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Chapter One


 


“He’s going to prison.” Sitting in the
kitchen of the condo she shared with her roommate Kevin, Sasha
leaned on the granite counter and let her head drop onto her arms.
“I can’t believe it.”

Kevin stood on the other side of the counter
at the stove, stir-frying strips of chicken breast. “That’s not
good.”

Sasha groaned. “No shit. I’ll never get paid
now. I’ve been hanging on, waiting for the court case, and now as
part of a plea deal, Eckhart admitted he knew what was going on
with that Cangelo scandal. He admitted that he got nearly a million
dollars from the contractor as part of the project, and he knew the
contractor was inflating the price.”

“So he pleaded guilty?”

“Yes.” She let out a long sigh and lifted
her head. “There’s no hope now.”

“Can you sue him?” Kevin shot her a look of
sympathy as he added some chopped vegetables to the pan. “For
breach of contract?”

“Yes. I definitely could. Would I ever get a
cent from him? Doubtful. I’ve talked to my lawyer about it.”

“I’m surprised your dad hasn’t already filed
a lawsuit on your behalf.”

“Yeah. He probably would. If he knew about
this.”

“You haven’t told him?”

“Are you kidding me? He’d flip out. He’d be
running to his lawyer and offering to give me the money
himself.”

“True.” Kevin grimaced. “Don’t worry. You’ll
get more work. It’s spring. The economy is improving. People will
be looking for landscape designers, and you’re one of the
best.”

“Aw. Thank you.”

“You are. I’ve been spreading the word to
anyone I know who needs landscaping done.”

“If I don’t get more work soon, I’ll have to
let Flo and Gareth go.” The only two permanent employees she had in
her small landscape design business.

“That sucks.”

“It sucks rat balls.”

“It’s sucktacular.”

“Yeah. Sucktastic.”

Sasha’s lips twitched as she met Kevin’s
eyes, and then she gave him a crooked smile. “Thanks. You always
cheer me up.”

“Ditto, doll.”

“I know it’s not the end of the world. I
think I can keep Flo and Gareth on for another month. I have some
small jobs I’m working on right now, and I have a meeting Monday
morning that sounds promising.” She straightened her shoulders.
“Things will pick up.”

“They will. Let me pour you a glass of
wine.”

“Thanks.”

Kevin slid a wineglass across the counter to
her and popped the lid off a bottle of beer for himself. He lifted
it in a toast. “Cheers. Have faith. You’re a talented designer. It
will work out.”

“Thanks, Kev.” She sipped her wine. “But if
there’s one thing I’ve learned from that whole deal, it’s get
the money up front.”

“Hell yeah.”

“I mean, I usually get a down payment and
sometimes progress payments if it’s a big job. But stupid me, I
thought since Eckhart was so high profile and well off, it was
safe. Even though it was the biggest job I’ve ever done. And I
spent a fortune on materials and subcontractors. Who are also
waiting to be paid.” She groaned, her stomach pitching yet again at
the thought of the money she owed.

“And then just when you finish the job, he
gets arrested.”

“Yep.” She took another gulp of wine. “So
I’m not making that mistake again, no matter who it is. I just hope
I can hang on long enough to stay in business.”

“Your dad would loan you money to keep
going.”

She rolled her eyes. “I can’t believe you
just said that.”

He grinned. “It’s true.”

“I am not taking any money from my
father. God.” She shuddered. “They never believed I could do this.
The last thing I want to do is go running to Daddy begging him to
bail me out. That is not going to happen. I’ll get a job
digging ditches before I’ll do that.”

“Every business has ups and downs, Sasha.
Cash flow problems from time to time. It wouldn’t be admitting
you’re a failure to have a little help.”

“I know that, but you know how much I want
to show my family I can do this. They think I should be working at
the bank, or maybe married to some rich guy and organizing charity
events. Not digging in dirt.”

“What you do is a lot more than digging in
dirt.”

“That’s what they think it is.”

He shook his head, smiling. He’d met her
family so he got it. “So, big date tonight, huh? Who is this
guy?”

“Eric Roscoe.”

He shrugged, then said, “Hey, isn’t he a big
realtor?”

She grinned. “Yeah. I figure maybe he knows
clients who need landscaping done on the houses they just bought.
I’ve actually been calling some agents I know and asking them to
keep me in mind. I’ve even met with a few to show them my
portfolio. I’m pounding the pavement looking for work.”

“Good thinking. But it’s supposed to be a
date. Not a business meeting. Instead of thinking about the
jobs you might get from this guy, you should be thinking about
falling in loooove.”

She laughed. “Yeah. No. We both know what
the chances of that are.”

“Hey, never say never. You’re just too picky
when it comes to men.”

“I am not!”

“Okay, so what was wrong with that last guy
you went out with? Burton?”

She looked down at her wine. “Um.”

“What?”

“He wouldn’t put his tongue in my
mouth.”

At Kevin’s silence, she sneaked a peek at
him through her eyelashes. He stared at her open-mouthed.
“Seriously?”

“Yeah. He had no problem when I put
my tongue in his mouth, but he wouldn’t do it to me. I
wanted him to…you know…take charge.”

“But all the guys you date are kind
of…wimpy.”

“They are not!”

Kevin shook his head. “Yeah, doll, they are.
It’s like you look for guys like that, but then they’re not good
enough and you dump them.”

