rarely saw his extended family outside of work. Even after an endlessly long day, retreating to a silent, half-furnished townhouse had its drawbacks. Since taking over Specialty—assuring Linc he wouldn't let him down, Jake's life had revolved around the business. But after ten months of fifteen hour days, he was beginning to understand why his parents' marriage had broken up. 

"Can you tuck me under the table so I don't spill anything?"

The high-pitched voice jarred him from his thoughts. "Sure thing."

Alex eyed him expectantly. "My mom's always tellin' me I make the biggest mess when we eat." 

He glanced at Megan. "Is that true?"

Though she hadn't spoken yet, she nodded in agreement. Jake acknowledged the stark contrast between them. Meg was quiet and serious like her mother. Stepping closer, he lifted Alex's chair, pushing him under the table. "That close enough for you?"

"Yes, sir. Are you stayin' for supper? We're havin' pizza." 

Jake's ears rang as the little boy's shouted request reverberated off the dining room walls. His deadly quiet condo flashed before his eyes—suddenly appealing. He was fairly certain the neighbors could hear Alex bellowing in their kitchen next door.  

"Kids, Mr. Traynor is having dinner with us. Try to remember your manners." Jenna appeared, motioning for him to sit. "What would you like to drink?"  

He pulled out a chair. "Anything is-"

"You can't sit there! That's Mommy's seat."

He startled, the chair still frozen in his grip. "Sorry, Sport. Where should I sit?" 

"Mr. Traynor is our guest." Shooting him an apologetic glance, she advanced on her son. "He can sit wherever he'd like." Rounding the table, she paused to stare at Alex. "And lower your voice." 

Cautiously, Jake tried again, moving to the empty seat near Megan. Glancing at Alex for approval, the little boy nodded vigorously. Jenna smothered a chuckle as she stepped into the kitchen.

"About that drink?"

"Whatever you're having," he assured before turning to field a question from Alex.

" Do you have lots of money, Jake? Your truck is ginormous." He dragged out the syllables for emphasis. "My friend Tyler's daddy is really rich. They have three cars . . . and a boat." 

"Al-" Jenna's groan reached his ears from the kitchen.

"We only have Lulu." Alex's exasperated sigh was comical. "Tyler has cool toys, too." 

"Of course, he's rich," Megan responded. "Because he smells really good."

"Thanks, Megan." Laughter choking him, Jake resisted, afraid they might stop talking if he laughed. Inquisitive, blue eyes stared at him from one of the cutest, freckled faces he'd ever seen. 

"When I decide to like a boy . . . he's gonna smell like you."

"You can't do that." Alex swiveled to the kitchen. "Mommy," he yelled. "Meggie can't like boys . . . can she?"

Jake raised his napkin to his mouth, unable to hold back his smile. "I think she's talking a few years down the road, Sport." 

When Meg unleashed an appreciative smile on him, something in his chest tightened. Shyness warring with her desire to question him, she hesitated. "Do you have any kids?"

Jenna returned from the kitchen, embarrassed, yet still composed amid the chaos. His smile tugged wider. "No, but I'm in the market for a few. Are you two for sale?"

"Yes," Jen piped in, amusement shimmering in eyes so pretty he found it difficult to look away. Jake acknowledged he would have to concentrate on not staring. "I could give you a deal on two for one."  

Alex' laugh was gleeful. "Mommy says we're really expensive."

A moment later, the little guy toppled his milk. Thankfully, he'd already slurped up half the glass. As though by magic, a roll of paper towels appeared. Jenna began mopping up the flood before it reached the edge of the table. 

Three for three, he realized. Her predictions had all come true—in the first ten minutes. Reaching for the salad bowl, he helped Megan heap greens on her plate, smiling when she requested nearly a dozen cucumber slices. Observing the happy family, Jake realized he couldn't wait to see what surprises the next hour would yield. After she mopped up the spill, Jenna passed him a beer. 

"By the time dinner is over, you'll probably be glad you have this."  

***
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"SO, WOULD YOU BE INTERESTED if I said there's a position opening up?" Finally able to broach the topic he'd stopped by to discuss, Jake set their plates on the counter while Jenna wrapped leftover pizza. Her back to him, he heard the catch of surprise she tried to hide.

It had been one of the most entertaining dinners he'd experienced in the last six months. Jenna's kids were funny, curious and sweet. But even they had eventually tired of their rapid-fire questions for the stranger at the table. Before heading upstairs for cartoons, Alex had coerced him into promising to show him all the construction equipment in Specialty's yard. 

Though her expression was neutral when she turned, the gorgeous blue eyes flashed with interest. "What would the job entail?"

"I'm looking for a hybrid of a project assistant and an engineer."

Disappointment flashed over her features as she ripped a sheet of foil from the box. "I should tell you . . . I never finished my engineering degree."  

Jake wondered why. She struck him as the type of person who kept at something until it was done. 

Eyes averted, she set the pizza in the refrigerator. "In one of my brighter moves, I quit school with a year left to go."

"Did something happen at home?" When a fleeting sadness crossed her face, he wished he could retract the question.  

"No—just . . . a bad decision. My husband-" Jen faced him as he leaned against the counter. 

"You quit to get married," he filled in the blank. 

"At the time, it sounded romantic." Her sigh was one of frustration. "I found out later what it really meant. At work, I'd train the kids just out of school." She moved to the sink to attack the pile of dishes. "The new grads couldn't even read a set of blueprints. But a year later, I was working for them instead of the other way around."

"Well, that wouldn't be the case here," he responded. "You'd be working with me," he emphasized. Following her into the dining room, Jake cautioned himself. He liked her personality. Her calm. He could envision them working well together. She would bring order to his workload—which was on the verge of exploding. She'd be a real asset. But she was also something of a mystery. He needed to give the idea some time. Bring her in for an interview. Maybe let Harry and Jeff meet her—and then talk him down. "I've reviewed your resume. You have great experience."

Her guarded expression flashed with hope. "I would definitely be interested in continuing the conversation."

He nodded. "I'll check my calendar in the morning and see if we can set something up in the next day or two." Though she tried, Jenna couldn't hide her eagerness. Offered a full on smile, Jake's stupid heartbeat accelerated. Jesus—this one was dangerous. Time to make an escape, he decided, surprised by the twinge of reluctance. If he hired her, he'd have to get his act together. She'd be off-limits. Hell, she already was off-limits. She’s married, idiot. "I should probably be going." 

"Thanks for having dinner with us. You were really patient with Alex and Meg."

"They're great kids. I enjoyed it." He trailed her to the foyer, appreciating the companionable silence. "Your jacket's still in my truck."

"I'll walk out with you."

Stepping out into the sultry night, Jake paused on the walkway, admiring a riotous spill of petunias overflowing from a planter on the step. Though she hadn't lived there long, Jenna had clearly placed her stamp on the little house. The blanket of humidity was suddenly broken by a rare breeze. If he'd owned a porch swing, this would be the night to sit in it. Jenna followed him onto the stoop, leaning against the storm door while he retrieved her jacket. Light from the kitchen filtered through the glass door behind her, shimmering through her long, red-gold waves. 

"Jake—I just want to thank you again. For rescuing me. For driving me home." She shrugged. "For driving over here tonight because I forgot my jacket. You've been very kind."

"It was nothing-" His stomach did a strange flip when she smiled.

"It wasn't nothing," she insisted. "So, even if you ultimately decide I'm not the person you're looking for . . . I just wanted you to know I appreciate the opportunity." 

"You're welcome."  

She stared at him as though she were searching for something. "I'll look forward to hearing from you." 

As he started his truck, Jake sensed her standing in the doorway. Resisting the urge to glance back, he wondered why it felt as though something important had just happened. 

***
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THE JOB WAS HERS—IF the office manager had anything to say about it. Mrs. Reilly practically beamed over Jen's qualifications. It was definitely hers to lose. And it was an incredible job, she was reluctant to admit. Great benefits, nice working conditions. She tried not to want it too much. 

Seated in the lobby, she waited for the final interview with Jake. It had to be a good omen she'd been given a tour of the building. The atmosphere was friendly. Laughter in the employee kitchen had brought a wistful smile to her lips. Everything there seemed so . . . professional.  

"Mrs. Stone? We're ready for you." Mrs. Reilly offered an encouraging smile. The receptionist gave a little wave as she followed the older woman down the hall. The busy noise of the reception area faded, absorbed by the plush carpet beneath her feet.  

"This is Mr. Traynor's office. Have a seat and he'll be with you shortly." Mrs. Reilly quietly shut the door behind her. Setting her purse on the floor, she glanced around the large office. Muted colors in both furnishings and carpet were easy on the eye. A well-worn leather swivel chair sat behind the polished oak desk. She noted the large drawing table in one corner. Definitely a working office.

Scanning the art on the walls, she searched for clues to Jake's personality. She'd thought about him too many times over the last several days. And not about working for him. That admission was enough to make her shift uncomfortably. His attractiveness should be a drawback—not an asset. But admiring him couldn't get her into trouble. Acting on it—that would be disastrous. Forcing her brain back to business, she registered the framed diplomas on the back wall, attesting to a degree in construction engineering and an advanced degree in finance. 

The wall of glass behind his desk revealed a sloping, manicured lawn that ended in a grove of birch trees. A soft breeze drifted through the open window. When she heard the door open, Jen crossed her fingers. Rising from her seat, she turned to face him. 

"Jake—hi!" Her smile was quick when she recognized her friend.

"Jenna, it's nice to see you again." Compelling eyes, more green than she remembered gleamed with friendly amusement. "The kids are good?"

She shook his extended hand. "They're fine. Alex is still talking about visiting your trucks." Jake looked very different today. In an immaculately tailored suit, he appeared lean and powerful . . . and just a little dangerous. Her pulse skittered a warning.

"And Lulu?"

His question made her smile, easing her nerves over the interview. "Her surgery went well. I think I'll have her around a few more years."

He chuckled. "I'm not sure that's a good thing." When someone tapped softly on the door before opening it, his smile was apologetic. Seeming accustomed to the interruption, he acknowledged Mrs. Reilly.  

"Mr. Traynor, you've got a call holding. She says it's urgent."

He sighed. "Who is it?"

"It's Mrs. Traynor."

He rolled his eyes. "I'll call her later," he said. "Can you please hold my calls for the next thirty minutes?"

Jen startled. Married? How had she not suspected he was married? Gorgeous. Successful. Kind? Disappointment sliding over her, Jen pushed it aside. Jackson Traynor being off limits was a good thing. She needed a job. Steady work with a kind boss. Not an infatuation with her employer. Her mind drifted to the stack of bills that needed paying. Rick's life insurance would last another month . . . hopefully.  

"Let's talk about the job I want to fill." Jake's gaze was expectant. "Tell me again about your qualifications."

Jen plunged in, describing her decade of experience as an assistant to project teams. Steering clear of the Baldwin angle, she offered names of the project managers she'd worked for as references . . . hoping Baldwin's petty desire for revenge didn't extend to the managers below him. 

