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Bad Boy Fantasy Defense Strategy


1. Should your best friends conspire to set you up with the newly arrived bad boy on your block, say no. Emphatically. Repeatedly. Exhaustively.


2. Be strong! His wicked grin has charmed formidable women before (Hello, Barbara Walters!).


3. Modeling underwear on national television is not an acceptable career choice (no matter how hot he looks in those boxers!).


4. An ex-ladies’ man is an oxymoron—or in this case, just a moron.


5. Never, ever, agree to a single night of mind-blowing, off-the-charts, fantasy-fulfilling, ruin-you-for-any-other-man-on-the-planet sex just to “get it out of your system.” You will (probably) fail.


6. Try not to remember that reformed bad boys can make the best husbands.
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Chapter 1

Alicia Greene grabbed her bedside phone after the first ring and said, “I’m running late this morning, Alfie. I’ll have to call you later.”

“This will only take a minute, sis,” her twin insisted. “I have great news.”

Alicia sighed. One Alfie minute always equaled thirty Alfie minutes. And they both knew it.

“Then I’m putting you on speaker phone,” Alicia told him. “You talk. I’ll finish getting ready.”

Alicia slipped on her blouse and buttoned it while Alfie rambled on about the new woman he’d met at Starbucks earlier that morning. She was stunning. Absolutely the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.

“And you know I’m a sucker for beautiful women,” Alfie said.

“I won’t argue with that,” Alicia said, and walked across the bedroom toward her closet.

He’d seen her at Starbucks several times before, but he’d never had the courage to approach her. She really was that beautiful. And she was a redhead.

“And you know I’ve always been a sucker for redheads,” Alfie said.

“Uh-huh,” Alicia agreed, and reached into the closet for her skirt.

They’d been the only two early birds at Starbucks on this particular Monday morning, so he’d finally found the courage to talk to her. He explained he’d always been an early riser. She explained she was an emergency-room nurse, and always stopped for coffee on her way to the hospital.

“And, I hate to keep repeating myself,” Alfie said, “but you know I’ve always been a sucker for nurses.”

Alicia wrinkled her nose at any mention of the medical profession; her famous neurosurgeon ex-husband the reason for her frown.

Edward Carlton had fooled her completely during the entire year they’d dated before he proposed. Not once had Edward given her, or anyone else, any reason to suspect he was marrying her only to preserve his sterling reputation. If she hadn’t caught him in a compromising position with their twenty-something Latino pool boy a year after the wedding, she might still be trapped in a tragic farce of a marriage.

That thought made Alicia shudder.

But she was past the ugly divorce now. Past her deep depression that followed the divorce. Past letting Edward destroy her self-esteem. Thankfully, past Edward Carlton altogether.

Alfie said, “Her name is Gwen, and I really think she could be the one.” But a needy please-let-it-be-so sigh followed his statement.

And how many times had Alfie said that before?

Too many times to count.

Alicia refrained from pointing that out, however. If she argued, the conversation would quickly escalate into a full Alfie hour. She didn’t have an hour to spare this morning. Not when her neighbor, Zada Clark, was on a matchmaking mission—Alicia being Zada’s unwilling victim. And especially not when she intended to tell Zada at coffee this morning to back off and forget her matchmaking idea once and for all!

“Good for you, Alfie,” was all Alicia said about her twin’s great news.

“Good for you?” Alfie’s disappointed snort blared through the speaker. “I’ve just told you I think I’ve met the love of my life this morning, and all you have to say is ‘Good for you’?”

“I told you I’m running late,” Alicia reminded him as she slipped her feet into her high heels. “Mondays are always crazy at the office. I’ll have to call you later.”

Another snort echoed through the speaker.

“Let me guess,” Alfie said curtly. “The real reason you don’t have time to talk to me is because you’re hurrying off to have coffee with the Housewives Fantasy Club before you go to the office.”

Alicia glanced at the speaker on the phone set.

Her twin’s ability to read her mind always amazed her.

And yes, before she headed off to her real estate office, she planned to have coffee with the women in her cul-de-sac who were fondly known as the Housewives Fantasy Club for a very good reason. On Saturday nights when the guys in her cul-de-sac got together to play poker, the girls got together to share their most secret desires.