She sat back, pursing her lips. “I date
nice guys. It’s me who’s the problem.”

Kevin tsked. “That’s not true.”

“I should go get ready.” Talking about her
disappointing love life was something best avoided. “You’re just
staying home tonight?”

“Joe and Beamer are coming over. We’re gonna
play cards.”

“Sounds good. Hey, save some of that
stir-fry for me. I’ll have it for lunch one day.”

“You got it, dollface.”

Sasha slid off the stool, eyeing Kevin. He
was her best friend and her roommate, had been since they’d met
when she’d started working as a landscape designer. He was an
architect and they’d worked together on a project constructing a
new medical center where she was doing the landscape design for the
exterior. His good looks had immediately attracted her attention,
although at the time she’d been dating someone else and so had he.
But something had clicked between them, a shared sense of humor,
and, although she hadn’t known it back then, a shared sense that
they didn’t quit fit in with the rest of the world. When she’d been
looking for somewhere to live so she could get out of her parents’
house and their suffocating protectiveness, he’d offered her a
chance to move into his condo with him, in the Bucktown area of
Chicago, paying him rent and looking after the small yard out back.
It worked out great.

They were both single now, and not for the
first time Sasha wished she could feel more for Kevin than
friendship. He was so perfect for her. Except, obviously not, since
he didn’t give her that kick of lust low down inside, or make her
pulse flutter, or make her skin tingle and heat, or make her start
thinking about sex.

Of course, who did? Nobody—that’s who.

She’d kind of given up on finding a guy who
could give her those feelings past the first kiss, or past the
first few times they slept together. Tonight she had a date, but
she didn’t have high hopes anymore.

But it was Friday night and going out was
better than sitting at home. Although…playing poker with Kevin and
Joe and Beamer sounded like fun. Nah. She sucked at poker. They
always bugged her about her inability to hide what she was thinking
and feeling. She was working on her poker face. The ability to
bluff was definitely a valuable skill in this world.

She carried her glass of wine from the
kitchen and up the dark oak staircase to the second floor of the
condo. The old building had been beautifully refurbished into two,
two-story condos with shiny hardwood floors and lots of big
windows.

Eric was taking her to a blues club for
dinner and drinks and music, and she was looking forward to that.
She changed into a pair of skinny jeans, a black camisole and a
loose, sheer black top with fluttery sleeves and crocheted detail
at the front. She debated over shoes, trying to remember how tall
Eric was. She was five foot six, so if she wore five-inch platform
shoes, that put her taller than a lot of guys, and on a first date
she didn’t really want to do that.

She didn’t think Eric was that tall, so she
slid her feet into leopard-print ballet flats instead. She checked
her fingernails. She’d been digging in potting mix earlier and yup,
there was still dirt under her nails. That was not good.

In her small bathroom—Kevin had the big
master bedroom and en suite bathroom with a huge whirlpool tub and
separate shower stall—she scrubbed away, using her special
gardeners’ soap with grainy pumice and cocoa butter to keep her
hands from being rough and dry. Which they sometimes were anyway.
She loved the smell of the soap and used a similar scented body
lotion.

Okay. Ready. She checked the time on her
cell phone as she picked up her purse and then stepped into the
hall. Oh dear God. Whatever Kevin had made smelled unbelievable.
Garlic and ginger and the almost popcorn-like scent of basmati
rice. Her stomach gave a gurgle and she pressed a hand there.

Kevin sat at the counter, using chopsticks
to eat his dinner. He was such a good cook and she’d learned a lot
from living with him.

“I changed my mind,” she told him, picking
up a fork and lifting a mouthful of rice from the pot. “I’m staying
home with you. That smells so good.” She surveyed the chicken
stir-fry with glossy chunks of red pepper and golden peanuts.
Yum.

The doorbell rang.

“Too late.” He rose from the stool. He had
to meet every guy she dated, which bugged her because her whole
life her dad and two older brothers had interrogated and
scrutinized every guy she’d ever dated. After Jack.

She pushed away those thoughts, because she
still thought of Jack way too often for her own peace of mind. And
there was no point in it.

But Kevin wasn’t nearly as overbearing about
it all as Dad and Sam and Nash were, even though she knew they
thought they had reason to be protective of her. Kevin just liked
to give the guys a quick check, and sometimes she really liked it
that her dates knew she lived with another dude, especially if they
turned out to be a little on the creeper side.

“My roommate Kevin Chillen. Kevin, Eric
Roscoe.”

They shook hands, giving each other a male
look of appraisal. “Male roommate, huh?” Eric said with a smile,
apparently unperturbed by this fact.

Kevin returned the smile with one of his
own. “Yeah. This is my place but I let her hang out here.”

“For a price.” She shook her head but smiled
too. “I pay you rent, remember? Okay! Let’s go.” She pulled her
bright red pea jacket from the closet and was pleasantly surprised
when Eric helped her into it. She looped a big scarf around her
neck and waved goodbye to Kevin.

Eric had parked on the street out front of
the big duplex, beneath the maple tree that grew there, its
branches bare and dark. The early spring evening was chilly and she
ducked her chin deeper into the scarf as Eric opened the door and
helped her in.

Another nice guy. Just what she wanted.

 


“Hai!” Jack Grenville sprang at his opponent
and attempted a diagonal knife hand strike to the side of his neck,
but a series of fast moves gave him no time to react and he found
himself flat on his back, panting, adrenaline flashing through his
veins.