"I'm looking for a right hand person," he explained, expanding on the role he envisioned working for him. Her nerves melting away, she answered several more questions, surprised by the level of detail Jake was willing to delve into. 

"We're growing so fast, I need help keeping it all straight. The fact that you could act as an assistant, but perform some of the tasks of an engineer is intriguing to me because I'm hoping for someone who can sort of stay one step ahead of me."

"I think I'm up for that challenge. Specialty seems like a wonderful place to work." Jen grew more confident by the minute. Jake was reassuringly all business. No innuendo. No sly comments to gauge her reaction. There was no vibe of anything other than enthusiasm. Passion for his work and for the company his father and uncle had built from the ground up.  

"When would you be able to start?" Jake flicked a glance at his watch.

Hope soaring, Jen tried not to smile. "I could start Monday, if you like." He proceeded to answer several questions she posed about the position and his expectations. Nearly two months had passed since Baltimore, yet the memory of the incident could still make her flinch. But the more time that passed, her flagging confidence was bouncing back. Though still cautious, Jen was willing to chalk up her experience there to bad luck. 

Crossing her fingers, she finally asked the question she could no longer put off. It would be a shame if they were talking in different ballparks. "What does the position pay?"

Jake tossed out a figure that sent a shiver of warning down her spine. "The going rate for assistants is lower." 

"I know what the market is paying." Leaning on the corner of his desk, his stance was relaxed, belying the serious expression on his face. "You want to make less?" 

Damn. Was this it? Her heart sank. Where he'd explain the ‘tasks’ she'd be required to perform to earn more? Wink. Wink. Disappointed with herself, Jen took the bait. "Then why are you-"

"Because I'll expect a great deal more from you."

There it was. Maybe Jackson Traynor wasn't different. Though her stomach plunged to the floor, she hid her despair behind a tight smile. "I've had that offer before—too many times to count. I wasn't interested then and I'm not now." Not waiting to hear more, she rose and headed for the door. 

"Jenna?" Despite her disappointment, his expression of absolute puzzlement registered in her brain. "Where are you going?"

Pushing off the desk, he reached the door as she did, any trace of humor gone. "Let's make sure we're discussing the same thing. I'm talking about a legitimate job." He'd paled visibly beneath his tan, his jaw suddenly chiseled from granite. "What the hell are you talking about?"  

"I-I thought y-you meant-" Her cynical words replayed in her head. Would she ever learn to put the past behind her? "I apologize for the misunderstanding."

"The salary fits exactly between an engineer and an assistant." When he nodded to the wingback near his desk, she gratefully dropped into it, her legs feeling distinctly rubbery. Resisting the urge to bury her head in her hands, she held herself rigid in the chair. 

"If you accept, you'll work damn hard," he continued. "Probably some overtime until we get organized." When his eyes lasered in on her, Jen's toes curled up in her pumps. "I may need you to travel occasionally."

"H-how much travel?" The move from Baltimore had left her without reliable overnight sitters. At her old job, she was always home by the end of the day. The crash that killed Rick hadn't helped. Megan still experienced an almost irrational fear of car accidents. Though she barely remembered her father being around, the violent event of his death had left an indelible impression. 

Jake didn't answer for several seconds, giving her the impression he wasn't prone to impulse decisions—about anything. "Not much," he finally admitted. "I'm working on a deal that might bring us work in Maryland next year. But it may or may not happen."

"Then it probably wouldn't be a problem . . . as long as I had enough advance notice." What the hell was she saying? She'd just blown it-

Understanding dawned in his eyes. "The kids. Traveling would be a problem with Rick on the road so much, right?"

"Um—right." Surprised he'd remembered Rick's name, Jen realized she'd miscalculated badly. Jake Traynor would be a tough person to stay ahead of.  

"I'm sure we could work around that." When he rose from his chair, she did too. "I'll be the first to admit. . . I'm not the easiest person to work with, but I'm fair. Aside from hard work and your best effort, I have two requirements. Because I'll be relying heavily on this position, I can't tolerate excessive absenteeism."

"Fair enough." Dazed, Jenna nodded, wondering how she was still there—discussing a position she'd practically blown for herself.   

Jake continued as though she hadn't interrupted. "I need to know I can trust you implicitly. Many of the projects we'll work on require discretion. You'll see private financial information about the company—and me. I expect complete confidentiality from this person. And I insist on honesty."  

He hesitated a few steps from the door. "This is your opportunity, Jenna. The chance to prove yourself. No more training the new kids. It would be a real challenge." The smile returned to his eyes as he drew closer. "Or maybe you're not up for it after all?"  

***
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DAMN HIM. JAKE HAD known his challenge would push Jenna's buttons. Using her comments about the lack of opportunity for women in construction, he'd turned them against her. The chance to prove herself—was intoxicating. The opportunity to use her engineering background. Making more money than she'd planned on. At a great company. It was a win-win from any vantage point. 

Drumming nervous fingers, she traced the knotted surface of her grandfather's desk. It was time to make the call. He'd even been agreeable about giving her a day to think it over. But she'd be crazy not to accept. Scooping up her cell, she dialed his private line. It rang only twice.

"Traynor."

Even his greeting was spoken like a command. Releasing a pent-up breath, Jen said hello. There was a long pause. She pictured him behind his desk, pencil tapping as he crossed her off his list of things to do. Instinctively, she knew he was smiling. "I'd love to work for Specialty. Is Monday okay to start?"

"Monday will be fine. See you then."  

Jake leaned back in his scarred, leather chair, ignoring the squealing protest from the ancient springs. Tucking his drafting pencil behind his ear, he savored the moment. Rifling through the blueprints spread across his desk, he sought the yellow legal pad that was never far from his fingers. Flipping through several wrinkled pages, he finally found the item he was searching for.  

"One Jenna Stone. Check."
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Chapter 4
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It had been easier than she thought. After a sleepless night wrapped in her grandmother's quilt, Jenna had been bleary-eyed and anxious to get the first day over with. The morning had vaporized, busy with orientation and trying to remember names for all the people she'd been introduced to. By noon, she hadn't laid eyes on her new boss.

It was just as well, she thought as she methodically set up her desk. Her small office was within shouting distance of Jake's. Office gossip seemed to indicate her boss was a notorious workaholic. Apparently, she would be pretty busy once he arrived on the scene.

"Hi, Jenna. Do you have plans for lunch yet?"

Startled, she raised her gaze to acknowledge the sandy head poking around the doorframe. The voice was strangely familiar, but the face wasn't. "I'm sorry. . . I've met so many people today. I don't remember your name."

"That's because we haven't officially met yet," he confessed with a grin.  

A large, burly body appeared in her doorway attached to the friendly face. Everything about him said easygoing, from his careless hair, to his casual clothes. Still, there was something about him-    

"I'm Jefferson- Jeff Traynor . . . Jake's brother? I manage the estimating department." Advancing another step into the office, he settled into the chair opposite her desk. "Have you met everyone?" 

"I thought there was something familiar about you," Jen acknowledged. "You look related."

"Yeah . . . we keep it in the family around here. Have you met Harrison yet? Our cousin heads up accounting and our sister Andrea works in marketing." Running his fingers through his hair, Jeff seemed surprised to discover a pencil tucked behind his ear. "She's only part-time though. Our father and Harry's dad started Specialty thirty years ago. Uncle Buck passed away about ten years ago and Dad retired last year. He turned the business over to Jake and Harry and me."

"I don't believe I've met Harrison yet. Does he look like you and Jake?"

Jeff didn't miss a beat. "Well, he's not as good-looking of course, but he bears a definite resemblance to the Traynor side of the family."

"Well, I'll look forward to meeting him and it's nice to meet you, Jeff." She extended her hand over the piles on her new desk and he shook it vigorously. Jen knew instantly she was going to like him. He reminded her of a big kid, not unlike her own brothers, accustomed to having a good time and not taking life very seriously. He was definitely younger than Jake, but his face was so boyish, it was hard to tell how many years separated them.

"So, can I interest you in lunch? I'm heading out in a few minutes."

"That's very kind. But I think I should get this desk set up and ready to go." Jen waved at the mess awaiting organizing. "And I haven't seen your brother yet today. It probably wouldn't look good to disappear on my very first day."

"You're absolutely right. It wouldn't look good at all."

She startled at the sound of the familiar masculine voice. Turning, she discovered Jake leaning against the door frame. How long had he been standing there? "Jake—Mr. Traynor."

"Jake is fine. That's what everyone calls me. Do you prefer Jenna?" He paused to acknowledge his brother. "Or would you prefer Mrs. Stone?"

His emphasis on her marital status was clearly directed at his brother, she realized when she caught Jeff's startled glance. "Jenna . . . or Jen will be fine, thanks."  

"Well, I'll let you get back to work, Jen. If you need anything, you let me know." Jeff rose unhurriedly from the chair and moved into the hallway. "And the lunch offer still stands. Don't let my brother work you too hard."

Jen bit her lip to keep from smiling, aware of the older Traynor still watching her. What an interesting pair they made. As brothers, they couldn't have been more different and as partners—Suddenly, she couldn't wait to meet Harrison. If he was anything like Jeff, then Jake certainly had his hands full.

"I need the numbers on Baltimore by tomorrow morning," Jake called after his brother. 

Though she couldn't hear Jeff's muffled reply, it must have been flippant, because she caught her new boss shaking his head in resignation. He turned abruptly, focusing his attention on her. His gaze was piercing, with a directness that probably made people squirm. That moment, Jen made a vow she would always be prepared for him, not wanting to contemplate what it would feel like to be pinned by that stare.  

"When you're ready, come on in and we'll get to work."

Something in his tone made her bristle. Squaring her shoulders, she unearthed a legal pad from the pile on her desk. Might as well lay the ground rules now, she thought. "I've been ready," she announced. "I'm just waiting on you." One eyebrow lifted at her remark, but the surge of satisfaction she received told her it had been worth it.  

***
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THE DAYS QUICKLY DEVELOPED a pattern that became their working relationship. Jen discovered Jackson Traynor wasn't terribly difficult to work for—so long as she was always prepared. Jake was a tough task master who, she soon learned, expected nothing less than her best. That was only fair, she conceded, as he seemed to demand perfection from everyone, including himself. 

Once she knew what to expect, it became relatively easy to anticipate his needs. Secretly enjoying staying one step ahead of him, it became a challenge every day to predict and deliver on whatever he required, before he asked. The best part was that it drove him absolutely nuts.  

While he appreciated her organization, it annoyed him, too. Jake wasn't the type to rely on anyone. She sensed it bothered him that he was increasingly forced to depend on her. Which only made Jen's game more fun to play. Most days she wasn't at her desk more than a minute before he was buzzing her phone with questions. Today was no exception.

"Jen? You there?"

"Good morning, Jake. What do you need?"

"The Tower file. It's not on your desk. I already looked this morning. And it's not in the file drawer either."