And yes, sometimes those secret desires were nothing more than a new pair of Jimmy Choo shoes or new wallpaper for the bathroom. But as with all good female friends who feel completely safe with each other, after a few glasses of wine, the conversation always ended up about sex in one way or another.

The one way or another she and her friends preferred just happened to be the fantasy way.

And better friends than Tish Jones, Jen Marshall, and Zada Clark had become to her, Alicia couldn’t imagine. This certainly hadn’t been the case six months ago.

Six months ago, she’d been depressed over the divorce. She’d been an outcast in her own neighborhood. And she’d been downright bitter toward Tish, Jen, and Zada, who were basically treating her like a pariah at the time.

“Those women wouldn’t give you the time of day six months ago, Alicia,” Alfie said, “and you know it.”

Again, Alfie had said out loud exactly what she’d been thinking. Alicia frowned at the telephone speaker this time.

Scary.

“What was it they said about you behind your back after your divorce?” He mimicked in a high-pitched voice, “Alicia Greene is what you’d get if you put Anna Nicole Smith and Pamela Anderson in a blender. Except with ten times the class, old family money, and an MBA from Harvard. In other words, every wife’s nightmare.”

Alicia walked over and turned the speaker off. “Yes, Alfie,” she said when she picked up the phone, “that’s exactly what they said about me after my divorce. And in retrospect, I really don’t blame them. If you’re relatively attractive, wealthy, and divorced, you don’t exactly fit in with the suburban married couple’s social scene.”

“My point exactly,” Alfie said. “So why is attractive, wealthy, and divorced you still living in the suburbs with a bunch of jealous housewives?”

“They aren’t jealous of me now, and you know it,” Alicia said. “We’ve all become good friends.”

“Are you sure about that?” Alfie cautioned. “Jealousy is the only motive I can think of that would make your so-called good friend Zada try to fix you up with the likes of Jake Sims.”

Alicia let out a deep sigh as Alfie ranted on about Zada’s determination to fix her up with infamous retired Chicago Cubs baseball player Jake Sims. As in king of the tabloids Jake Sims, Alfie reminded her. A new model or starlet on his arm every week Jake Sims, Alfie complained.

Who also looks damn good in his underwear commercials Jake Sims, Alicia thought, but she quickly pushed that mental image out of her mind. And she definitely didn’t mention the underwear commercials to her brother.

“And you’re not without fault in this whole situation, either,” Alfie accused. “You just had to sell Jake Sims the house directly across the street from yours!”

Alicia groaned. “You already know I had no idea who was buying the house, Alfie. His attorney handled the sale from start to finish.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Alfie grumbled. “You can’t deny I have good reason to be worried. The man’s whole life reads like an episode of the Jerry Springer show!”

Alicia didn’t try to argue with that statement.

The tabloids had kept Jake front and center for most of his life; his marriage to his equally famous supermodel ex-wife some fourteen years earlier; the birth of their baby daughter; the nasty divorce shortly after the child was born. But the tabloids had been in a genuine feeding frenzy from the moment Jake’s ex-wife had been killed in a car accident eight months earlier. Not only had his ex-wife’s drug use reportedly been the cause of the accident, but also the heated custody battle for his daughter that had been going on for the last six months between Jake and his ex-mother-in-law had kept the story front page on the tabloids.

That is, until a few weeks ago when Jake won temporary custody of his daughter—the reason Mr. Playboy had given up his penthouse in downtown Chicago for a less paparazzi-accessible gated community in the suburbs. Jake was old news as far as the tabloids were concerned now. Too bad Alfie didn’t feel the same way.

“Alicia? Are you still there?”

“Are you still on your soapbox?”

“You bet I’m still on my soapbox!” Alfie fussed. “Why wouldn’t I be on my soapbox when your new best friends are treating Jake Sims like he’s the Second Coming? Jake Sims is every brother’s worst nightmare!”

Alicia rolled her eyes.

“And talk about a fantasy,” Alfie said. “If your housewife pals truly think Jake Sims is a changed man just because he won custody of his daughter, they really are living in a fantasy world. He didn’t get the nickname ‘Jake the Rake’ for nothing!”

“All of which has nothing to do with me,” Alicia reminded him calmly. “I told you. I turned the girls down flat when they asked me to help Jake get settled into the neighborhood.”

“And what about the dinner party on Friday night?”

Alicia gulped—loud enough for Alfie to hear her.

