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He’s about to find out … She’s not just one of the guys.

Annabelle Jordan and her two sisters were orphans in frilly dresses when they went to live with their sports-lawyer uncle in his world of locker rooms, bookies and gambling. Now the girls are publicists in their uncle’s firm, The Hot Zone.

Despite her upbringing, Annabelle is all woman. She’s naturally drawn to real men—like her latest client, businessman and former football legend Brandon Vaughn.

The chemistry is potent, undeniable, irresistible. Annabelle soon realizes that Brandon is much more than just another jock. And that she’d better hold on tight if she doesn’t want to lose her heart.

“Carly Phillips is synonymous with red-hot romance and passionate love.”

—Lauren Blakely, NY Times Bestselling Author

*   *   *
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PROLOGUE


Yank Morgan was a bachelor, a gambler, a ladies’ man and completely unprepared for the sight sitting before him. Three little girls in descending height and matching dresses stared at him with wide eyes and expectant expressions. Ages twelve, ten and eight, they were his sister’s children. Nieces his assistant Lola bought birthday and holiday gifts for, signing his name to the cards. Kids he saw a few times a year for an hour at a time. That was about to change.

Thanks to a chartered plane crash in the Andes, his sister and her husband were gone, leaving Yank as guardian of their three girls. Frustrated by the notion and emotionally devastated by the loss, Yank balled up the note left by the attorney and tossed it across the room, not even aiming for the garbage can.

The oldest girl, Annabelle, shot him a scowl, then quickly schooled her features into an unreadable expression. He wondered if she was afraid of him but before he could ask, one of her sisters chimed in.

“Mama was right about him. Uncle Yank’s a pig,” Sophie, the middle one, said.

“Shh.” Annabelle placed a hand over her lips. “Don’t be rude. He’s the only relative we got left.” Her eyes, big and wide, showed all the fear inherent in those words. So much so that he was determined to do his best by all three of them.

The youngest, whose name he thought was Michelle, bent down and picked the paper up off the floor. Before she tossed it into the trash, Yank caught sight of her white panties beneath her short dress.

“Well I’ll be damned. You’ve got a bow on your butt,” he muttered aloud.

His niece turned. “You have a foul mouth, Uncle Yack.”

“That’s Yank, and you’re darned right I do. Any of you got a problem with that?” he asked all three girls.

Annabelle immediately shook her head. She obviously understood the value of staying on his good side. He liked her intelligence in a bad situation, but worried about how he’d handle her as she got older. It wouldn’t do to have a kid smarter than him living in the house, he thought wryly. Maybe the other two weren’t as swift.

“If you can curse, does that mean I get to do what I want, too?” The youngest faced him, hands on her hips, a determined tilt to her chin.

She obviously had gumption. “That depends. What do you want to do?”

“Ditch the dress!”

Yank chuckled. Maybe this parenting business wouldn’t be so hard after all. “I think that can be arranged. You’re Michelle?” he asked.

She nodded. “But you can call me Micki.”

“Nobody calls you Micki, and besides, that’s a boy’s name,” her middle sister complained.

“Micki it is,” Yank said, thinking of his idol, Mickey Mantle.

Sophie rolled her eyes. “Tomboy,” she called her sister.

“Barbie doll,” Micki yelled back.

With each word, their voices escalated and Yank cringed. Annabelle jumped between them and stamped her feet. “You two behave,” she said, but in trying too hard, the words came out just as loud and whiny as her sisters’.

And that was Yank’s introduction into the world of little women. He had no clue what to do with any of them.


CHAPTER ONE


“The meeting will come to order.” Yank Morgan slammed the gavel against the rubber plate, calling The Hot Zone weekly meeting to order. His dark, wiry hair, liberally sprinkled with gray was full and shaggy on a normal day, but after continually running his hands through it in frustration while he waited for his nieces to settle down, it was considerably more disheveled.

As president of their sports agency/PR firm located in a high-rise in midtown Manhattan, Uncle Yank liked to assert his authority. He used the gavel, an engraved birthday gift given to him by Judge Judy, often and with zeal. Unfortunately, the gavel didn’t change the fact that he was a man outnumbered by three women. Four if he counted Lola, his personal assistant, who liked to tell him what to do and when to do it.

Annabelle Jordan glanced at her sisters who also studied their uncle with fond amusement. As teenagers, they’d paid little attention to Uncle Yank’s rules, mainly because he didn’t have any. The older the girls became, the more their uncle searched for a way to pretend he hadn’t let his personal and professional life go to hell in a hand-basket, as he liked to say. The gavel seemed to give him a measure of pride and confidence, and was a small price to pay for him to feel in control with his new partners.

He’d continued the sports agency, but on Annabelle’s graduation from business school, he’d allowed her to make her dream of a family business into reality. None of the sisters wanted to be sports agents, but they’d all wanted to get into public relations. It was Annabelle who’d seen a means to tie the agency to PR and expand the reach of Uncle Yank’s clients beyond their limited career on the field.