Removing her scarf, she tucked it into the sleeve of her coat. Though it was only November, a gusting, winter wind had arrived early and with a vengeance. "I left it on your desk last night before I left," she said, trying to keep the smile from her voice. "I knew you needed it this morning."  

As he shifted a mountain of papers on his credenza, she heard a squeal when he spun around. Any day now, the ancient chair would simply collapse under his weight. She'd tried to order a new one, but Jake had adamantly refused. "Did you find it yet?"

"Yeah," he muttered. "Where are the change orders?"

Making a face at the phone, she hung up her coat. "Look in the red file. Remember the system? Red file, change orders; Yellow file, contracts."

"Okay, got it. Thanks."

She stepped into the hallway and tapped on his door. After waiting a moment, she stuck her head in. He was at the drafting table, looking over plans. "I'm getting coffee. You want some?"

Scowling in her general direction, he threw his pencil down and rubbed the back of his neck. "That sounds good."

Someone had left a sack of bagels in the kitchen, so she snagged one for him, ignoring the urge to take one herself. In her first few months on the job, Jen had already gained three pounds. She set his coffee, bagel on top, on the drafting table. "I figured you skipped breakfast."

"Thanks. I came in early so I could knock out this estimate. Jeff's got too much going on down in estimating. Three bids this week alone, and he's still buying out all the contracts on the Shipley Building." He took a healthy bite before continuing. "I've got meetings all day today, right?"

She took a careful sip of steaming coffee. "Yup. That school out in Rockbridge bids tomorrow. Don't forget you're meeting Doug Willoughby at the airport at five-thirty."

"Make sure Marketing has my proposal ready," he reminded. "I want to impress Willoughby. We've been bidding work in Maryland for a year now and all we've managed to land is that warehouse job near the airport." He reached for the mug she'd set before him. "This is our first solid lead. I'm leaving at two and I won't have time to come back."

"I spoke with Andrea yesterday. Your proposal will be ready at ten-thirty, and you're leaving at noon, not two."

Jake paused mid-bite. "How do you do that?"

"Do what?" she asked innocently, bringing the mug to her lips to hide her smile.

He chewed thoughtfully for a moment. "Where am I going at noon?"

"Lunch with your father. He left a message with reception yesterday, but I didn't find out until after you left. I can reschedule if that's a problem."

"No. That's fine. I should probably buzz Jeff and let him know."

"I emailed him last night. What about Harrison?"

Shaking his head, he brushed crumbs from his fingers. "I get the distinct feeling you're enjoying this."

She heard admiration in his voice. "If I hadn't done something you needed, you'd be annoyed." Hands on her hips, she feigned a stern expression. "Make up your mind."  

His grin made her smile. "Don't change a thing, Jen. Keep up the good work."

Nodding, she turned to leave. "And Harry?"

"Don't bother him. It's just lunch."

***
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THE NEXT SEVERAL HOURS flew by. Staying two steps ahead of Jake made each day disappear quickly. It was time for lunch. "As soon as I get him squared away," Jen muttered. Tilting back in her chair, she could see his door was still closed.

Phone in hand to remind him about his lunch date, she sensed a presence in the doorway. The silver-haired gentleman standing there was a curious mix of both Jake and his brother. He had Jeff's easy smile and relaxed air, yet carried himself with a purposeful energy that fairly crackled.  

"You must be Mr. Traynor. I was about to remind Jake you were coming." Replacing the receiver, she moved from behind her desk.  

"I'm Linc," he announced. "Mr. Traynor sounds too stuffy. You must be Jenna."  

His hand was huge and callused, his handshake as vigorous as the rest of the Traynors she'd met thus far. Jen was left with the impression of a gentleman linebacker. Charming and confident, yet he'd probably thrown a few punches in his day. "It's nice to meet you."

"I hear you've taken charge of my son. It's about time." He winked conspiratorially. "He's been runnin' the show for a while now. Takes himself too seriously."

"I'm trying," she admitted. "It's tough staying ahead of him, though." She lowered her voice. "But don't tell him. It would only make him more difficult."

Linc Traynor's laugh was a deep, rich baritone, the kind that made you want to join in, even if you hadn't heard the joke. In his day, he must have been a charismatic leader, approachable and down-to-earth. It occurred to her that Jake had rather large shoes to fill. She wondered if he ever felt daunted by the task.  

"Jake tells me you're smart as a whip. And you're even prettier than Jefferson described."

"It's always nice to be appreciated.” Catching the twinkle of amusement in his eyes, she couldn't help smiling. Only a few years earlier, Linc's remark would've set her nerves jangling with warning. The harassment she'd endured in Baltimore had taught her a hard lesson about perception.  

At the bleakest point in her life, Jen had realized success would continue to elude her until she leveled the playing field. She'd discovered the "Mrs." before her name added credibility. The plain, gold band offered a layer of insulation. She could banter with male co-workers without worrying that her intentions could be misconstrued. Keeping Rick alive in-name-only was working like a charm. 

"I thought I heard you." Jake clapped his father on the shoulder. "Have you met Jen?"

"We've been getting to know each other." Linc tossed her a wink as he stepped into the hallway. "Looks like she's runnin' circles around you."  

Jake's gaze met hers. "If she's so great, where's my marketing proposal? I'll need it before I leave," he reminded.

The Traynor men would stampede over her if she allowed it. Counting the steps back to his desk, Jenna envisioned him dropping into the worn, leather chair and putting his feet up on the desk. Lifting the phone, she grinned as she punched in his extension.  

"The original is in your briefcase." She heard Linc chuckle. "Your copy is on the corner of your desk." Sticking her tongue out, she hung up with a click.

***
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"JACKSON, HAVE YOU TALKED to your mother lately? She says you don't return her calls."

Jake glanced up from his coffee. "I'm a little busy, Dad."

"She's your mother. You need to make time."

"I saw her last night," Jeff volunteered as he finished a slab of pie. His brother had never met a dessert he could say 'no' to. "She's been pretty depressed since George passed away. I'm going over for dinner Sunday. Why don't you come too, Jake?"

"No, thanks. I have plans." Likely involving several hours behind his desk. 

"George was a good man. At least they had a few happy years together." Linc tossed his napkin on the table. "She's still your mother, Jackson. If I'm not angry about the divorce, why are you?"  

Jackson. His father's fuse had officially been lit. Jake had barely known his mother's second husband. "Mona and I have never been terribly close, and her abandoning you didn't really change that."

Linc sat up straighter in his chair, anger nearly sparking from him. Too late, he realized the old man was about to blow. 

"Abandoning? For Chrissakes, it was ten years ago. You were nearly through college-"

"I don't want to get into this with you, Dad. Let's just agree to disagree."

"For the record, I abandoned her." Linc waggled his spoon disapprovingly at his sons, droplets of coffee spattering the starched white tablecloth. "That woman was a saint."

Jeez—here it comes. Linc would launch into all the reasons his mother was right to leave him. Glancing at Jeff, his brother shrugged. Signaling for more coffee, he settled back for a long-winded speech.

"She begged me to slow down, but Specialty was all I lived for in those days." He remembered to set his spoon down before he started in on them again. "George wasn't the reason we divorced. She didn't even meet him for another year."

He knew all that. Jake knew he was being unfair to her. But his mother leaving had felt like a violation. It felt as though she'd cheated. On their family. On an old man who needed her. 

"Let this be a lesson to you both," his father continued. "Don't allow business to get in the way of family. It's never worth it."  

He was still punishing his mother for giving up on Linc. "How about not allowing family to get in the way of business?" Jake countered. "Sounds easier to me. That way no one's disappointed."

Thankfully, the waitress appeared with refills, postponing the age-old argument before they came to blows over his mother. Next, his father would go off the deep-end expounding on the merits of love. Linc's new lady friend was a ditsy astrologist named Glory. If he had to endure one more monologue about his planets being aligned in the house of Venus, he would likely rip her head off.  

The waitress hadn't retreated more than two steps before Linc pinned him to the wall with one of his legendary stares. Gone was the congenial charmer the rest of the world saw. Jake sensed his brother stiffen in the chair beside him. Jeff knew the look when he saw it. For once, he was probably relieved Linc's laser wasn't directed at him.  

"All those years—did she ever miss a baseball game?" Jeff hastened to nod his agreement. Linc took a deep breath. Not a good sign. The old man was in it for the long haul this time. "Jackson. . . what about you? Soccer? Basketball? Did she ever miss a damn thing? She worked her ass off for you boys. And Harrison," he reminded. "What with Sarah's alcohol problems—your mother picked up the slack. Hell, she practically raised that boy. All with no help from me," he readily acknowledged.  

It was true. Harry had practically lived with them, growing up. Mona had probably attended as many of Harry's football games as she had his and Jeff's sports. He couldn't fault her mothering ability—she'd made sure Hoss was loved like one of her own. 

Linc added three meticulous drops of cream to his coffee. "Son, I challenge you to recall one event Mona missed. Even after the divorce—that last year of college when you did your best to ignore her. She still showed up. It damn near broke her heart how you treated her. But, she drove all that way anyhow."  

"Why doesn't it bother you, Dad?" Jake ignored the cold knot twisting his stomach. She'd practically destroyed Linc . . .  and their family along with him. They'd nearly disintegrated. "As soon as Specialty made it big and there was money to be had . . . we weren't good enough. Suddenly, Mona wanted out."

"Specialty was our company," he pointed out. "And, she was married to me. You treat her as though she divorced you-" 

"She divorced us," he maintained.

Linc shook his head sadly. "Jake, you're a fool. Someday, you'll finally realize it, but in the meantime-" When his father's icy gaze locked with his, all the years fell away. A shiver jagged down his spine—as though he were ten years old again—about to be grounded. "I expect you to call your mother. This week."

"Okay, Dad." He knew when to back off. If it would keep the old man happy, he'd call Mona. It wouldn't kill him to shoot the breeze with her for ten minutes.

"Son, we may disagree on many things, but we agree wholeheartedly on your assistant."  Linc stirred his coffee as he effortlessly changed the subject. "Jenna's a knockout."

"She's also very intelligent," Jake reminded, relieved to finally move to a safer subject.  

"I didn't talk with her long enough to find out if she's book-smart." He winked at Jeff. "But, I like a little sass in a woman. You'll have trouble keepin' up with her," he acknowledged to his now scowling son.

"I'm paying her to keep up with me. Not the other way around," he replied, turning his attention to his brother. "Which reminds me—Jen's off-limits. Leave her alone."

"What'd I do?" Jeff's eyes widened. "Can I help it that you picked a babe for a secretary?" 

"She's practically an engineer," he corrected. "Just remember, she's happily married." Jake sighed when his father began chuckling. "With two kids," he emphasized. These days, trying to get Linc to take anything seriously was nearly impossible. Unless the subject was his mother.

"Jeffie's yankin' your chain." Linc shot a warning scowl to his youngest. "Jefferson won't say anything unprofessional to one of your staff. I taught you boys better'n that." 