He laughed.

Nozumo Sensei may have been nearly sixty
years old, but he was still a worthy adversary. Jack had invited
him to Chicago to see his new penthouse condo and the dojo he’d had
built. They both moved to their knees and touched their foreheads
to the mat before each other, then rose to their feet.

“Your attack was weak and sloppy,” Nozumo
Sensei told him.

Jack grinned. “I’ll practice more now that I
have this room.”

“It is a beautiful room,” Sensei said. They
each turned and bowed as they stepped off the mat. “Your entire
home is beautiful. But it feels empty.”

Jack shrugged and grabbed a towel hanging on
a hook to wipe perspiration from his forehead. His body buzzed with
endorphins, his muscles burning pleasantly. The unique sense of
calm he got from the martial art spread through him. “I’m getting
there. It’s a big place. It will take a while to furnish it.”

“I thought you hired some fancy
designer.”

“I did. She just did the living room and
dining room and kitchen though. And the master bedroom. I bought
some stuff for my office myself.”

The twenty-eighth floor, thirty-four hundred
square foot condo in Chicago’s Gold Coast neighborhood had more
rooms than he knew what to do with.

“I actually didn’t mean physically empty.”
Sensei followed him to the huge kitchen where Jack pulled bottles
of water from the Sub-Zero refrigerator that matched the cupboards.
“I meant spiritually.”

Jack handed the older man a bottle of water
and gave him a look, the corners of his mouth lifting slightly. “So
you’re saying I’m spiritually empty?”

Sensei held his gaze, unperturbed. “The
journey never ends.”

“Do not call me grasshopper.”

“You mock me, but I know you respect the
foundations of Aikido. You are not spiritually empty, but you still
have some work to do on qualities such as humility.” He lifted one
eyebrow.

Jack shrugged. “Okay, I can be a little
arrogant once in a while.”

“Self knowledge is important.” Sensei
nodded. “I just meant that your home is missing a sense of soul
tranquility. Peace, harmony and purity.”

“I’m at peace.”

“The western word for that is…bullshit.”

Jack laughed.

“It feels empty, as in lonely.”

Jack pursed his lips. “I’m not lonely.” He
wasn’t. Not exactly.

“Of course you aren’t. Now, show me this
rooftop patio you spoke of.”

Sensei was the only person in the world who
knew the real Jack, right to his core. The only person he shared
certain things with. He’d met Sensei soon after moving to
California, when Jack’s head had been epically fucked up and he’d
been looking for some way to learn self-defense skills. And, if he
was honest, a way to kick some ass. But Aikido had turned into so
much more than that for him, and Sensei’s influence had been
profound. He’d taught Jack patience and self-discipline, taught him
to apply the basic tenants of valor, truth, honor and loyalty to
his life outside the dojo. Sensei had been there for him, more of a
father than his alcoholic uncle had ever been, even though Uncle
Denny had taken in him and Emma, his little sister, after their
parents’ death.

If it hadn’t been for Nozumo Sensei, Jack
wasn’t sure he’d have survived.

Jack led the way across the wide expanse of
gleaming hardwood, through a set of French doors into a corner room
with windows on two walls, and then out another door onto the
rooftop patio. Beyond the edge of the building, the lights of
Chicago’s downtown skyscrapers sparkled in hues of blue and gold
and white against a deep purple sky. His new condo had downtown and
lake views, and he loved them both. The cityscape never failed to
energize him and inspire him, while lake views served to calm and
center him.

They stepped out onto the patio, and the
frigid March wind blasted them. Sensei stood there and looked
around the dark space, at the barren concrete and brick wall that
edged it, and the small clay pot containing a dead palm tree. He
turned with a raised eyebrow. “I suppose there’s potential
here.”

Jack smiled. “Oh come on. There’s unlimited
potential. It’s a blank canvas.”

Sensei nodded. “True. For the right artist.
Someone with vision.”

“I have vision.”

Sensei gave him a sly smile. “That you do,
Jack. That you do.” He turned again and walked to the left, to take
in the lake view even though it was dark. The wind tossed his black
and silver hair. “You’ve come a long way.”

Jack followed, nodding. “I know. And I know
how much I owe you for this.”

“You don’t owe me anything.”

“You helped me know myself,” Jack said in a
low voice. “And believe in myself. And that’s the greatest gift of
all.”

“You give me too much credit. You’re the one
who fought back. You set goals and you worked hard for them.”

A strange wistful feeling rose up inside
Jack. “But you know this isn’t my real goal, don’t you?” He swept
an arm out. “This expensive condo. The Jaguar. The trips. The
parties. The business success. These aren’t the goals.”

Sensei turned compassionate eyes on him.
“Western culture is built on greed and egotism.”

“Do you think I should give all this up?
That I should live in a shack?”

Sensei smiled. “Of course not. The outer
trappings aren’t what make the man. You can live in luxury as long
as you remember who you really are and where you came from.”

Jack nodded somberly. “But you know this
isn’t what I’ve been working for.”

“I know.” A hint of worry flickered in
Sensei’s eyes. “You think the outer trappings will prove to people
that you are worthy. But it’s what’s inside you that truly
matters.”

“I know that. But it’s not just having all
this. It’s what I’ve done to get here, what I’ve accomplished.”

Sensei nodded. “Yes. I just hope…”

“I know. You’re worried it won’t happen.
You’re worried about me if it doesn’t.”