Her vision had been a success. The PR side of The Hot Zone specialized in handling professional athletes both in the prime of their careers and into retirement, forced or otherwise. And as each niece had graduated business school, Uncle Yank had rewarded them with a position and piece of his firm. Together they’d created a family business which fed Annabelle’s need to keep her siblings and small family together.

“So, let’s go through today’s agenda,” Lola said, pen in hand to document the meeting. As usual, her attitude indicated she was ready to do business, even if her longing gazes toward Yank spoke of something entirely more personal. Lola, with her business demeanor, buttoned-up dress and raven hair pulled into a bun, was in love with Uncle Yank. Everyone knew it.

Everyone except Uncle Yank. Neither was over the hill and Annabelle felt bad for Lola. After all, the other woman had wasted most of her life waiting for the ultimate bachelor to notice her as something more than a prize assistant and a surrogate mother for his nieces.

“First order of business. Our annual summer party is scheduled for the third Saturday in July. Does everyone have it on their calendar?” Lola asked.

All nodded. Annabelle already had the date marked in her calendar. The annual Hot Zone party was as much a family event as a business one.

“Okay then. On to the clients,” Lola said.

“Micki? What’s going on with Roper?” Uncle Yank asked of their star baseball player. Even when he was questioning the girls about their social lives, Uncle Yank always started with Micki, the youngest and worked his way up to Annabelle, the oldest.

Micki rolled the pen between her palms. “I’m trying to counter some bad media. He’ll be fine. He just needs to watch what he says to the press,” she said in a soothing voice. With her blond, curly hair and deliberately casual dress, Micki always presented the epitome of relaxed confidence.

“He needs to learn discretion,” Micki insisted. “I’ll stick by his side for a few weeks and he’ll learn how to handle the media. We’ll spin things in his favor,” she assured them.

“Handle him, Mick,” Uncle Yank said.

“Don’t worry. I will.”

Annabelle had no doubt her sister would accomplish her goal. All three of them usually did. Although each took on a client as their own, they worked as a team, brainstorming and formulating a PR plan together. The only division occurred in how they assigned clients.

As every guy’s friend, Micki preferred to tackle the difficult athletes. She enjoyed cultivating trust, smoothing ruffled feathers and keeping an athlete looking good to the media. Sophie, the brains in the family, thought, dressed and acted above it all. Her hair was always perfectly set, either professionally blown-dried or pulled into a conservative updo, and her designer suits complemented the appearance she sought to present. Not surprisingly, photo shoots and an athlete’s upscale ventures were more her terrain.

Annabelle preferred the guy’s guy. The sweat-soaked, masculine football player who made a female look and feel feminine in comparison to his size, bulk and scent. She enjoyed being on the field and in the company of jocks, a weakness that tended to land her in trouble, starting with the high school captain of the football team who’d dated her, but then broken her heart when he’d cheated on her with her best friend.

Her bad luck with men had continued with the star quarterback at the University of Miami, who it turned out had only screwed her in order to have a pretty woman on his arm and get closer to her uncle Yank at the same time. After her first real broken heart, she’d decided since men desired arm candy, she’d darn well give them arm candy and enjoy herself at the same time. With her emotional walls firmly in place, she’d graduated with honors, received her MBA and come home to New York. Expanding the agency had been a real accomplishment and she took pride in working in its luxury offices with views of the East River, located in the heart of Manhattan.

Life had been great until Randy Dalton, linebacker for the N.Y. Giants, had slipped past her defenses. For the first time since college she’d allowed herself to think a man could care for more than what he saw on the outside, more than what her family business connections could bring. She’d indulged in an affair, knowing her heart would likely follow, and it had.

Since Randy was one of the wealthiest, most eligible bachelors in New York City, their romance had played out in public, dominating the media. When he’d moved on to a younger actress, Annabelle had been left behind, her heart hurt once more and the gossip rags only too eager to report the story in their unique way. In the six months since, Annabelle sometimes wondered if her ego had taken the bigger hit, but the end result was the same. She was finished with men. She was going to focus on her job, period.

“Sophie?” Uncle Yank barked, snapping Annabelle out of her daydreaming, philosophical funk.

“What’s on your agenda?” he asked, moving along to the middle sister.

All the information was on the pages in his hands, but since he seemed to want more frequent face-to-face meetings, the sisters agreed to humor him.

“I’m just trying to keep the peace between Dalton and O’Keefe,” Sophie said, of Annabelle’s ex and the Giants’ new owner.

Randy was the type of jock client Sophie would normally avoid, but after Annabelle’s public breakup, Micki had been tied up so Sophie had been all too willing to take over representing Randy Dalton. Annabelle didn’t envy Randy.

“Like I told Dalton, he’s too stupid to understand discretion and the fact that he’s got contract negotiations coming up,” Sophie said, confirming Annabelle’s hunch that her middle sister enjoyed making the man feel like an ass day in and day out. “He’s also too much of a jerk-off to remember that he broke Annie’s heart and nobody in this family cares about anything more than the bottom line,” Sophie said, defending her sister.