If that were true, then why did Jeff continually test him? Jake hadn't asked his father to hand the reins over to him, but that's what Linc had done. The brothers were equal partners in Specialty with his cousin Harry, but someone had to be in charge. That duty had fallen squarely on him. He was managing partner, with the ability to make executive decisions without consent from the others. Jake rarely used that power. On matters of importance, he always consulted with Jeff and Harry. Still, there were times when he had to make quick decisions. For that, he refused to apologize.  

His thoughts drifted to his brother's relationship with Jenna. He knew it was harmless, had seen them together when they didn't know he was there. She was polite, but distant. Still, it bothered him that his brother was attracted to her. And, for the life of him, Jake couldn't understand why. What the hell business was it of his?

Yeah, she was beautiful. Every morning, he was greeted by her amazing scent. It drifted down the hallway to welcome him. Sure . . . it was driving him a little crazy. Hell, it had taken him a month to get used to those sapphire eyes flashing at him. His heart rate had finally adjusted—or to be honest, Jake had adjusted to having it race a little faster when he was around her. The fact that she didn't even realize it, that to Jenna Stone, he was simply the guy dishing out orders, kept him from making a fool of himself.  

After three months, they'd developed a solid working relationship. He liked her. The way her mind worked, the way she tackled problems. She worked hard, but with a sense of humor he'd grown to appreciate. Jen didn't pull any punches when she thought he was wrong. She told him exactly what was on her mind.

Personally, she was still an enigma. Like everyone else, she kept him at arm's length. Jen wasn't like the other females at Specialty. Overhearing them in the kitchen, they chatted and joked about husbands and boyfriends and their plans for the weekend. Though Jen was usually present, she rarely spoke about herself. Though her kids' pictures were scattered on her desk, Rick's was nowhere to be found. Now that he thought of it, the rare times they spoke casually, she seemed almost—guarded. While they had developed an easy rapport, he still hadn't caught a glimpse of the feisty woman he'd met that day in the ditch.   

Where had that intriguing personality gone? Mental pictures flashed through his brain: Her arm wound up, bent on smashing her cell phone into a million pieces; Jen flying down the stairs, wild, red hair streaming. And what about the day of their interview? The wounded expression in her eyes when she'd bolted from her chair—believing he'd insulted her. Her actions had confirmed what he'd suspected. Jen carried some heavy secrets. More than once he'd wondered exactly what had transpired at her last job. 

Once they'd started working together, Jake discovered he'd hit on a goldmine. She was talented. And diligent. And eager to soak up knowledge. In three months, she'd removed the sense of overwhelm from his life. Problems. Distractions. Backburner issues. He'd off-loaded to Jen. Increasingly, he handed off more complicated issues to work through. Whatever secrets she might be harboring—were not his concern.      

"Earth to Jake. Are you in there?"

"Huh?" Thoughts of his assistant's fiery disposition ebbed away when he discovered two sets of eyes on him. "Sorry. I got distracted." 

Picking up his coffee, he grimaced when he discovered it had gone cold. He listened carefully as Jeff launched into a detailed explanation of the bid he was preparing. Forget changing Jen. He didn't need feisty when he had cool, organized logic. She was just fine the way she was.

***
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JAKE WAS THINKING THE same thing the next afternoon while he watched her work. Head down, furiously scribbling notes. Not a hair out of place, he observed as he stared at the top of her head. All that beautiful hair, pulled back tight. He wondered whether the pins made her head ache. 

Smiling, he rose from behind his desk. They were discussing the upcoming deadlines of a project that was threatening to become difficult. Each time he hit her with a potential problem, it seemed she had already thought about possible solutions.  

Staring out the picture window, he decided to jerk her around a bit. Every time Jen caught up, she would start to raise her head. And each time, he made up a new problem to research. Jake wondered how long it would take before she caught on.  

"I can see you smirking in the reflection in the window."

Startled, he turned and found her smiling. "Damn. Were you fooled at all?"

Pausing when she heard her name being paged on the intercom, Jen reached for the phone on his desk. "Will it make you happy to pretend I was?"

"It wouldn't hurt." Acknowledging her frown, he waited while she took the call. Had he not been watching her so closely, Jake never could have imagined a physical change occurring so rapidly. Jenna's expression morphed from relaxed to panic-stricken in the space of a heartbeat.  Before his eyes, her face leached of color. One white-knuckled hand clutched the phone as the other fisted convulsively against her mouth. Sagging into the nearest chair as though her legs couldn't support her, her voice dropped to a husky whisper. "H-how bad?"  

A jagged spike of fear torqued down his spine when she stifled an agonized cry. "Jen?" Lunging around his desk as she replaced the receiver, her hands were like ice when he grabbed them.    

"What-? Is it Rick? The kids?" Jake felt her shuddering sobs clear through to his soul as her terror became his. Hauling her against him, he tried to keep the dread from his voice. "Jen—tell me what's wrong."

Unable to stop trembling, her eyes were haunted when she finally met his gaze. "A-Alex," she whispered. "God, Jake . . . it's Alex."
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Chapter 5
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"I'll drive." Grabbing keys from her nerveless fingers, Jake tossed them on his desk. Jen didn't have the heart to argue. She couldn't seem to stop shivering, even as he bundled her into her coat. She felt him do up the buttons and push her out the door. It was Jake who remembered her purse, who was still carrying it while he steered her toward his car.

"What hospital? Jen?"

"St. J-John's. He's on his w-way to St. John's." Clenching her teeth to keep them from chattering, she was surprised her heart was still beating—that it hadn't exploded from the rush of adrenaline and fear. Yet—she was still breathing, Jen knew for sure, because every shuddering breath was sharp and jagged and painful. 

God, not her baby. Please let him be all right. Please, God.  

Unconscious. A head injury. Blood. She moaned at the terrifying images locked in her brain. They dissipated a moment later when the car swerved and she fell against him. It was like running into a slab of granite. He was solid and steady. Rock solid Jake. "What . . . what's happening?"

"Damn it, Jen, you're scaring me! Are you all right?"

She was definitely not all right. Shaking her head, she turned to stare out the window at the houses skimming by. To his credit, he seemed to be setting a new land speed record to get her to the hospital, but he was clearly rattled by her pending emotional breakdown.  

"What did they say, Jen?"

His voice husky with concern, his tone was far too compassionate for her short-circuiting nerves to handle. Her eyes filled with tears. "He was playing outside. Al . . . was climbing on the monkey bars." The vision of her son hurtling through space was more than she could bear to imagine. Her voice cracking, she accepted the tissue he thrust into her wringing hands.  

"H-he fell. Headfirst. He was . . . unconscious when the ambulance-"

"Okay. I get the picture." Reaching over, he gave her hand a squeeze as he turned into the curved drive of the emergency room before jockeying for a space near the entrance.  

"We're here. I'll drop you off and find a parking space. Go ahead in, and I'll be there in a minute."  

She was frozen, rooted to the seat. Launching himself out of the car, Jake ran around to her side. Jerking the door open, he leaned in and unfastened her seatbelt.  

"Jen, honey. Let's go inside." Gently, he tugged her from the seat. "I'll walk you in."

The hospital smell hit her before the sliding glass doors had swished shut and her stomach twisted in protest. Her legs buckling with each step, Jen felt small and helpless and terrified as she moved to the information desk. The reassuring squeeze around her shoulders reminded her Jake was there, holding her up so she wouldn't fall. Somewhere along the way, she had slipped her hand in his, and was now gripping it as though her life depended on the contact.

The receptionist at the desk raised her gaze from a mountain of paperwork to acknowledge their presence. Jen glanced cautiously around the half-full waiting room. Still shaking, she had to unclench her teeth to speak to the nurse. 

"My son. . . I'm looking for my son. I'm Jenna C-Cahill. . ."

"Cahill with a 'C'?"

"I mean—Stone. Jenna Stone," she corrected, distracted. "He was brought in by ambulance. Alexander St-Stone." The shivering began in earnest as she waited for news of her baby. Somewhere, buried in that stack of paper on her desk, was her son. Her flesh and blood, her very life was lost in that pile.

"He's six years old. He fell and . . . hit his h-head." Rambling now, her words weren't making any sense. God, what was taking so long? How could that woman sit there? So . . . so unruffled? When every second she was forced to wait was pure, agonizing hell?

"Approximately how long ago was he brought in ma'am?"  

Time had ceased to exist since she had received that call. It could have been hours or only moments. Her shivering increased as she was forced to think. "I-I don't know. Maybe an hour?"

Jake's deep voice interceded. "She got the call twenty-five minutes ago. Could you please see what you can find out for us?"

"I'm doing my best, sir." She picked up a phone. "This could take a few minutes. Why don't you have a seat?

Sit? Unwilling to budge, Jen waited while she dialed, waited as the person on the other end wasn't available. Waited while he was paged. And still no answers.  

"Where is he? He might be-" Her mind refused to acknowledge any of the terrifying possibilities. Jerking her hand free of Jake's, she headed for the emergency room corridors. "Alex!" she called. "I've got to find him."  

"Hey! She can't go in there."

She was halfway through the swinging doors before Jake caught her, gently guiding her back to the waiting room. "I can't-  He's here . . ." She struggled for a minute, before giving up when she found herself tucked firmly against him, his voice whispering assurances her brain could no longer process. Clinging to the lapels of his jacket, Jen knew she would not be able to stand on her own.  

Strangely, she was comforted by the constant pressure of his arms around her. Jake wouldn't let her fall. As she blinked back tears, she felt his chin grazing the top of her head and experienced an overwhelming desire to burrow against him. He would protect her from the curious stares of the strangers in the waiting area, would help her endure the unbearable hours ahead.

Trapped in the nightmare every parent feared, what had happened an hour earlier . . . an event she hadn't even been aware of, might change . . . everything. A head injury. What if- The icy fear—the not knowing—was worse than anything she'd ever experienced. The awful years with Rick, her parents' disowning her- All paled in comparison to not knowing about Alex. 

Jake's voice penetrated the surreal fog surrounding her. Clawing her way back to the surface, her eyes were too blurred with tears to see him. "W-what did you say?"

"Jen- honey, they've found Alex." Jake waited for her eyes to spark with recognition, waited for her to return from the private hell she'd retreated to, before she finally acknowledged his words. "They're taking us to him now."

He maintained a quiet barrage of encouraging words while they moved through the busy corridors that would lead them to Pediatrics. Her death grip on his hand tightened as they traveled the maze of hallways, each pungent with the smell of antiseptic. He knew Jen was still petrified, despite promising information from the nurse. Until she verified with her own eyes that Alex was okay, her terror wouldn't ease. The little guy had been knocked unconscious, but had awakened by the time the ambulance reached school. The ER doctors had decided to run a battery of tests and admit him overnight for observation.

"Here we are. Room 417." Peering through the rectangular window in the door, he was unable to see Alex. "It looks like the doctor's already in there . . . and a nurse too. Why don't you go in? I'll wait out here for you."