“You are a strong, determined man, Jack. I
believe in you. But people change.”

Jack knew what he was worried about. Jack
had had his own doubts over the years. But he had to believe. One
of the many things he’d learned from martial arts was patience, but
even he couldn’t wait forever.

“I’m ready.” His gut clenched.

Sensei gave him that look, the faint smile
and the penetrating gaze that could see inside him. “Only you can
know,” he said. “Let’s go back in. It’s colder than a penguin’s
pecker out here.”



Chapter Two


 


“How was the date on Friday?”

Sasha looked at Kevin blearily over her
Monday morning cup of coffee. She and Kevin hadn’t crossed paths
all weekend. He’d been in bed by the time she got home Friday
night. They’d both worked part of Saturday and had gone different
directions Saturday night, which in Kevin’s case meant he hadn’t
gotten home until Sunday, and she’d gone to her parents’ place for
Sunday dinner.

“Never mind my date—you must
have had a good one Saturday night.” She lifted one eyebrow and
sipped her coffee.

“Meh. It was okay.”

“Who was she?”

“Some chick I met at the gym.”

“Oookay. That doesn’t sound like the
beginning of a beautiful relationship.”

“Probably not.” He grimaced and rubbed his
stubbled face. Damn, he was gorgeous. And yet…nothing. No flutter.
No heat. Just affection.

“I have to go.” She rose to put her mug in
the dishwasher. “I have that meeting with a potential client this
morning.”

“Ah. Good luck.”

“Thanks.”

She was both impressed and not impressed
that this client had his assistant call and book the appointment.
He must be a busy man, which probably meant successful and
hopefully rich enough to want a big landscaping project done, but
anyone who was sincerely interested in their property and gardens
would be investigating and calling landscape designers himself.
Wouldn’t he? Unless he was super duper rich in which case,
hell yeah, she was on her way. She assumed there was no wife in the
picture, or if there was, Sasha imagined a pampered trophy
wife.

She’d dressed with this meeting in mind.
Sometimes if she was going to be at a job site she wore jeans or,
in the summer, shorts and boots, because she often jumped in and
helped dig a hole for a tree or move some rocks. But today she
wanted to look professional, so she wore a pants suit—low-rise,
wide-legged trousers and a fitted jacket, all in navy blue, with a
snug white T-shirt beneath. Today she went with heels, since she
didn’t care if Mr. Rich and Busy Businessman was short or tall or
gave a damn about her towering over him.

The address she’d been given should have
clued her in about his financial status, since it was a Gold Coast
high rise with an impressive, elegant lobby. She entered through
brass and glass doors and walked across a floor of different kinds
of stone laid in an intricate pattern of beige and taupe. The
stocky, gray-haired security guy smiled at her as she approached
the desk. “Hi. I have a meeting here in number twenty-eight
hundred. With Ines Moges.”

“Sasha Bandel?”

“That’s right.”

“You can take one of those elevators. Enter
this code in the keypad. It will be car A.”

“Thank you.” She accepted the paper from
him, entered the code into the keypad and waited for the elevator,
studying the loveseat and two armchairs on a patterned carpet. A
low dark wood coffee table centered the arrangement and end tables
held ceramic lamps. Her gaze fell on the art on the wall, a large
painting by a local artist she had met through her parents. It had
to be worth a small fortune.

The elevator was equally luxurious, the
doors oak, the interior mirrored at the back, the sides papered in
creamy embossed wallpaper. The doors slid silently shut and oddly,
there were no buttons whatsoever inside the elevator. It went
straight to the twenty-eighth floor and the doors opened directly
into the foyer of the condo.

She stepped out cautiously, looking around
for Ines and blinking at the incredible residence. A long narrow
foyer with a suede-upholstered bench along one wall led into the
condo unit. The elevator doors slid closed behind her and she took
a couple of steps, her heels clicking on Brazilian hardwood.

“Hello!” she called.

She continued down the foyer toward a
light-filled room and paused at the entrance to the living room.
The wall in front of her was nearly all windows—huge, square
windows framed with dark wood, set apart by square columns of
white, looking out over Lake Michigan which was a stunning blue
this clear, crisp day. On her right was a large dark wood dining
table circled with chairs, and on her left a curved white couch fit
into the far corner, flanked by end tables. Two beige tub chairs
faced it with a low coffee table between them.

“Hello!” she called again, to the seemingly
empty apartment. “Ines? I’m here. It’s Sasha Bandel.”

Footsteps sounded from a hallway on her
right and she turned, a professional smile in place. But the woman
she expected to appear didn’t. Instead, a man emerged from the
hallway.

Jack.

Every molecule of air left her body, leaving
her dazed and breathless. Her heart skipped a beat and then leaped
into a rapid percussion in her chest. Heat swept from her hairline
down her face and chest, all the way to her toes.

“Sasha,” he murmured. “You’re here.”

She blinked. “I…I don’t understand.
Ines…”

“Is my assistant. She booked the appointment
with you.”

She could only stare at him. It had been
twelve years since she’d seen him. Not counting the photos she’d
seen of him on the Internet. (Not that she Google stalked him or
anything.) But the pictures didn’t show the full scope of how he’d
changed in twelve years, from a tall, lanky eighteen-year-old boy
to a mature, imposing man. He was still lean, but his body had
filled out, his shoulders broader and more muscled than she
remembered. He might even have grown another inch or two above six
feet. It wasn’t just his substantial physical presence that made
him so imposing though. He now radiated an air of control and
authority that made every nerve ending in her body tingle.