“Mouth, Sophie,” Uncle Yank muttered. “Watch the mouth.”

All three sisters rolled their eyes. “We learned our words from you,” Annabelle reminded him. “And thanks for treating Dalton like the jerk he is, Soph.” Still, Annabelle understood that business held sway and The Hot Zone would continue to represent the louse until either Dalton fired them or they could contractually cut him loose.

“Annabelle? What’s going on in your end of things?” her uncle asked.

Annabelle looked forward to the twinkle in his eye when he glanced at her. Despite his grumbling, Annabelle knew just how much he adored her. “I just wrapped up overseeing Ernesto Mendoza’s Nike commercial and put him on a plane back to Dallas. Last night I accompanied the chairman of NYCT’s son to a charity gala. I made sure they know we’ve got the stars they want to support their cause. They’ll turn to us before they look to Atkins for sponsors,” she said, winking at her uncle.

Despite his long-standing friendship with Spencer Atkins, they were business rivals of the deepest sort, Annabelle knew. And she always looked out for Uncle Yank’s best interest.

“That’s my girl,” Yank said in a voice infused with warmth and pride.

“Did you wear the Louis Vuitton dress?” Sophie asked, referring to Annabelle’s newest acquisition.

Annabelle grinned. “You know it, sister.” The dress, with its low vee in the back was perfect for keeping a man’s attention on her, especially when his hand lay on the small of her bare back.

The banging gavel startled Annabelle and she jumped in her seat.

“Back to business,” Uncle Yank grumbled and all three sisters laughed.

“Well besides all that, I’ve got the usual insanity waiting for me in my office,” Annabelle said, wrapping up her summary.

“Micki?” Uncle Yank asked. “Got any openings for a new client?”

Micki shot her uncle a regretful glance. “Not right away. My schedule’s booked. Armando’s got the United Way shoot coming up and he made me promise I’d be there myself. And until the Post backs off the gossip and innuendo on Roper, I’m busy 24/7.”

Uncle Yank rolled his eyes. “Hire him a hooker and book a photographer to take pictures of him in the act,” he muttered. “Sophie?” Uncle Yank asked.

She spread her hands wide, also indicating there wasn’t much she could do. “My schedule’s pretty tight, too. Besides I’m not sure I can deal with another dumb jock ogling my boobs and trying to get into my pants while I’m attempting to book him for charity work.”

“You need to lighten up,” Micki said, offering her usual refrain. “You’re such a stick in the mud, it’s no wonder you haven’t had a decent date in ages.” She ribbed her sister and Annabelle awaited the fallout.

Sophie scowled. “I’ve dated plenty. Just not someone who rather smack another guy’s behind than a woman’s.”

Micki let out an exaggerated sigh. “There’s no way I’ll ever buy that those intellectual types you go for do anything for you,” she said as the two sisters launched into their typical bickering.

“Would you two save the personal stuff for after work?” Annabelle asked.

“Annie’s right.” The sound of the gavel broke the argument. “No sex talk in the boardroom,” Yank said, his face beet-red as it always was when his nieces got on a roll.

The problem was, the girls never took him seriously. Not about the opposite sex, anyway. How could they when he’d never married and never tried to hide his string of women from them as they’d grown up?

From the time they’d moved in with their bachelor uncle, he’d used them to pick up women—until Lola had gotten wind of his chick-magnet scheme and taken over, joining them on trips to the park, the mall, and the playground, making them appear to be one big happy family. And putting a serious dent in Uncle Yank’s social life in the process. The sisters loved Lola as their surrogate mom and Uncle Yank couldn’t function a day in his life without her. He was just too stubborn to see how much he needed and loved her, too.

“Lola and I can handle whatever business comes up until Micki and Sophie’s schedules clear,” Annabelle said, returning them to the discussion at hand.

“But I think we should consider bringing in new publicists,” Micki said. “We’ve discussed expanding before and I think we’re getting close to having no choice.”

Sophie and Annabelle murmured in agreement. They were getting too successful to handle everything themselves.

“We’ll talk about it,” Yank promised.

“Next meeting?” Annabelle insisted, knowing he’d avoid it otherwise. She would, too, for much the same reason. Annabelle hated to lose the family atmosphere that now dominated The Hot Zone.

“Next meeting,” he agreed. “You always did know how to lead this group,” Uncle Yank said, chuckling.

“That’s my job.” Annabelle forced a laugh, but his words sobered her as the past came back all too clearly. Little did Uncle Yank know, she’d had to take on the role of leader and peacekeeper.

As the oldest sibling when their parents died, the fear of being separated from her sisters lived in Annabelle’s heart. She was the only one who’d heard the social worker’s threat to the lawyer. If Uncle Yank, the bachelor, balked at taking the girls or if he screwed up in any way, they’d end up in foster care. Nobody would have wanted to adopt kids their age, especially all three of them. Keeping the family together had become Annabelle’s obsession. So, any time Sophie and Micki argued, those words came back to haunt Annabelle.