"Would you—come with me?"

Already settling back against the cool, tiled wall, Jake glanced up, startled by her request. The calm, unflappable humor he relied on had abandoned her. Despite promising news about Alex, she suddenly looked—fragile. As though the tough, strong woman she projected was only a veneer. When it came to her kids- His heart clenched with a surge of compassion for her. Pushing off the wall, he took her hand and opened the door.  

***
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"SO . . . HE'LL BE ALL right?" Jenna couldn't fight the surge of gratitude that left her limp with relief. He seemed fine, her old, familiar Alex. He'd recognized her the moment he awoke. He'd remembered Jake, grinning at him. He'd proceeded to answer every question the neurologist posed, amused the doctor with a few of his own, then passed the reaction tests and even asked to see Megan before slumping back against the pillows with a giant yawn.  

Still holding his sturdy, little hand, Jen laid her head alongside her son's. Unwilling to take her gaze from Alex, she didn't look up while she continued to question the doctor. "Why is he sleeping now?"  

"The trauma has exhausted him. It's a good, steady sleep, but that's one of the things we'll monitor tonight. We'll wake him periodically and see if he reacts properly. If everything goes as anticipated," the doctor explained, "Alex can go home tomorrow."

"I want to stay with him." She shivered at the thought of her baby here. All alone. 

"That won't be necessary, Mrs. Stone. Alex will be well-cared for. And we'll be waking him nearly every hour. You need your rest as much as he'll need his to recover."

Shaking her head to clear it, she sat up, glancing for the first time at her surroundings. The room, though clinical, had been warmed up considerably with the cheery wallpaper and brightly painted ceiling. The framed prints on the wall had been drawn by children. "What if he wakes up during the night? He'll be—alone. He'll be afraid."

"One of you can stay with Alex tonight." The doctor glanced at the chart. 

"My daughter—can she stay, too?"  

The doctor shook his head resolutely. "Absolutely not. It's against hospital policy." Tucking his hands into the pockets of a blue lab coat, he turned to acknowledge Jake. "Too chaotic for the staff to have the whole family in here."

"But-"

He swiveled back to her. "I'll instruct the nursing station that one of you might be staying. If you have any questions, they'll know how to reach me." With a curt nod, he pulled the door open and stepped into the hallway.

Jake finally spoke, rising from his chair in the corner. She flashed him an apologetic glance. She'd all but forgotten he was there.

"What about Rick? In all the excitement, I don't think you ever called him."

Had Jenna been operating on all cylinders, she would've been prepared for the ordinary question from her scrutinizing boss. Instead, emotionally drained from the scare with Alex, she was confused and consequently . . . she went blank.  

"I-I . . . he's-" Now was the time to confess the truth. She'd wanted to tell him for months. That she was alone. That Rick had dumped her for someone else long before he died. Over the last few months, Jake had become her friend. He wasn't like the men she'd worked with before. She trusted him.  

"We're um . . . actually, we're separated. I don't . . . know how to reach him," she stammered. "I—I have to leave a message on his cell." Liar. Ducking her head, she straightened the sheets around Alex's waist. Okay—half liar. They were separated. And—she'd never been able to reach him when he'd been alive.  

"Jen—he's his father." Jake glanced down at her sleeping son. "I'd want to know. I'd want to be here."

She forced herself to meet his gaze. "He's not . . . like you."

"How long has it been?" 

"A year." Her gaze drifted from the dawning understanding in his eyes. At least that part was true. Rick hadn't seen their kids in a year. For nine months of that time—he'd been alive.

Why? Why couldn't she just tell him all of it? Three months earlier, she'd had valid reasons for her lies. But now-   

"There's no one else close by? No family?"

She tried to refocus. "My brothers are scattered around the country." It's too soon. Maybe in a few months—when things settled down. When she was feeling less vulnerable. Holding her breath, she waited for him to respond.

"That must be tough."

Her body relaxed a notch when Jake appeared to accept her explanation. At the same time, his question managed to hit home. Her nearest brother lived six hours away. She was alone. "It's just the three of us."

There was a long pause before he spoke again. "You know . . . I could stay with him."  

As her heart somersaulted with relief—knowing her son wouldn't be alone, her brain knew she couldn't accept his offer. Alex and Jake had become friends over the last few months. A persistent little boy and a man who owned trucks. Lots of trucks. Jake had accepted his fawning interest with good humor. 

But . . . he was her boss. There was a distinct professional line Jen never would have anticipated crossing. Until now. "Thank you but—I can't possibly inconvenience you like that." Crossing that line would jeopardize everything she'd worked so hard to protect. "You've done too much already." Releasing her son's hand, she stood, stretching cramped muscles.

"You're all alone. You need some help." To her surprise, Jake shrugged off her worry. "It's the logical thing." Holding her coat for her, she slid into it, feeling a measure of safety as she was enveloped by the wool.   

"But . . . it would be a very long night for you."

"If it makes you feel any better, I've watched my sister's kids a hundred times," Jake countered, shrugging into his jacket. "I think I'm capable of watching Alex sleep in a hospital bed for a night. We'll be within twenty feet of an army of highly-trained medical professionals."  

Her lips twitched at the injured tone of his voice. It was hard to imagine her perfectionist boss with hurt feelings.

"Besides . . . who else have you got?"

"I wasn't implying you couldn't handle it. I just can't imagine you'd be interested," Jen felt compelled to explain. "It's a huge imposition."  

"If I minded, I wouldn't have offered." Pausing, Jake stared at the wall for several seconds, as though mentally planning the evening ahead. "I'll drop you back at work so you can get your car and pick up Meg. Then I'll grab a change of clothes and come back here."

Retrieving her purse from the cart near the bed, she hesitated. "What about your wife? She'll certainly mind your staying out all night." Immediately regretting her statement, she acknowledged his sudden stillness. Risking a glance, she confirmed the laser-beam scrutiny she tried so hard to avoid was now directed at her.  

"What are you talking about?"

"If I were your wife-" Exhausted beyond measure by the stress of the day, Jenna knew she'd wandered into dangerous territory. She wasn't competent to hold this conversation. Her insides liquefied under the intensity of his stare.

"Don't leave me in suspense," he teased. "If you were my wife . . ."

Her face heating, she released a shaky breath. "I would probably be . . . a little suspicious."

"A little?" A dimple winked in his cheek as he fought his smile. 

"Okay—a lot." 

"Note to self: Jenna is very distrustful." His expression amused, he zipped his jacket. "Why would you think I was married?"

Finding herself cornered in a conversation that had turned awkward, her mind raced. "The day of my interview," she remembered with relief, thankful to divert his unrelenting scrutiny. "Mrs. Reilly interrupted us. She said Mrs. Traynor was on the phone."  

Comprehension dawned in his eyes as he recalled the incident. "That Mrs. Traynor is my mother, Mona."  

Ignoring the giddy rush of pleasure his announcement caused, Jen avoided his gaze. Her reaction was wildly unprofessional . . . and absolutely futile. She couldn't afford to think about Jake that way. Like the stunningly perfect male specimen he was.   

"I don't have to call anyone to ask permission," he continued, oblivious of her dangerously inappropriate thoughts. "It's one of the many perks of singledom. Now, are we clear on tonight?"

Rounding the bed, she paused to ruffle Alex's curls one last time, before stooping to kiss his forehead. "I feel guilty about this- but if you're sure."

As hard as she fought them, her eyes filled with tears again. This time, from relief. Blinking them back, she smiled at Jake. "I don't know what I would've done without you," she admitted, accepting the tissue he offered for the millionth time that day.

"Bad things happen . . . and you handle them as best you can." Jake pushed the door open, allowing her to pass.

Shaking her head in dismay, the realization hit her. "I was—a basket case. I completely melted down in the waiting room. I embarrassed you-"

Reaching out, he captured her fluttering hand as Jen relived her earlier behavior. "Stop beating yourself up," he insisted. "You acted like a mom, terrified as hell about her son. That's not something to be ashamed of." Raising her fingers, he brushed his lips against them. "Forget it."

***
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FORGETTING WAS EASIER said than done, Jenna acknowledged. Wrapped in her grandmother's quilt, sleep eluded her, dancing just beyond reach of her exhausted, racing mind.  "2:17 A.M." She groaned after checking her alarm clock for the tenth time. On a normal day, her handsome, demanding, larger-than-life boss was hard to ignore. After hours of tossing and turning, she'd concluded that as a compassionate, thoughtful member of the human race, Jackson Traynor was impossible to forget.  

Thoughts of Jake stubbornly refused to leave as her mind replayed the day's events. He'd been wonderful. Solid. Dependable. When she'd iced over with fear, he'd taken charge. Jen was astonished to admit it felt good. Being held in strong, steady arms- His capable hands stroking her back while she hyperventilated into his shirt. Her fingers tingled where his mouth had lingered. He'd looked after her, making a terrifying situation better. Each compassionate gesture—so foreign, yet so wonderful.   

How long had it been, she wondered, since she'd allowed herself to feel safe with a man who wasn't a brother? Since she'd trusted anyone? "It was Rick," she muttered. "And look where that left me."  

It still amazed Jen how her husband had slipped under her family's radar. With three older brothers, she'd rarely been allowed to rely on her own discretion. Either a potential suitor passed the Billy, Dan and David Stone test or she didn't leave the house.  

Until college. Finally, she'd made decisions without three bodyguards second-guessing her. And who had she chosen? Rick had been nothing like the men her brothers would have chosen—safe, boring guys who were too afraid of the Stone brothers to risk trying anything. Rick Cahill had been—dangerous. And she'd wanted him badly. In her haste to prove she was capable of making her own decisions, she'd harbored the illusion Rick could be tamed. The sullen, moody, bad boy with terrible grades and increasingly suspect friends would somehow morph into a soon-to-be-husband—reliable, thoughtful, teasing and loving—like her brothers. 

By the time she'd dragged him home to meet her family, it had been too late for their opinion of her wild, unconventional boyfriend to matter much. Shortly after that last visit home, she'd dropped out of school. Furious, her parents had cut off contact. Two years later—they were gone—killed by a drunk driver during a vacation Jen hadn't even known they were taking.  

Tears sparking in her eyes, she thumped the pillow, relinquishing the illusion of  sleep. Her parents had never learned how much she'd regretted her careless decision. They'd never known they were about to become grandparents. Burrowing under the quilt, she tried to distance herself from the memory. But the hollow regret had become a part of her . . . like a chain dragging behind her. Even now, Jen would catch a flash of her mom's expression in Megan's laughing smile. And be lanced with guilt.  

Forcing herself to think of something more pleasant, Jen concentrated on the reassuring sounds of her silent house. The furnace clicked on, followed by the comforting warmth of heated air, the little creaks soothing in their familiarity. Megan slept soundly in her room down the hall. The only thing to spoil the cozy well-being was missing Alex.  