He leaned one shoulder against the wall,
arms folded. He wore a black golf shirt of a heavy,
expensive-looking knit fabric that hugged his shoulders but hung
loose over his flat abdomen, and light beige pants. His dark,
almost black hair fell across his forehead and his deep-set dark
eyes studied her the same way she was looking at him.

“I didn’t realize…” He was the
wealthy businessman who was too busy to make his own appointments?
She seemed to be at a bit of a loss for words.

“I asked her not to tell you who you were
meeting with.”

She frowned. “Why not?”

He straightened and moved closer. “Because I
was afraid you wouldn’t come.”

She shook her head slowly. “I wouldn’t
have.” She took a step backward. He came closer still. “I should
go.” She turned back to the elevator but the doors had closed. She
searched for a button but saw none.

“No, wait, Sasha. Let’s talk.”

She gaped at him. “Let’s talk?” After
what he’d done to her, after the way things had ended between them,
after how just seeing him made a hot wave of shame wash over her,
he wanted to talk? “I don’t think so.” She slapped her hand on the
wall, trying to find a way to summon the elevator.

“Yes, talk.” The firm command in his quiet
voice made her pause. She didn’t look at him though, her gaze fixed
on the carved oak elevator door. A shiver ran over her skin. “Come
on, Sasha. Come in and sit down and let’s talk business.”

“Business.”

“Yes.”

She closed her eyes. Maybe she was making
too big a deal of this. It had been a long time. She was over all
that. And she did need business, that was for sure. Get a grip,
Sasha. Act cool.

“Fine.” She turned to face him, and he was
close enough that she had to tip her head back to look at his face,
even in her heels. “I heard you were back in Chicago.”

He nodded, a smile touching his mouth. “I
am.”

Her heart continued to do crazy things in
her chest, somersaulting and missing beats in a way that made
breathing difficult.

“And I heard you are one of the best
landscape designers in the city.”

She shook her head. “Uh, no. Hardly.”

“That’s what I heard.” He shoved his hands
into his front pockets and his shoulders lifted a little,
emphasizing their strength. “And I believe it.”

She continued to gaze at him, her eyes
moving over him, taking in every detail—the same square jaw but
stronger, harder, the same eyes but now inscrutable. Talk about a
poker face. No way would she sit down at a table with him. As a
teenager he’d been confident and charming, but now he exuded power
and sexuality.

He was exactly the kind of guy she stayed
far away from—arrogant, aggressive, dominant.

“Why would you believe it? You don’t even
know me anymore.”

His mouth curved into a smile. “I know you
well enough to believe that whatever you do in life, you’d do it
well.”

His words of praise confused her. She felt
as if someone had given her head a hard shake and scrambled her
brain. Once more, her gaze wandered over his face. She could hardly
believe she was standing there in the same room with him after all
this time. Her chest tightened and she swallowed hard. “Why, Jack?
What’s going on?”

“It’s perfectly simple, Sasha. I want you to
design a rooftop garden for my new condo.” He swept out a hand.

“A rooftop garden.” Just saying the words
gave her a tiny thrill. In her relatively short career as a
landscape designer, she’d done a number of rooftop gardens. They
were becoming very popular in Chicago and presented unique
challenges and amazing creative opportunities. She’d gotten a bit
of a reputation for her rooftop gardens, and she’d tried to
capitalize on that and promote herself as being a specialist in
that small category of jobs. She loved designing them.

“Yes. Would you like to see?”

She didn’t move. Her feet felt stuck to the
floor and her legs trembled a little. She wanted to press a hand to
her banging heart, but that would be a definite tell. If she was
playing poker. But in a way, this felt like a game, and the stakes
felt high even though she had no idea what was going on.

A job? Really?

“Sasha?”

She met his eyes and she shouldn’t have,
because his gaze drew her in, snaring her, rendering her helpless.
Her body went soft and warm, her breathing shallow. “Yes. I’d like
to see it.”

She managed to take a step forward, and then
another. Sunlight filled the entire room through all the windows,
illuminating the shiny wood floor, and he led her to a set of
French doors on the left. He opened one and then stepped back so
she could precede him out onto the roof.

Wisps of clouds feathered the blue sky above
Lake Michigan on one side of the patio, and on the other, downtown
skyscrapers created a jagged, gleaming vista that was beautiful in
its own way. This city was her home and had been pretty much her
entire life, and she loved it.

She turned her attention from the stunning
view to the roof itself. The space was large and completely open.
The only attempt at landscaping was a shriveled brown palm tree in
a clay pot. The bare cement space felt cold and barren. Literally
cold, with the wind whipping over them from Lake Michigan.

“The first thing to do would be to put up
some barriers from the wind,” she said, without looking at him.

“But you can’t obscure the view.”

She glanced at him, unwilling to look him in
the eyes again. “No. Not all of it. Clearly you want to take
advantage of that. I guess it’s nice at night too, with the skyline
lit up.”

“You’ll come back and see it at night.”

It wasn’t a request. And it made her shiver.
“No.” Their eyes met. “I can’t work for you, Jack.”

“Why not?” He frowned.

“You know why not!”

Something flickered on his face. For a
moment he said nothing. Then he said, “That was a long time ago,
Sasha.”