“So, on to discussing the potential new client?” Lola asked.

Annabelle was grateful for the subject change. “Who?” she asked.

Sophie and Micki exchanged looks, a sure sign they already knew.

“Brandon Vaughn,” Micki said, practically jumping out of her seat to be the first to tell.

“The Heisman winner and Dallas’ franchise player until he blew out his knee,” Sophie said, proud of her ability to spout from memory.

“A Hall of Famer and Uncle Yank’s prize client until the guy bailed on him after his injury,” Lola continued to enlighten them.

As if Annabelle could forget. She’d been away at school at the time of his departure. But that hadn’t been the end of Brandon Vaughn.

“We were introduced at a charity event a few years ago,” Annabelle murmured aloud. His brown eyes were mesmerizing, and when he’d looked at her it was as if no other woman existed. Not even the bimbo on his arm.

He’d also carried a cocky air, the one that informed her I know you want me, baby, and every other woman in the room does, too. Unfortunately, he was the exact kind of man that drew Annabelle the most. She admired his kind of sexy self-confidence. Too bad it was always her undoing.

As were his looks. Silky black hair, chiseled features and he filled out his tuxedo like no man she’d seen before or since. She remembered thinking it was a good thing he was no longer involved with her uncle or she’d be in big trouble. Just the very thought of him caused swells of anticipation and lust to flow through Annabelle’s veins like honey. And oh, how she loved the silken smooth taste of honey, she thought.

Annabelle swallowed hard. “What does Vaughn want after all this time?”

Her uncle let out a low, threatening growl. “It’d better be to kiss my ass. The only reason I’m even seeing him is that Lola here insisted I take the appointment.” He jerked his pencil Lola’s way.

“Rumor has it his ex-wife was calling the shots in the old days.” As usual, Micki offered the voice of reason and understanding, defending the ball player no matter what.

“I’ve met the man,” Annabelle said. His rugged features and come-hither grin were now firmly in her mind again. “And somehow, I can’t imagine any woman pulling him around by his ba—er, jock strap,” she said, catching sight of Uncle Yank’s scowl and moderating her choice of words accordingly. “He’s a jock through and through.”

Sophie nodded. “Which makes him good for one thing only.”

“Amen,” Annabelle said, knowing exactly what her sister meant. She’d been drawn to Vaughn back then, and considering the sexual drought she’d been in for the last six months—eight if she counted the dwindling days of Randy Dalton’s interest—Annabelle found herself longing for that one particular thing Brandon Vaughn had to offer.

“How soon did you two say you could wrap up your current clients?” she asked her sisters hopefully. She had no desire to take on Uncle Yank’s newest client alone.

Sophie and Micki eyed each other knowingly, a conspiratorial glimmer in each of their eyes. “We didn’t,” they said at the same time.

Annabelle had seen that glimmer when they were kids. She’d seen it again at the mention of Vaughn’s name. It wasn’t often those two grouped together, but when they did, Annabelle was usually the target.

“Neither of us is free now. And we won’t be for a while.” This from Sophie.

“A long while,” Micki added.

Annabelle rolled her eyes. It figured. For once, and at her expense, the bickering duo decided to agree.


CHAPTER TWO


Brandon Vaughn hated eating crow. He hated admitting defeat even more. So, as he stood outside The Hot Zone offices for his meeting with Yank Morgan, he was in a stinking foul mood, even if seeing the old man was exactly what he needed to set right both the past and his future.

“Mr. Morgan will see you now.” Lola, the same assistant Yank had had since the old days, gestured toward the closed office door.

Her assessing brown-eyed gaze followed him as he rose from his seat. “You look good, Brandon.” She was one of the few people other than his parents to call him by his first name.

“Not that you couldn’t stand to get some more sleep, judging from those dark circles under your eyes, but you’re still a handsome devil,” she said with a warm smile and a wink.

Obviously, she didn’t hold a grudge over his leaving all those years ago, but Vaughn doubted Yank felt the same.

“You’re looking mighty fine yourself, honey.” In fact, though likely somewhere in her mid- to late-fifties, Lola didn’t look a day over forty. “I hope the old man’s treating you right.”

Lola shrugged. “He hasn’t changed a bit.”

Vaughn accepted her cryptic answer. He’d learned if he didn’t pry into other people’s lives, they tended to leave his secrets alone.

But obviously Yank still didn’t see the prize that was right in front of him, and as Vaughn passed Lola’s desk, he couldn’t help but pause. “Maybe if you loosened things up around here, Yank would do the same.” He tugged playfully on the collar of her blouse.

“You may have a point.” Lola’s eyes narrowed, as she mulled over his words. “The girls have been telling me the same thing.”