"He's safe. That's all that matters." She'd checked on him around eleven, Jake's gruff voice catching her by surprise. With a flash of guilt, she realized he'd probably been half asleep when he told her Alex had finally fallen sleep.  

She smiled in the dark. Earlier in the evening, an orderly had delivered a cot for Jake. She tried to imagine her boss's large frame folded up on the little bed and failed. Laughter bubbled up when she pictured him wrestling with the flimsy mattress. Alex had been alert then, even enthusiastic about the prospect of spending the night with him. He'd called it camping. Camping out with Jake. Hearing him brag about their plans for the evening, she'd recognized the exuberant little boy she loved. Al was definitely on the road to recovery. 

"Poor Jake," she whispered. He'd have his hands full.

Rolling to her side, she tugged her hair free from the blankets. It was pinned up so often, she hadn't realized how long it was getting. Rick had loved her long, unruly hair. When her husband's friends commented on her appearance, he'd laughed right along with them. Jen had tried not to let his attitude bother her. So—he wasn't as protective as she'd always imagined a husband should be. 

With no one to confide in, Jen had learned to take it—hiding her humiliation behind a smile. Becoming pregnant with Megan only increased his criticism Rick's main concern had centered around her weight—and when she'd 'be hot again'.   

He'd given the phrase 'single-parenting' new meaning. After Megan was born, it was Jen walking the floors with a sick baby at night and going to work the next morning. On the rare occasions Rick was home, he pretended not to hear Megan's plaintive cries.

By the time she became pregnant again, Jen harbored no illusions. Her discovery that Rick was cheating had been the catalyst to concede defeat on her disastrous marriage. Without him, life could only get better. 

"Yeah, right," she muttered, grimacing at the memory. Giving up on sleep, Jenna crept downstairs. By the glow of the kitchen nightlight, she drifted to the sink. She hadn't known life was about to get drastically worse.

When the managing partner of Whitney Group had buzzed her desk a few months later, Jen assumed she'd scored the promotion she'd applied for. Six years of paying dues and biting her tongue in the tough, male-dominated construction company. Expectantly, she'd walked into his office.

"Jenny. . . I've received serious allegations about your conduct."

No commendation of her long hours and stellar work, only her alleged sexual performance with Steve Baldwin. In lieu of a promotion, an ugly accusation from the manager who'd been hitting on her since Rick left. A meager severance check instead of a raise.  

Scrubbing the goose bumps on her arms, Jen suppressed a shiver. For shattering her reputation, Steve Baldwin won another promotion. Suddenly exhausted, Jen trudged upstairs and climbed into bed, not daring to look at the clock again. Closing her eyes didn't stop the memory from haunting her.  

The night she was fired, Jen had mechanically emptied her desk. Within days, anger seeped through the cracks of her frozen facade. Her fighting spirit returned during the sleepless nights that followed. The allegations were false and defamatory. Whitney Group would pay for slandering her character. That evening, her voice was hopeful when she answered the phone.  

"Mrs. Cahill? Baltimore PD. There's been an accident involving your husband. You'd better come downtown."  
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Chapter 6
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The insistent buzz of Jen's alarm was a rude awakening, a mere three hours after finally falling asleep. Slamming her hand on the snooze button, she bolted up a minute later. 

Alex. 

She couldn't afford to fall back asleep. The room tilted when she sat up, a headache already forming behind her drooping eyes. Staggering to the bathroom, she groped for aspirin before jumping in the shower.  

An hour later she was humming after dropping Megan at school. It was amazing what strong coffee and the joyous thought of her son being released had done for her mood. As she found a parking space in the hospital lot, she wondered how Jake's night had gone. He'd made it clear she was to take the day off and get Alex settled at home. With the weekend to recover, she was certain he'd be ready for school Monday.  

Her step was light as she breezed through now-familiar corridors. Her fingers were on the door handle when it was wrenched from her grip by the person standing on the other side. "Jake—what are you still doing here?"

He looked as though he wanted to snarl at her. Her gaze ran down the length of him—from the faded sweats to his scruffy morning shadow and the tousled hair on his head. She bit her lip to keep from smiling. Jake appeared as surly as she'd felt an hour earlier. Yet, he still managed to look sexy at the same time. Jen's pulse quickened in a way that had lain dormant for years. His shoulders looked broad and comforting in an old t shirt. "Did you get any sleep?"

Running a hand through his hair, he frowned. "Maybe twenty minutes, although after spending the night on that lumpy, toddler-sized mattress, I think even that's a stretch." Wearily rubbing his chin, he grimaced at the stubble he felt there. "If you'll excuse me, I seriously need a shower." Trudging past her into the hallway, he carried a small duffel. "Alex is still sleeping."  

Her hand was still on the door when he turned back. "You failed to mention your son is a real night-owl."

She raised an eyebrow over his curious remark. "It must have been the company, because he's usually out cold by eight." 

Jake's grumpy expression shifted. "Yeah. Somewhere in the night we bonded. We're best buds now," he admitted, his grin sheepish when he turned again, heading for the bathroom down the hall.

She awakened her sleepy son, dressing him before he was aware what she was doing. Judging by the churlish complaints, she determined Alex was recovering rapidly. The nurse arrived to take his vitals and soon after, his breakfast appeared. Being waited on was an entirely new experience.  

"Wow! Mom, is all that for me?" 

"Go ahead. Dig in." She was quietly amazed when he began wolfing down food. Stuff he would never touch at home.  

"Cool. Can you help me open this milk carton? And that stuff in the bowl. What's that?"

She took a tentative sniff before answering. "Looks like oatmeal. You probably won't like it."

"Yeah I will," he was quick to protest. "I just need to dump all this stuff on it and mix it up."

"Honey. . . don't waste the food." She began the standard lecture while gathering his remaining articles of clothing. Risking a peek over her shoulder, she couldn't help smiling when he proceeded to open every sugar, every creamer and every foil-wrapped jelly packet, dumping them into the oatmeal, one by one.

"Someone might have eaten that. What if Jake is starving for a bowl of oatmeal. . . and you just ruined it."  

"Not a chance of that happening. Right, Sport?"

Alex turned to acknowledge Jake as he entered the room. "Yeah, right. Mom, you know what? Me an' Jake stayed up all night. And you know what else?  He told me all the stuff he doesn't like to eat."

Jen had to fight her double-take when her gorgeous, clean-shaven boss pulled up a chair near the bed. His hair still damp from the shower, he filled the room with a heady scent of soap and his fresh, outdoorsy aftershave. Inhaling the clean fragrance, she bit back the sigh of pleasure that wanted to escape. This close-up, her boss was devastatingly male. Her stomach knotted with a sudden wave of longing that left her stunned by its intensity. All she could picture were those strong, capable arms wrapped around her. 

Good Lord, what was wrong with her? Awareness tripped through her as Jen remembered the feel of his steady hands. Struggling to hang on to the thread of conversation, she managed to choke out a response. "What else is on that list besides oatmeal?"

Thankfully, her son needed little encouragement. Her pulse still racing, she shot Jake a carefully schooled look of amusement when Alex wrinkled his nose in an obvious attempt to add color to his story.  

"Oh. . . lots of stuff. Mostly the same things as me. You know. . . vegetables and fruit. . ."

"And oatmeal," she reminded.

"Hey, wait a minute. I like some vegetables, and lots of fruits," Jake protested.

"Mom! Mom—you know what else? We watched Conan."

"Isn't that pretty late for you?"

"Nah. I wasn't sleepy. Jake and me. . . we stayed up practically all night. And you know what? Mom? Mom!"

"I'm listening, Al."

"There was this girl on there . . . and Jake said she was a hot babe."

"Really?" Jen couldn't keep the smile from her lips when she turned to study her boss. Now that it was too late, he was probably realizing she would be privy to every detail of their nocturnal conversations. 

She wasn't disappointed when she confirmed his embarrassed smile. Jake looked as though he'd been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. It wouldn't hurt to learn a few more intimate details she could file away for a later date. Jen kept her gaze on him as she spoke to her son again. "Finish your breakfast, Al. You can tell me all about your night with Jake once we get home."

To her chagrin, her boss seemed to recover quickly, just when she was enjoying seeing him on the defensive.

"Hey Sport, remember our oath," he reminded. "Most of our talk was guy stuff. So, it's confidential," he lied, barely managing to keep a straight face.

"Yeah, mom. It's class. . ."  Alex turned to him, his expression confused. "What is it again?"

"Classified," Jake supplied the word with a smile.

"Yeah, mom. Classified. Like the army guys. So, I can't tell you about the hot babe." 

"Uh-huh." She'd see about that.

***
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IT WASN'T UNTIL MUCH later in the day it occurred to Jen the information highway worked both ways. She began to wonder what family trivia Alex had spilled to her inquisitive boss. Alas, the sleep deficit her son had incurred during his hospital adventure finally caught up with him. He was safely tucked in bed for a long nap before they would pick up Megan at school. Her subtle questioning would have to wait. And subtle it would have to be. Alex's new favorite word was 'classified' and it seemed to apply to every blasted question she asked. 

Left with a few hours to kill, she pondered her strategy to get Alex to talk while she carefully climbed the ladder. She'd been meaning to clean the gutters for weeks, but hadn't felt safe leaving the kids to their own devices while she was outside, fifteen feet up on a ladder.

"Good Lord, it's a wonder they haven't collapsed." Eying the sagging gutters with dismay, she steadied herself, before yanking rubber gloves from her back pocket. Her nose wrinkled at the scent of decaying leaves when she scooped her hands into the muck. "Yuck. Nice and soggy, too."  

Wrestling the ladder around to the front, Jen was making good progress. She took pride in maintaining the little house herself, not that she had money to pay a professional anyway. The landlord had traded on rent when she'd agreed to a few maintenance chores on his house. But he'd certainly gotten the better deal when it came to the gutters.   

She'd added a hammer to her belt and nails to her pockets for the next trip up the ladder. The gutters out front had to be reinforced now or they'd never make it through the winter. "A few nails and you'll be just fine."

Humming while she worked, Jen scooped muck and hammered nails as a pleasant  breeze wafted through the trees. Her strength starting to fade, it soon became a burden to re-position the ladder every five minutes. Each time she moved it, the ladder felt heavier. Her arms, pleasantly sore before, now felt like cement. Consequently, she began stretching a little farther. First a few inches, then a foot, until she was latching a leg around the rung before she leaned out.  

"Almost done." A few more trips up the ladder and the task would be complete.

***
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"WHAT ARE YOU DOING here?" Lost in thought, Jake debated lame excuses for driving down Jen's street in the middle of a Friday afternoon. He was dropping by—uninvited. "What can you possibly hope to accomplish?" Sleep-deprived after his hospital adventure with Alex, he'd caught himself chuckling over the funny things the little guy said instead of focusing on the contracts on his desk. 

Without Jen there, Specialty had felt distinctly quiet. Empty. He'd become used to her presence. Her quiet confidence. He liked the challenge of making her smile because when she finally did—it did strange things to his stomach.    