True. And just what she’d been telling
herself. By refusing to work with him, she’d let on that it was
still a big deal to her, even though it had been twelve years ago.
She swallowed a sigh. “I suppose I could give you a quote.”

“No.”

Her forehead tightened. “No?”

He shook his head. “No. I don’t need a
quote. I just want to hire you.”

She turned her head a bit, keeping her eyes
fastened on his face. “Excuse me?”

“I just want you.”

And there was that flip in the pit of
her stomach. That warm, slow roll of lust that she’d been waiting
for, hoping for, with every man she dated. It made her eyes widen
and her skin tingle everywhere. And it made her angry. She dropped
her gaze.

“That’s not a good way to do business,” she
said, her voice clipped. “I’m sure you didn’t get where you are
today by being so foolish.”

“Foolish.”

She thought he might be angry, but when she
looked back at him, he was smiling and relaxed.

“I’m not a fool, Sasha. Not anymore.”

Their gazes met again in a meaningful
exchange and she knew they were both thinking about the past. And
once again, her heart hurt. He wasn’t the one who’d been a fool.
That had been her.

Her head felt too heavy for her neck, and
she wanted to sit down. But there was nowhere to sit out here.
“Jack…what’s going on?”

He moved closer. She wore a suit, but he
wore short sleeves, his tanned, muscled arms dusted with dark hair,
veins tracing their way down the insides of his forearms. He had to
be cold out here, but he didn’t look it. He looked hot. She
swallowed again.

“Let’s go inside. It’s chilly out here. We
can talk more in there.”

She again preceded him through the door. The
warmth of the condo wrapped around her, along with a scent,
something spicy and masculine. He closed the door behind him and
led the way to the couch and chairs in the corner, surrounded by
glass and light. He gestured and she took a seat in one of the tub
chairs and crossed her legs.

Jack sat on the curved white couch, and holy
hell, he looked dark and dangerous like that. He’d had a heavy
beard even as a teenager, and now wore a dark shadow of whiskers on
his strong jaw. With his tanned skin, dark hair and eyes and black
shirt, he gave off an almost diabolic air. Her pulse fluttered and
she fought to stay calm and collected.

“What’s going on?” Jack repeated her
question. “I just bought this condo a few months ago when I moved
back to Chicago. I want a garden out on the roof. Your name came up
when I was checking out landscape designers. I looked at your
website and like the work you’ve done. I want to hire you. That’s
what’s going on.”

Her body continued to vibrate with nerves.
She stared at him. So this was just business. Really?

“So where do we start?” He leaned back and
crossed one ankle over the other knee.

Start. Yes. Business. Her thoughts tumbled
over each other and heat climbed up her neck and face. How were
they supposed to talk about business when he’d just reappeared in
her life after twelve years, after what had happened between them?
Were they supposed to ignore that, pretend it never happened? Act
like strangers?

They were strangers. Really. It had
been so long they couldn’t know each other. They were no longer
teenagers. She went with that thought and took a steadying
breath.

“Well,” she began. “We start with me getting
a sense of what you want.” That didn’t sound right. She floundered
a little, searching for more words. “Um. Your budget, of
course.”

He waved a hand. “It doesn’t matter what it
costs.”

She gaped at him. “You can’t do that.”

He smiled. “Sure I can. Money is no
object.”

She knew he’d done well. Who didn’t? He
wasn’t exactly a household name, but he’d created quite a stir in
the business world when he’d moved his company to Chicago from San
Jose about six months ago. A recent magazine article had dubbed him
“Tech Boy Wonder”.

“Um. Okay. Well then, I start with getting
ideas of what you want. I do a feasibility study to make sure that
structurally your patio can support whatever design elements you
want. We talk about a time schedule. You approve that and then I
work on concept development and preliminary designs and an
estimate, which again you review and approve. We make changes if
necessary. And then we start construction.”

“Okay.”

Once again she struggled. This was the
weirdest business meeting she’d ever had. “So. Um. What do you want
to use that space for?”

He tipped his head. “I’m not sure. I haven’t
lived here that long. Possibly entertaining, although I also want
it to be a place I can relax. I love the views from up here.”

“Do you have any pictures of spaces you
like? Not even necessarily rooftop gardens, or even landscaping
pictures, but interior spaces you like.” She looked around. “The
style inside is very clean and modern. Should I assume you want
that outside too?”

He nodded. “Yeah. But comfortable. I want to
kick back out there. Hey.” He jumped to his feet with the energy
she remembered so well. “Let me show you the rest of the place.
Maybe that will help.”

She rose to her own feet more slowly.
“Okay.”

He spread his arms wide to indicate the big
L-shaped space that was living room, dining room and kitchen, which
she hadn’t really had a good look at. “This is the main living
area. I like all the windows, of course. Come see the kitchen.”

It was huge. Around the corner from the
dining room in the L-shape, a long counter separated the kitchen
from another wall of windows. Gleaming granite stretched the length
of the counters on both sides of what was essentially a galley
kitchen, the inside wall lined with maple cupboards and stainless
steel appliances.

“You live here alone?” she asked, no
pampered trophy wife in sight.

“Yeah.” He paused, then said, “Here’s my
office.” He led the way past the kitchen and through an arched
doorway to another large room furnished simply with dark wood
office furniture, more windows looking out onto the city view. She
surveyed it for a moment before he turned and led her back to the
kitchen. “Through this door is the hall. You can access it from
here, or from the foyer.” Where he’d appeared when she’d entered
his condo.