The girls. Wrong damn word, Vaughn thought. Yank’s nieces were all women. Three beautiful women, but he’d only be willing to work with two of them. Micki knew her way around a locker room like any guy, and Sophie was an expert with numbers and PR. Both enjoyed stellar reputations in the business. So did Annabelle, but he had his reasons for not wanting to work with Yank’s oldest niece.

The blond-haired, blue-eyed, sexpot was hot stuff. She’d made headlines as often as he had, and her tendency to appear more like a groupie than a professional made her bad business in Vaughn’s mind. As was getting involved with Yank’s niece. And if he worked alongside her, he’d be tempted to do just that.

He’d met Annabelle once before when she’d been on the arm of her client-of-the-moment. Their eyes had met, held and the hit had been harder than any he’d taken in the field. He’d known then, just as he did now, Annabelle Jordan meant trouble.

Without warning the intercom buzzed. Lola pressed the button and Yank roared, “Well, is that son of a bitch coming in or is he gonna make me wait until I’m old and gray?”

“You’re already gray,” Lola shot back, then glanced at Vaughn and spoke, lowering her voice. “No need to tell him he’s already a crotchety old coot,” she said laughing. “I guess he’s ready to see you, Brandon.”

Vaughn treated Lola to one of his cocky grins. Nobody had ever seen him sweat and he refused to start now. Even if he’d rather deal with the physical agony of destroying his knee again than face the old man.

Vaughn strode inside. Yank Morgan looked as imposing as Vaughn remembered him, with just a few extra gray hairs sprinkling his wild hair and thick beard.

“Hey, Pop,” Vaughn said, using the nickname he’d adopted for Yank.

The other man scowled. “Pop’s reserved for family and friends. Not lowlife, back-stabbing—”

Vaughn rolled his eyes. Plenty of players left their agents and moved on. It was a fact of the business. “I don’t blame you for being pissed, but son of a bitch? You can do better than that,” he said, pushing Yank’s buttons on purpose. At least this way the old guy would get it all out of his system and they could move forward.

“How about damn stupid, dumb-ass jock who let a woman lead him around by his—”

“That’ll do,” Vaughn muttered. The cold, hard truth still hurt. “Now are you going to forgive me or do I turn around and walk out the door for good?”

As Vaughn waited, his heart pounded hard in his chest while the deafening silence gave him too much time for unwanted memories to return. He’d missed the older man, and suddenly even his professional reasons for returning to Yank’s agency weren’t as important as the man’s forgiveness.

From the first day they’d met, Yank had provided all the praise and pride Vaughn’s own parents had withheld.

Vaughn’s Heisman Trophy, two Superbowl rings and Hall of Fame induction meant nothing to Theodore Vaughn. In his embarrassed father’s mind, Vaughn was still the pathetic son who’d only graduated high school, then college, because his teachers had looked the other way in deference to the school’s athletic program. And his mother had stood by her man, to hell with her child. All Estelle’s efforts went into the superficial. Creating the perfect-looking home, becoming the perfect-looking wife, and cementing the perception of…well, perfection.

Yank had not only represented Vaughn’s interests in the first Dallas deal, but had cared about him, too. He’d straightened Vaughn’s ass out in all the ways that counted. And he’d been repaid with Vaughn’s betrayal.

“I heard you kicked your wife to the curb,” Yank said, finally breaking the oppressive silence by mentioning the woman who’d caused the trouble.

“Yeah.” Laura was a lesson Vaughn had learned the hard way. Before her, he’d kept all women at a distance, sticking to quick sex and leaving right after. He never believed a woman would accept him, flaws and all.

Then came Laura, a high school teacher who’d convinced him to trust her, but after his injury, he’d quickly discovered she wasn’t the soft-spoken woman he’d thought understood him. She’d changed into a money-hungry, self-indulgent, control freak and Vaughn hadn’t seen it happening. He’d been too caught up in the game, because the game was all he had to define himself.

So, while Vaughn was laid up in the hospital with a concussion and a potentially career-ending hit to the knee, Laura had made a deal with Spencer Atkins, Associates, Yank’s PR rival. She’d talked Vaughn into leaving Yank at a time when he was out of his mind with painkillers and fear. She’d claimed she’d had his best interests at heart and so he’d stood by the deal she’d made in a stupid attempt to believe he had both a marriage and a career. In reality, the two had already ended.

“Laura got the bars I opened in D.C., N.Y. and Dallas, and I got my freedom,” Vaughn said with no small amount of satisfaction.

“How do I know you’ve learned your lesson?” Yank asked. But the rough timbre of his voice told Vaughn he was softening toward him.

“Would I be here groveling if I hadn’t?”

A smile lifted Yank’s mouth. “So tell me what you’re doing here.”

Vaughn knew that was as much of an I forgive you as he was likely to get from Yank Morgan.

He’d take it. And now they’d gotten to the heart of the matter. “I’m this close to opening a lodge in Greenlawn, my old hometown upstate.”

Yank leaned closer, squinting. “And why the hell would you want to do that?”