"It's one of these," he muttered, scanning the well-manicured homes, searching for the yellow one before his mouth dropped open. "That can't be her."

His demented, flame-haired assistant was standing near the top rung of a lopsided ladder. She also appeared to be testing fate, stretching her center of gravity as far from the rickety ladder as possible. Jake nearly hit her mailbox when he swerved his truck to the curb. Throwing it into park, he jumped from the truck and started running.

"Jen- what the hell are you doing?" Forgetting for a moment that she was twelve feet up on a ladder, she startled at his shouted question.

"Huh?" 

She might have been fine if he hadn't barked at her. But her twist to see who was shouting made her stretch too far. His brain snapped the images as the ladder tilted; her weight shifting as she lurched sideways, her hands flailing for the gutters when he heard the ladder crash to the ground.  

Jerking his head up, he discovered Jen hanging by her fingers from the worn-out gutters. Fear torqued through him. "Don't move. I'll get the ladder back up. Hang on." Scrambling into the shrubs, he dove to retrieve it.

"Have you lost your mind?"

He was wondering that himself. "Are you trying to get hurt?"

"You shouldn't scare people on ladders." 

Her squeak of pain doused him with guilt. Damn, it looked a lot higher from the ground. Especially when Jen was dangling by her fingers. "What's that noise?"

"God, Jake—hurry." She'd heard it, too. The creaking, tearing sound of a length of gutter giving way under her weight. "Jake—it's-"

He knew before her scream sliced through the air. Forgetting the ladder, he lunged through the shrubs to catch her as she hurtled toward him. He managed to grab her, but the impact of her fall knocked them both to the ground. Blocking her body with his, he heard the gutter crash down.  

Dazed for a moment, Jake cautiously opened his eyes and felt wetness on his face. He reached up to touch his chin and his fingers came away brown. At least it wasn't blood, he thought with relief. "Jen? Are you all right?"

"Not with you on top of me."

He rolled away, wincing when his hands came into contact with more of the brown, squishy sludge. "Does anything hurt? I think I broke your fall."

"My pride mostly. Has anyone ever suggested you not shout at people on ladders?" Jenna sat up cautiously, then lifted a hand to wipe the muck from her face. "Ouch."

"Where are you hurt?" Concern flaring, he quickly sat up.  

"Just my arms, from hanging up there. What took you so long?" 

"I was trying to find the ladder." For some reason, Jen couldn't contain her laughter. She was covered from head to toe with slimy, decaying leaves. He stared at her, confused. Why wasn't she afraid of the near miss she'd just experienced? "What the hell were you thinking? You shouldn't be that high on a ladder without someone helping you." His exasperated sigh cut through her amusement while she fought to catch her breath. "Damn it, Jen—what's so funny?"

Taking a steadying breath, she tried to control her fit of giggles. "You," she admitted as she wiped her eyes. "You're sitting in a puddle, covered in smelly, wet leaves and you're still lecturing me."

He eyed his clothes with dismay. Jake suddenly felt cold in the wet, stained khakis. Giving her the once-over, he finally cracked a smile. He was so used to seeing Jen all buttoned up at work, that even with a straggly, wet ponytail and muddy sweatpants she looked great. "You don't look much better," he pointed out.

Rising to her feet, Jen surveyed the damage before trudging into the shrubs to retrieve the ladder. "Damn, I was almost finished." She glanced over her shoulder, still tugging on the tangled branches to release her ladder. "What are you doing here, anyway?"  

Before he had time to summon a believable response, she raised another concern. "How much do you think it will cost to replace the gutter?"

"Go inside and clean up. I'll put your ladder away." Ignoring both questions, he reached into the shrubs, hauling the ladder from the brush. "Does this belong in the shed?"

Pausing on the top step, she nodded and opened the door. "Come inside after. You'll need to wash up. If Alex wasn't awake before all this commotion, he will be soon."

***
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WHAT was he doing here? Jake searched for the answer to that question while he hung the ladder on the row of pegs in the shed. And why were his hands still shaking from finding his assistant swinging from the gutter? It was funny, he admitted, now that she was safe. Why then, was he so angry?  

Taking his time in the shed, he mulled the issue. At least he knew the answer to that one. "Where's her damn husband?" Why the hell was she climbing ladders while her son was in the house sleeping off a head injury? And where was Rick when he should have been at the hospital?  

Jake made it a rule never to delve into the personal lives of his employees. While he cared about his employees, he didn't necessarily want to know their problems. Several awkward  experiences had taught him that getting involved in personal issues was futile. Rarely, could he solve the problem confronting them—and too often, the employee was unwilling to take action to fix it. He didn't want to find himself in the position of judging someone based on knowledge that had nothing to do with job performance.  

"Jen isn't your business." She was a smart, beautiful woman. She loved her kids to death. Why was she always alone? Why did she put up with an absentee husband? "Why is she on the roof cleaning her damn gutters?"

He wasn't blind. Alex had latched onto him at the hospital like an eager puppy, his obvious pleasure at male company speaking volumes about what the little guy wasn't getting from his dad. He was honest enough to admit he'd pumped Alex for information. What he didn't want to analyze was why. Jenna was his assistant. His married assistant. There could never be anything more.  

Alex had been vague when asked about his father. The answers he'd received only deepening his suspicions. They'd been playing with his cars on the hospital bed . . . Jake driving them up the handrails while Alex supplied the engine noise and crash sounds. He smiled over the memory. Until he remembered what Al had said out of the blue.

"Does your daddy yell at you a lot?"

Aware of the caution flag on the track, Jake proceeded carefully. "No, my dad is a very nice man. He yelled sometimes . . . if my brother and I did something wrong."

Alex raised serious eyes to his. "Like if you broke somethin'?"

He nodded. "One time we threw a football in the living room and smashed my mother's vase."

His nose wrinkled up. "Who cares about that?"

Jake laughed. "It was full of water and flowers."

"So, you made a big mess?"

"Yeah, Sport. We had to clean it all up. And we could never play football inside again. My dad made us apologize to our mom." Jake smiled at the memory. "And then it was okay."

"My daddy said Mommy's stupid. He called her bad words." Alex drove a car over the covers, crashing it between his knees. "Then she cried." He paused to make a screeching crash sound as a shiny police cruiser chased a dump truck down the length of the bed. "I think Mommy's smart. She takes good care of us . . ."

His gut hollowed out, the truth struck Jake like a blindside punch. The bastard. Yet, the little guy's words didn't surprise him. He knew. He'd suspected something was off . . .  Something that just didn't add up. Jen was so damned cautious. So closed off from everyone. Yet, one of the most capable women he'd ever met. "Your mom . . . is one of the smartest ladies I know." Despite knowing he was entering dangerous territory, Jake didn't care. "You should always be respectful of ladies, Sport."

"You mean be nice to them?"

"Yeah—good guys are polite. They don't say bad words to girls." He smiled over Alex's rapt attention. "And you should never say mean things to them."

"Even Megan?" His eyes had been aghast.

Despite his uneasiness, he'd laughed. "Especially your sister."  

Later, when he'd asked whether Al missed his dad since he was gone all the time, the little boy's answer had saddened him.

"I used to miss him a lot. But . . . it's been a long time since I seen him."

He'd turned to Jake, with those serious, blue eyes that were so like Jen's, his voice matter of fact. "Sometimes I forget—like what he looks like. I mean, I got's a picture of him. But, sometimes I get mad. And then I don't look at it for awhile."  

Alex' gaze was troubled as he turned away, almost as though he were ashamed. "Meggie 'members him more. I sorta feel bad . . . cuz I don't think about him. And I worry that Mommy will be mad at me. What would you do, Jake?"  

What would you do, Jake?  Hell if he knew. He'd been twenty-two when his parents' divorce was final. He'd felt betrayed. He couldn't imagine what that felt like at age six. Why would Jen stick it out with a guy like Rick when she deserved better? Someone who would appreciate her. Someone who would realize he'd hit the jackpot finding her and the kids.

A stiff breeze blew the shed door open. It thumped against the wall, dispelling Jake's increasingly uncomfortable thoughts. Shivering in his wet clothes, he was grateful for the interruption. Leaving the shed, he secured the door before turning toward the house.

"I need to leave." Turning up the collar on his cold, wet jacket, he waved to Jen through the kitchen window, signaling his departure. For the first time, Jake experienced a moment of uncertainty. Walking into that cozy house, into the enveloping warmth he knew resided there, would be a colossal mistake. There wasn't any room in their relationship for gray areas. He had no business wondering about Jen—questioning her choices. Her private life had to remain separate. Quickening his pace to his truck, he jerked open the door. Wincing when his wet clothes hit the seat, he resolutely kept his gaze away from the glowing invitation of her house. When he pulled away from the curb, he made sure not to look back.  

***
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ALEX HAD COMPLETELY recovered by the end of the weekend. Jen was grateful to slide behind her desk Monday morning. It would be good to refocus on work. She'd spent too much time over the weekend wondering about her enigmatic boss and how much he'd done for her. It had only half-surprised her when a work crew appeared Saturday morning to replace the gutters on the front of the house. Refusing any form of payment, she'd been forced to be content feeding them lunch.  

Acts of kindness, she'd learned, were typical of Jake. Over pizza and brownies with the field crew he'd sent, she learned her boss helped employees all the time. It was done quickly and quietly, with no outward acknowledgment from him.

Jen watched for him all morning, but when he finally appeared around eleven, he slipped into his office and closed the door. Glancing at the closed door, she chewed her lip in frustration.  Her 'thank you' would have to wait.  

An hour later, her growling stomach forced her to ponder lunch. She was reaching for her purse when a quiet voice caused her to glance up.

"Excuse me . . . are you Jenna? Mary said you were down this way."

"I am. How can I help you, ma'am?"

The older woman considered the question for a long moment before answering. "I was looking for my son, Jackson. I was in the neighborhood and thought he might want to have lunch. Is he in?"

"You're Mrs. Traynor?" Forgetting her purse, Jen stood to greet her. "I'm honored to meet you. I've met Mr. Traynor and he is quite charming."  

"Please call me Mona."  

Despite the warm smile Mrs. Traynor offered, Jen read the faint anxiety in the older woman's eyes and wondered at the source. She recognized many of Jake's features in the time-worn face, a face that was still quite stunning in middle age. Jake would still be sexy when he was sixty, she concluded. Not that she'd had much doubt about it. 

Shaking off her wildly inappropriate thoughts, she returned to reality. "I was about to step out for lunch myself. Jake's been locked up in his office since he arrived." As she spoke, Jen drifted into the hallway. "I'll let him know you're here."  

Tapping lightly on the door, she waited a moment before entering and shut the door behind her. Jake was on the phone, but motioned her to have a seat. It didn't take long for him to finish.

"What's up?"