“There are four bedrooms.” He led her down
the hall. “One of them is a guest room. This is the master
suite.”

He stepped into his bedroom.

She hesitated. Her heart jumped into her
throat at the idea of going into Jack’s bedroom with him.



Chapter
Three


 


Jack watched Sasha hovering in the door of
his bedroom.

Christ, she was gorgeous. His heart had been
hammering against his ribs from the moment Tim had called up from
the lobby to tell him Sasha was on her way. When he’d seen her
standing there in his foyer, looking hesitant and beautiful and
holy fuck, Sasha, he’d lost his breath. She was there. Right
in front of him. Live, in the flesh, after all these years.

Her smooth fall of honey-blonde hair still
fell below her shoulders. Her amazing light blue eyes flickered
constantly, looking everywhere but at him. Her fingers kept toying
with the strap of the big leather purse hanging over her shoulder,
and he was sure she wasn’t even aware of that. She’d always been so
easy to read, and much as she tried to act cool, he could see her
discomfort.

She took a step into his bedroom and, once
again, he had a surreal moment. Sasha was in his bedroom. Every
cell in his body shouted for him to touch her. He clenched his
hands into fists and struggled for calm.

It seemed as if she kind of hated him.

He’d thought about every possibility and
yeah, this had been one of them. So fine, this would just be about
business. For now.

She studied the room with quick glances left
and right and then nodded. He liked his bedroom, the simple wood
headboard of the bed, the dark green duvet and upholstery on a
small loveseat and chair in the corner, the clean lines of the
fireplace. The matte sage green walls created an intimate feel. He
gave a mental shrug at the pair of athletic socks crumpled on the
floor in front of a wicker hamper and the sweatpants lying over the
arm of the chair. Another door led from the bedroom to the patio
though, and he wanted her to see that.

“Come over here.” He walked across the
hardwood floor and opened the door to show her the access to the
patio.

He sensed the tension vibrating through her
as she passed him to walk out onto the patio again. “This is nice.
There’s enough room out here for two separate spaces.”

“Yeah, I guess there is.” He could see her
mind working, the creative process. She’d always been creative and
had always loved being outside.

She nodded and they walked back through his
bedroom to the hall. “Are all four bedrooms decorated?” she
asked.

“No.” His gut clenched. “No need to see them
all. The only other rooms are the media room and my dojo.”

She didn’t seem overly impressed with the
whole thing, but then, why would she? She’d grown up in a
Barrington mansion, her father a hugely successful businessman in
Chicago. None of this was anything new to her. He’d felt
intimidated by the home she’d grown up in, and he’d always known
her parents didn’t think he was good enough for her. He wasn’t
bitter about that. Anymore.

She turned to him with eyebrows raised.
“Dojo?”

He shrugged. “Yeah. I wanted a place to work
out and practice my Aikido.”

She tipped her head. “What is that?”

“It’s a martial art. My Sensei from San Jose
was here visiting just last week so he could see the dojo.”

“Really?” Her eyebrows rose. “You must be
very close to him.”

“Yeah. I am.” He gave her a measured look.
She had no idea how important Nozumo Sensei had been to him. “But
that’s a story for another time.”

She nodded.

“Come and see the room,” he said, leading
the way. He opened the door of the small workout room. She entered
and took in the simple décor with a Japanese feel, the equipment
neatly stored, the thick mats on the floor and a wall of
mirrors.

“So that gives you an idea of what I like.
Let’s go sit down and talk more. I’ll make us some coffee.”

She nodded, blinking, clutching her
purse.

In his kitchen, he gestured for her to take
a seat on one of the stools at the long stretch of counter while he
made coffee. Silence built around them. He knew she was looking
around, and he could feel her agitation, all the questions building
up inside her. Fuck. He didn’t want her to be scared of him. He had
to tread carefully here.

He opened a cupboard and took out a package
of cookies and slid some onto a plate. He glanced at her as he did
so and her eyes widened when she saw the package. They were
expensive cookies imported from France, and they’d been her
favorite as a teenager. Back then, he’d gone to buy some for her
and he’d been horrified to find out how expensive they were. For an
eighteen-year-old kid with a part-time job that barely gave him
enough money to take Sasha out on dates, spending that much on a
package of fancy cookies had seemed obscene.

Her eyes flew up to meet his, and he kept
his face neutral as he offered her a cookie. She hesitated then
reached for one.

He poured coffee into a mug and added a
splash of cream, then passed it to her. He could tell she noticed
he’d given her the coffee just the way she liked it without even
asking. He poured his own mug of black coffee and then leaned his
elbows on the counter, bent at the waist. “So. Where do we
start?”

She pressed her full lips together and
dropped her gaze in a way that made him instantly aroused. He
closed his own eyes briefly.

“I really don’t think I can do this,” she
said quietly.

“You have to.” Once again their eyes met and
he held her gaze steadily. “You have to,” he repeated softly. “I
want you to do it.”

Her throat worked as she swallowed and she
took a quick sip of her coffee. “I brought my iPad to show you my
portfolio.” She shook her head. “You haven’t even seen it.”

“Show me. I’d love to see it.”