He understood Yank’s question. With all the recent aggravation, Vaughn often needed to remind himself of why it was important for this venture to succeed. “It’s going to be a winter retreat for affluent adults and a school/summer camp for kids.” Kids whose education fell short, who slipped through the cracks, and who couldn’t read as well as others.

A silent moment of understanding passed between them. Because Yank knew Vaughn’s secret, the weakness he never showed or shared, he had no doubt the other man would understand Vaughn’s reasons for the lodge without him having to go into detail.

Sure enough, Yank nodded slowly. “So what’s the problem then?”

“The shit started hitting the fan.”

Yank raised an eyebrow and leaned back laughing. “I assume you don’t mean that literally?”

“I’m renovating an old hotel. Problems started with incomplete deliveries, then some missed orders altogether. Finally, a few of the construction crews failed to show on time. In each case they claimed I’d called to reschedule.”

“Did you?” Yank asked.

“Hell no. We’re already behind. I’d announced a Thanksgiving opening and the way things are going we’ll be lucky to have guests by Christmas.”

Yank grimaced. “Any chance your assistant or secretary made the changes?”

“Not if they wanted to live,” he said with certainty. Besides, he’d already grilled the entire staff over the possibility. “Nobody rescheduled. Just like nobody who works for me started the rumor that there’re termites in the building when there isn’t a bug to be found.”

He slammed his hand on the desk, his frustration returning. “I need good publicity and quick, or I stand to lose my entire investment. If I don’t get paying guests in time for this winter, I’ll lose the funding for next summer.”

Then the kids would miss out. Not just on fun, but on the opportunity to work with qualified teachers who’d help them with their educational problems in time for the school year.

Yank rubbed his hands together in thought. “You need Annabelle.”

“Sophie,” Vaughn said at the same time, thinking of the jock-hating sister.

Yank laughed, his eyes glowing with pride now that the subject had turned to the nieces he adored.

“Hey, I saw what Sophie did to turn Contreras’s PGA amusement park from a kiddie snack shack into a high-class establishment,” Vaughn said, pressing his case.

“Sophie was darn good for Contreras, but only because she doesn’t consider golfers athletes. She wouldn’t touch you with a ten-foot pole, and besides, she’s busy making sure my biggest moneymaker and pain in the ass behaves going into his next contract negotiation.”

At Yank’s declaration, Vaughn knew Sophie wasn’t an option. “I’ll take Micki then. The folks in town will like her.”

No small consideration. Whichever sister took this job would have to spend time in his small hometown of Greenlawn. Get to know the people. Be in close contact with Vaughn. And Annabelle was too much, too everything, to do his lodge or his reputation any good. At this point, his success was tied to both.

“Besides, from what I’ve read, this is right up her alley. She knows how to turn a bad situation into a golden one.”

“Yessiree, Micki can handle any jock. You’ve got my niece’s numbers,” Yank said. “Only problem is Micki’s already busy doing just that. The only one who’s free to take care of your problems is Annabelle.”

Vaughn broke into a heated sweat.

“Annabelle’s a real people person,” Yank continued, his voice not leaving room for argument. “She’s smart, she’s savvy, and she can handle herself in a big city or a small town. She thrives on crisis management and can turn any bad play into a touchdown.” Arms folded across his wide chest, Yank looked him in the eye, then went for the kill. “You trust me, don’t you? That’s why you came back, isn’t it?”

All the guilt and betrayal Vaughn had lived with for years came flooding back. He owed Yank Morgan for treating him with respect and caring. If working with and placing his trust in Annabelle was the way to repay him, then Vaughn had no choice.

“Okay,” he said, decision made, even if his stomach was now in knots. “Annabelle’s the one for the job.”

Without warning, Yank’s office door swung open wide. As if summoned, Annabelle breezed inside and Vaughn’s gut churned with sudden, burning need. She hadn’t changed. She was a blond-haired, blue-eyed beauty who had really grown into her looks. Her features were patrician, but her attitude and swagger were all New York chic.

Without sparing him a glance, she placed an obviously designer bag, not that Vaughn knew which designer, onto her uncle’s desk. “You’ll never guess what I’ve got in here.”

She glanced up then, and stopped short, meeting Vaughn’s gaze. Her porcelain-like skin flushed a damned attractive shade of pink and he was glad he affected her, too.

Her gaze darted to Yank. “Lola wasn’t at her desk so I just let myself in.”

“Not a problem. We were just talking about you. You’re just in time to meet your newest client. Vaughn, meet Annie,” Yank said.

The nickname didn’t suit the elegant woman, but did provide him with an intimate glance into her personal life, and the heat pulsing through him increased.

As she stepped back to appraise him, Vaughn watched closely, deciding he’d take his cues from her.

“Everyone in the business knows Brandon Vaughn,” she said, obviously playing to his ego. “But I think I told you we’ve been introduced before.”

If she was flustered, she no longer showed it. Instead she stepped toward him. “Nice to see you again.” She extended her hand in greeting.