"A couple things." His impatient tone suggested she be quick about it. Mentally shrugging her shoulders, she plunged ahead. "First, I haven't had the opportunity to thank you for your help last week with Alex. I can't tell you how much-"

"Jen, I already told you, it wasn't any trouble." Absently running his fingers through his hair, he discovered a pencil tucked behind his ear. Frowning, he tossed it on his drafting table. "What's next?"

"Okay—second is to thank you for the gutters. It certainly wasn't your fault they collapsed, but I had to let you know how thoughtful it was."  

If Jen thought he was impatient when she first came through the door, she now had confirmation she was seriously pushing her luck. His intimidating stare lasered in on her. The longer she spoke, the more distant Jake appeared to grow. Her cheeks warming, she knew she was looking flustered. "Okay. No more 'thank you's'." 

"Good." He picked up the receiver, intent on making a call. "Is that it?"

"I. . . no! Your mom is here and would like to take you to lunch." Grateful to rise from her seat, she was eager to create some distance as she headed for the door. "Shall I send her in?"

"No. Tell her I'm unavailable and I'll catch up with her tonight."

Her gasp of surprise must have been audible, because Jake's gaze left the phone to lock with hers. "Is that a problem?"

"Uh. . . no. Of course not.  I-I'll tell her for you." Not once since she'd been at Specialty had he dismissed someone as quickly as he had just now. If she hadn't known better, she would have guessed he was angry. Making a beeline for the door, she was relieved to escape his surly mood. Without looking back, she spoke over her shoulder. "I'm going to lunch. I'll be back in an hour."

She hesitated a moment, waiting for an acknowledgment that never came. All praise of his generous, thoughtful side were shelved. Jake's best qualities were obviously going to remain well hidden from the world today. Grateful for some distance, she returned to her office. What in the world would she tell his mother? Excuse me ma'am, but your son is being a real bastard today. The truth likely wouldn't go over well.  

"Mrs. Traynor? I'm sorry to keep you waiting. Jake's on a long distance call," she lied. "He said he'll be tied up for some time. He didn't want to make you wait."

"I see."

"But—he said he'll call you tonight." Jen felt compelled to tack on the wishful directive to the disappointed woman. Hurt visible in her eyes, she knew Mona Traynor was devastated.

"Next time I'll make an appointment." She hesitated. "It's my fault. I know he's busy." Rising from the chair, she retrieved her overcoat. "It was nice to meet you, dear."

"It was nice meeting you too, Mona." She watched helplessly as the regal woman gathered up her purse and moved toward the door. Stepping into the hallway, Mona turned to glance back at her.

"Thanks for trying, dear. Jackson is a wonderful man, but sometimes he can be a real jackass." She chuckled when Jen's mouth dropped open. "I'm sorry. That wasn't very ladylike, was it?"

"You. . .you read my mind," she confessed with a smile. "Was it that obvious?"

"You seemed a bit flustered when you came out. I've seen that look before. . . I've felt that look before," Mona corrected as she put on her gloves.

"Mrs. Traynor? Would you care to have lunch with me?" Amazed by her own boldness, the words blurted from her mouth. But the surprised look of pleasure on Mona's face confirmed it was the right thing to do.

"Why, I'd love to have your company."

"It's a date then. Give me a minute to get my coat and I'll see you in the lobby."

***
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LUNCH WITH MONA TRAYNOR was a small sacrifice to help the older woman feel better. What Jen hadn't counted on was enjoying it immensely. Though she was dignified and polite on the surface, there was no pretense. Mona was warm and funny and surprisingly down-to-earth. Jen lost track of time listening to stories about her years with Linc and the boys. What shone through each memory was a sharp sense of humor and an unwavering devotion to her family.  

"Do you enjoy working with my sons?" Mona set her spoon in the saucer after stirring her second cup of Earl Grey. "I think I should inform you that Jefferson's in love with you."

Jen nearly choked on her tea. Swallowing hard, she began coughing. "What?"

"Shall I thump you on the back, dear?"

"N-no. I'm fine."

"Jeff stops by at least once a week and fills my head with visions of Jenna Stone."

Poor Jeff. He was so sweet and easygoing. She'd grown to like him very much. Knowing he was fond of her, she'd done her best to dissuade him politely. She kept their conversations light and impersonal and was always careful to make sure they went to lunch in groups.  

She knew instinctively that he would never act upon his interest. In his eyes she was married, and that was it. Still, she'd learned from cold, hard experience that perception was easily interpreted as truth. And the battle from rumor back to reality was a long, lonely road she wanted no part of.

"I. . . I don't know what to say, Mona. I think Jeff is a great-"

"Oh heavens, don't worry about it. I was only teasing. Not to downgrade you in any way dear, but Jefferson tends to fall in love several times a year."

She smothered a laugh in her napkin. "I'm sure one of these years, he'll fall for real."

"Let's just hope I'm still young enough to appreciate it." Mona sipped from the porcelain cup. "Wait until you're my age. All you'll think about is how many grandchildren you don't have." 

"Well, there's always Jake." Jenna carefully tested the mysterious and dangerous waters. "Maybe he'll settle down." Was he seeing someone seriously? When she found herself holding her breath, she cursed her own stupidity.

Mona snorted indelicately. "I doubt that. He's too wrapped up in his work." She set her cup down. "I worry about him the most. He comes across as being able to handle anything. But, Jackson is really the sensitive one. Even more than Jeff."  

Lost in thought, she spoke more to herself than Jen. She laid her napkin on the table. "The divorce hit him harder than his brother. Jeff stumbled a little, then got right back up and kept going. I remember being surprised by Jake's reaction, since he was several years older. He'd always been so mature for his age, we assumed he'd be fine."

Her eyes were laced with guilt when she met Jen's gaze. "He wasn't, though. And he hasn't been since."

"What do you mean?"

"He was always pretty serious, and way too competitive with himself, but it got worse after the divorce. Jake eventually worked through his anger toward Linc." Mona hesitated. "He joined the company and worked his butt off to prove himself. Linc gave him control a year ago." She traced a pattern on the icy water glass. "Still works himself to death proving his dad didn't make the wrong decision."

"But, he is successful," Jen reminded. "Specialty's one of the largest contractors in Virginia. Surely, Linc knows he's working hard."

"Linc loves what Jake is doing."

What was she missing? "Jeff seems pretty happy with the way things are. Is it Harrison?"

"No. Jeff wouldn't want to run Specialty. In fact, he'd be happier doing design work. He's not crazy about estimating, but that's where Jake needs him." Mona sighed. "And Harry inherited his shares when his dad passed, but Buchanan never held a controlling interest in Specialty. Linc was majority shareholder."

"So, Jake pressures himself." Jen wasn't too surprised. It was why he was so demanding, of others and himself. He never slowed down enough to appreciate how well he'd done.  

Mona gathered up her coat. "The ironic thing is—that's exactly how Linc was while we were married. I waited and waited for him to slow down and enjoy life with me. Now that he finally has, it's ten years too late." Her cheerful smile didn't reach her eyes. "Jake can't forgive me for not sticking by his dad. He can't understand that I just got lonely. When I met George, I'd already been divorced a year."  

The brisk winter wind whipped around them as they headed for the parking lot. Mona turned up her collar. "I see the same isolation in Jake. . . the same loneliness I felt before I met George. The few times he's ever spoken to me about the divorce. . ."  Mona paused, her eyes wistful as she searched for the right words. "Jake doesn't believe in gray areas. Marriage is forever."  

Jen wasn't sure if the tears in Mona's eyes reflected their conversation or the blustery wind. "He'll come around someday," she predicted, desperate to cheer the older woman. "He'll meet a woman who brings him to his knees and he'll understand what you went through." Mona's halfhearted smile made her ache. Though her own parents had cut her off, she couldn't imagine being exiled from one of her children. "Then, you can make him apologize."

"I pray that day comes soon."  

***
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THE VISION OF THE OLDER woman stooped against the blowing wind remained with Jen as she drove back to the office. Eventually, her thoughts turned to Jake. Finally processing his reaction to the news of his mother's arrival, she remembered the bleakness in his eyes. She'd been chilled by his manner, by what she'd assumed was simply rudeness over Mona's unscheduled visit. Now that she knew the real reason, his behavior frustrated her. Ten years he'd wasted-   

"He was an adult," she muttered as she pulled into the parking lot. Why was Linc allowed back into his life? Tucking her face into her scarf, she was grateful to get inside out of the wind. 

Mentally pushing aside her indignation, Jen reminded herself that Jake's issue with his mother was not her concern. Slipping out of her coat, she quickly scanned her messages. She hadn't been seated more than ten seconds when Jake buzzed, wanting to see her. Had he watched her cross the parking lot?  

Scooping up her pad, she unearthed a pen and headed into the lion's cage for the second time that day, hoping his mood had improved. Deliberately injecting a smile into her voice, Jen stuck her head around his door. "Did you need something?"  

"You said you'd be gone an hour. My watch shows it's been nearly two."

Oh yeah. He was in a much better mood. Battling a sudden rush of animosity, she took a deep breath and sat down. "I'm sorry if you were inconvenienced. I'll stay late to make up the time." Take that, jerk. "Now, what is it you need?"

Not missing the sarcasm behind her false cheeriness, he rose from his chair, leaning over the desk to stare down at her. Shocked, Jen had to force herself not to budge, although with him towering over her, the urge was strong to lean back and create some distance. Her toes curled up inside her pumps at the barely suppressed anger she read in the set of his jaw.

"What I need is for you to be here when you say you will. What I don't need," he emphasized, "is being interrupted when my mother decides to pop in, uninvited. I pay you to screen the annoyances from my life . . . not add to them."  

His eyes simmered with annoyance. Swallowing hard, she remembered to breathe as he lectured her. With Herculean effort, she managed to maintain an icy calm. "I understand. Was there anything else?"

"Yeah. One more thing," he announced. "In the future, I'd ask that you refrain from socializing with my family. I'm not paying you to have lunch with my mother." Flinging his pencil to the desk in disgust, he turned to the window, as though to dismiss her. "The last thing I need is you spreading gossip around the building." 

Jen knew he heard her ragged gasp because she didn't bother hiding it. Jake had been itching for a fight all day and she was an easy target. But, damned if she would stand by and take his insults. 

"Is that all?" She managed to choke out the sentence with barely contained fury. Despite her effort to remain calm, her movements were stiff and jerky when she rose from the chair and all but ran to the door.  

"I'd like the Tower contracts in the mail by the time you leave tonight."

Move to the door. Do not speak, her brain pleaded. Not when she was so furious—not when he was being so incredibly unreasonable. Taking a deep, steadying breath she stopped in the doorway. 

When she glanced back, Jake was still staring out the window, but he was far too angry to see anything. "For the record . . . you don't pay me to have lunch with anyone. That hour is mine to do as I wish. And if I wish to have lunch with a friend, it's my business." The volcano had erupted, and her smoldering words tumbled out. "As long as we're being so very blunt with each other, in the future, I'd appreciate if you could summon the courage to do your own dirty work. You know . . . maybe find the guts to disrespect your mother in person."
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