She pulled her tablet out of the big purse
she’d been hanging onto as if it was a life preserver and she was
floundering in the ocean. While she turned it on, he talked more.
“I want it to feel like an outdoor room,” he continued. “With
comfortable furniture. Lots of plants, obviously, although I have
no idea what. Apparently you can even put trees on rooftops.” He
smiled and shrugged. “Maybe a fireplace. Some kind of sound system
for listening to music. I don’t know.”

Her eyes flickered again as she swiped her
finger across the screen and pulled up some images.

“I’ll come around there,” he said and walked
around the end of the counter to pull up a stool beside her. He
leaned in closer to view the screen and the scent of her hair rose
to his nostrils. It wasn’t a familiar scent. She obviously used
different shampoo now than she had twelve years ago. But it was an
alluring scent, a warm mix of vanilla and coconut. It filled his
head and made him dizzy.

“This one has a dining area,” she said, her
voice breathy. “Along with a cooking area. The grill is built-in
with a refrigerator and sink. That was for a couple who love to do
outdoor grilling. I’m not sure if you’re into that.” She swiped and
more images appeared, showing a gorgeous outdoor space.

“I’m not that much into cooking. Although an
outdoor grill would be good. I don’t need a whole kitchen out there
though. I like the pots.” He pointed to simple, square pots that
held trees and shrubs.

“Here’s another one I did.” He took another
breath of her scent as she talked, his body tightening.

“Oh wow. That’s awesome.” He studied the
image of what looked like a wooden deck but with skyscrapers in the
background. Wicker furniture with thick padded cushions created
seating and dining areas, and flowers spilled from wooden planter
boxes. “I like that furniture too.”

“I work with an outdoor furniture
manufacturer. So I get good prices and it’s very high quality.”

“Like I said, price doesn’t matter.”

He felt the fine trembling of her body as he
spoke near her ear.

“This one also has a lily pond,” she
noted.

“A pond. Huh. I like that. Is it much work
to maintain?”

She shifted to glance at him. “If money’s no
object, does that matter? You could hire someone to look after it.
I offer landscaping services like lawn mowing, pruning trees and
shrubs, weeding.”

He too moved so he could see her face. “Do
you do that work yourself?” he asked with a frown.

The corners of her mouth lifted. “Not
anymore. I did that when I was in college.”

His eyes narrowed. “Uh…why?” Her father was
filthy rich. Why had she been cutting grass?

Her expression grew guarded. “I liked being
outside. And I didn’t want to depend on my parents for everything.”
She dragged her index finger across the screen again and changed
the subject. “This one was a small space so we had to be economical
with the design.”

“Holy crap.” He studied the stunning image
displayed. “What is that?”

“Black bamboo, with some annual vines, lit
from below.”

The night picture looked amazing. Maybe it
was the vaguely Oriental feel that he liked. “I love that.”

“Okay.” She nodded. “Lighting for night is
really important.”

They went through more images, each
impressing him more with her talent. Regardless of who she was,
having her design his garden would not be a bad decision.

“I gather you don’t have any furniture that
you plan to use out there.” She shut down the tablet. “Any artwork?
Pots for plants?”

“Nothing.” He shrugged. “I had a patio at my
place in San Jose, but I left what I had there. It was nothing
special. I wanted to start fresh here.”

She let out a long breath that sounded a
little shaky and moved away from him.

“So when can you start?” He resisted the
urge to reach out and touch her hair, to see if it was as silky as
he remembered, to touch her skin and see if it was as soft.

“I can’t.” She shoved her iPad back into her
purse and slid off the stool. She picked up her purse. “I really
can’t.”

“Just because it’s me?” He straightened.

“Yes.” She sighed. “Let’s be honest. This is
weird and uncomfortable.”

He pursed his lips. “Not for me. I’m trying
to hire the best landscape designer I know to do the job I want
done.”

“Well, it’s uncomfortable for me. I’m sorry.
I’m sure you can find someone else to design your garden.”

She headed toward the elevator, but when she
arrived there she still couldn’t find the button to call it. Hiding
a smile, he followed her and pressed the button for the lobby on
the discreet keypad on the side of the doorframe. Maybe he could
hold her prisoner there for a while, but that might not be the best
idea right now. Also, it was slightly illegal and he didn’t want
any more trouble with her parents.

The elevator door slid silently open and she
stepped in and turned to face him. He braced one arm on the side of
the door, holding it open with his other hand. “You’re even more
beautiful now,” he said quietly to her. Her cheeks pinkened and her
long eyelashes fluttered. “It’s been good to see you again. Would
you at least think about taking this job? Take as much time as you
want. If you’re busy, I can wait.”

“I’m not…” Her lips pressed together again
and a faintly desperate look filled her eyes. “I’ll think about
it.”

“Thank you. Here.” He handed her one of his
business cards, then stepped back and let the door slide shut.

She was gone. He stayed leaning against the
wall for a long moment, then pushed off and wandered into his
living room to stand in front of one of the windows, staring out
without really seeing the cityscape spread before him. He couldn’t
help but be disappointed. But then he really hadn’t expected
anything more. At least she’d agreed to think about it. There was
still hope.

 


Sasha leaned against the elevator wall, her
legs weak and her entire body trembling. She clutched the glossy
black business card in shaky fingers and her heart hammered,
leaving her breathless. Oh. Dear. God. She pushed hair back off her
hot face.

How could he still have such an effect on
her after all these years? It was crazy. He was just a man.
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