He gripped her soft palm in return. What should have been a brief, businesslike handshake was electrified by a sizzling connection instead. He might have sucked in school, but he knew chemistry, and theirs was just as strong as it had been at their first meeting.

“Nice to know I still have a reputation to speak of.” He forced a laugh.

“So, we’re working together,” she said, her voice a touch hoarser than before.

“Your uncle thinks we’ll make a good team.”

“I’m sure you were mistaken,” she said, her eyes suddenly twinkling with challenge. “Uncle Yank knows I work solo. Any client I take on has got to agree to play by my rules and follow my cues. Otherwise I can’t promise results.”

“I’m sure we’ll find some middle ground,” he assured her, not glancing at Yank, who merely watched from the sidelines, leaving Vaughn to deal with his last choice of Yank’s nieces. “So, what’s in the bag?” he asked.

She unzipped the top and pulled out a mutt that was nothing short of a ball of frazzled fluff. The white dog looked like an oversize cotton ball but for the patch of black hair over one eye.

“What the hell is that?” Yank leaned forward for a closer look, squinting as he examined the dog.

“According to the shelter, he’s a coton de tulear.”

“A what?” Brandon asked.

“A coton,” Annabelle explained. “Like a bichon frise,” she said, as if that made any more sense.

The dog squirmed restlessly until Annabelle cradled him beneath her breasts in a move that left Vaughn breathless, speechless and with a complete hard-on while wishing he could trade places with the pooch.

Oblivious to his reaction, Annabelle went on to explain. “I was doing my shift at the shelter when I met the newest arrival. I mean, who abandons a sweet dog like this, papers and all?” She pressed her lips to the top of his fluffy head. “But the kennel is overcrowded and if nobody adopted him by next Sunday, they’d have to put him down. And I couldn’t handle the waiting and not knowing, so—”

“You took him yourself,” Yank finished for her. “The kid’s been hiding strays for as long as she’s been with me. She was afraid I’d turn them out in the cold and—”

“Vaughn doesn’t want to hear any old childhood stories,” Annabelle said, cutting off another unexpected glimpse into Annabelle Jordan.

He shifted his weight and sat on the edge of the desk. “Actually, I don’t mind at all.”

“Well, I do.”

Yank cleared his throat. “You’ll have plenty of time to get to know one another while you’re working on the problems at Vaughn’s lodge. You have electricity? Internet and cell phone service?” he asked.

“Most of the time,” Vaughn said.

“Great, because we can’t spare anyone to tag along with Annie right now. So, you go on up to the lodge, assess the damage and we’ll work things out from there. Lola’s always around if you need her.”

Annabelle sighed. “We’ve had two assistants on maternity leave, the temp agency keeps sending us duds, and the good ones get experience and move upward,” she explained to Vaughn, agreeing with her uncle.

Though from the uncomfortable shifting of her feet, she didn’t seem all that happy about accompanying him alone.

“Which reminds me. Micki’s got a point,” she said to her uncle. “We need extra help.”

“Finish this assignment and we’ll talk about everything. Hell, maybe I can steal an agent from Spencer Atkins, the client poaching dirtbag,” he said, shooting a direct glance at Vaughn.

He refused to flinch.

Annabelle rolled her eyes. “We need more publicists, not agents. So, where’s the lodge located?” she asked in an obvious subject change.

“Upstate. About an hour and a half from the city,” Vaughn replied.

She shuffled the dog around, but didn’t move him from the snug spot beneath those luscious breasts. “Give directions to Lola. I’ll wrap things up around here, leave in the morning and be there midday tomorrow. Once I get up to speed, I’ll comprise a game plan,” she said.

She seemed to have a no-nonsense way of directing things around her. Well, she would soon learn he was finished being directed, manipulated, or puppeteered in any way, by any woman.

“Since I’m staying overnight in the city, I’ll pick you up whenever’s convenient and drive you upstate myself,” he countered.

Her jaw clenched and her body stiffened, enough to have the dog wriggling to escape her confining arms. She soothed him with a pat on the head, then turned back to Vaughn. “I’d rather have my car.”

And he’d rather not have her zoom into town in the flaming red Porsche she’d been photographed in numerous times. The last picture had shown her tearing out of The Waldorf after an argument with her ex-boyfriend, the quarterback.

He opted for a diplomatic approach. “I don’t want to call attention to your presence. It’s a small town and I don’t want anyone thinking I’m into the flashy or frivolous. I need their trust and I want them to line up for employment and to recommend the lodge to relatives.”

“Are you insinuating I’m loud and flashy looking?” she asked in a deceptively sweet voice, latching on to the one nondiplomatic part of his speech.

“He ain’t insinuating nothing, Annie. He’s outright telling you to leave the hooker-mobile at home.” Yank burst out laughing, and judging from Annabelle’s furious expression, making the situation one hundred times worse.

She clenched her jaw. “Fine, you can pick me up in front of my building at three. Meanwhile, may I ask what people will think I’m doing there? Acting as your assistant? Your secretary? Or can we just call me your publicist?” she asked with obviously feigned sweetness.

He shook his head. “Nobody needs to know my business.”

“Then why not just call Annie your girlfriend?” Yank suggested, grinning like an idiot at his idea.

“No,” both Annabelle and Vaughn said at the same time.

It was probably the only time they’d agree, he thought. On anything.


CHAPTER THREE


Lola began her ritual of straightening the office for the night. Although she could leave the drudge work for the cleaning staff, she usually enjoyed the suddenly-quiet time when she stayed. But most of all, she liked being around to take care of Yank, even if he didn’t always deserve or appreciate it.

“Do you really think you can play with Annabelle and Brandon’s lives?” she asked as Yank passed by her desk, treating her to a wink that never failed to send swirling spirals of warmth through her body.

He paused. “I’m not playing. I’m deadly serious. All three of those girls have been messing up their love lives and I’m sick of watching from the sidelines.”

“Look who’s talking,” she muttered. “They’re young. They’re entitled to make mistakes. What’s your excuse?” she asked him.

He rolled his eyes and as usual ignored her jibe. “Annabelle’s picked real losers and because of that, she wouldn’t know a decent man if he bit her in the ass.”

“And suddenly Brandon Vaughn’s a decent man? Just yesterday you called him a lowlife, blood-sucking snake.”

He chuckled. “Any man with the balls to grovel is okay in my book. I missed the kid. Besides, he and Annie have a lot in common. More than either of them know,” he said.

“Besides picking losers?” Lola asked wryly.

“Yep. You got tomorrow’s schedule?” he asked her.

Having anticipated his request, she picked up a sheet of paper she’d printed earlier. She let it dangle between her fingertips, unsure of whether to hand him the page or—

“Read it to me, will you?”

She sighed, wondering when he’d admit to having a problem. He’d either have to take himself to a doctor or she’d be forced to make the appointment for him.

“You have your weekly breakfast with Spence Atkins, a conference call with O’Keefe and Sophie regarding Randy Dalton, and then, nothing.”

She hesitated, then decided to assert her authority, and if he didn’t like it, tough luck. “I was thinking Dr. Lenkowitz could fit you in for that eye exam you canceled last month. You really shouldn’t put it off any longer.”

Yank scowled, the frown doing nothing to detract from his good looks. “I’m fine, and since I have the afternoon off, I’d rather go to the track than waste time sitting ’round with blurry eyes waiting for him to use those machines on me.”

She raised the newspaper from the desk and asked, “Which paper am I holding?”

She knew good and well he couldn’t tell if it was the Post or the News without moving closer and she dropped the section back to the table before he could answer. “I’m making an appointment. I’ll let you know when it is,” she informed him.

“Damned bossy woman,” he muttered.

“Then find one who isn’t,” she said, rising from her desk.

He stormed back into his office and shut the door behind him, ignoring her.

She suppressed a smile, wondering if he knew how predictable he’d become. He counted on her enough that he’d never fire her. If she wanted out, she’d have to quit.

The thought made her queasy. Until now, she’d been content to remain at The Hot Zone with Yank. Especially since he’d mellowed, his days of dating different women every night behind him. Her feelings for the man ran deep or she wouldn’t have put up with him on any level for all these years.

Contrary to what the girls thought, she and Yank had had their affair, right before the girls’ parents had died and left them with their bachelor uncle. Lola had hoped that, over time, he would come to see her as more than his assistant or even another woman he’d taken to bed. Then the girls had arrived and the passion of their early affair had given way to the priority of settling his nieces and comforting their grief. He’d needed her for that, and she’d fallen in love with the three little girls. She’d already been head over heels for Yank Morgan.

Unfortunately, becoming an instant parent had scared Yank, so much so that instead of settling more, he’d gone wild. He’d been the doting uncle by day, but moved from one willing female to the next by night—all in the hopes of proving to himself that just because he’d become the girls’ guardian, his lifestyle didn’t have to change.

Lola had put a quick end to his using the girls as chick-magnets by turning them into a family. For the children, her scheme had worked. They’d had as normal an upbringing as possible with Yank as their surrogate father. But Lola had put her own life on hold to help him. She’d done so without being asked and she’d requested nothing in return.

She liked to think that if not for the girls needing a female influence in their lives, she’d have long since moved on from Yank Morgan and his unwillingness to commit. It was too late to really know. But it wasn’t too late to acknowledge the ever-growing restlessness she was feeling. The lack of comfort in the routine she used to love. And she was too smart not to understand why.

The girls were grown women and didn’t need either of them the way they used to. Although Yank was certainly no longer the youthful prize he once was, it hadn’t changed her feelings one bit. Though the girls didn’t yet realize he was having vision problems, Lola did. She’d have no difficulty remaining by his side throughout whatever life had in store, but not with things the way they were now.
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