“And you know exactly which dinner party I’m talking about, Alicia. Zada’s dinner party,” Alfie said, rubbing it in. “Are you going to turn that invitation down flat, too?”

Alicia frowned. “How did you hear about Zada’s dinner party?”

“How do you think?” Alfie quipped.

Alicia frowned again. “And when did you talk to Tish?”

“Yesterday,” Alfie said smugly. “When I couldn’t get you on your cell phone, I called Tish.”

“I didn’t answer my cell phone,” Alicia said through clenched teeth, “because I was trying to avoid another lecture from you about Jake Sims!”

“Well, you should have answered your cell,” Alfie said. “All I had to do was ask Tish what exciting things were going on in Woodberry Park, and she was more than happy to fill me in on how Zada hoped to get you and Jake together at her party on Friday night.”

“Remind me to thank Tish for that,” Alicia mumbled under her breath.

Alfie said, “You are not going to that party, Alicia. Do you hear me? I forbid it!”

“Fine!” Alicia said. “If I can forbid you from seeing your nutty new-age therapist again!”

Alfie gulped—loud enough for Alicia to hear.

Alicia said, “Stop worrying about me getting involved with Jake Sims. It isn’t going to happen! Besides, his daughter is going to be living with him, remember? Kids always hate me on sight.”

“And dogs,” Alfie mentioned. “Dogs always hate you on sight, too.”

“Yes, Alfie,” Alicia huffed. “Dogs always hate me, too. Would it make you feel any better if I bought the daughter a puppy as a welcome-to-the-neighborhood present?”

“Yes,” Alfie said. “I think that would make me feel better. You pick the pup out at the pet store. And I’ll be happy to pay for it.”

Alicia ignored him and said, “No, what I’m going to do is tell Zada at coffee this morning to back off, and I mean it.”

“And Zada’s party?” Alfie pressed.

“After I give Zada a piece of my mind this morning,” Alicia said, “the party isn’t going to be an issue.”

“Mark my words,” Alfie warned. “Jake Sims will have his hand on your knee before Zada serves the main course.”

“Mark this,” Alicia said and hung up on her twin.

“Jake,” Tish Jones said with a smile when she opened her front door. “I’m so glad you could make it for coffee this morning. Zada and Jen are already in the kitchen.”

Jake followed Tish down the hallway.

Having morning coffee with two brunettes and a redhead used to mean one of his famous parties had lasted all night. But that was before his ex-wife’s accident had turned his life upside down. And before Carla’s death had set off a chain of events that would change the course of his life forever.

Doing what was best for his daughter hadn’t been an easy decision.

The easiest thing would have been allowing Danielle to remain in LA and continue living with her grandmother, despite his own personal feelings toward his ex-mother-in-law. Ranatta Harper of the famed Harper Modeling Agency in Hollywood had been his archrival since the moment he married Carla. Marrying him had been Carla’s one and only act of defiance against Ranatta, and one Carla regretted after her mother disowned her. Divorcing him, Ranatta had vowed, would be the only way Carla could rectify the situation. Sadly for him, for Carla, and for Danielle, Ranatta’s hold on Carla was stronger than her new family bond. Carla had divorced him shortly after Danielle was born, taking Danielle with her back to LA.

Still, Jake had known that uprooting Danielle from her home, from her grandmother and her friends, and forcing her to live with a father she hardly knew would only add to the trauma of losing her mother. But Ranatta just had to push his buttons one last time.

When news broke out in the gossip columns that Ranatta was already lining Danielle up to step into Carla’s supermodel shoes, Jake knew he couldn’t allow that to happen. All of Ranatta’s money and all of her power hadn’t been able to keep Carla’s autopsy report out of the papers. The high levels of cocaine found in Carla’s system during the time of the accident had been broadcast over every media venue for weeks.

Ranatta had put Carla on the cover of every teen magazine available by the time she was thirteen, and where had that gotten Carla? Caught up in a world where image was everything. Where the pressure to stay thin and beautiful was constant. And where drugs were simply a way of life.

In other words, dead before her time.

He’d struggled for days over the decision to fight Ranatta for custody. And he’d argued for hours with his agent who was convinced that trading in his man-about-town image and his downtown penthouse to play Daddy Dearest in the suburbs would be committing TV-commercial suicide.

Jake had finally decided it was just a chance he’d have to take.

There came a time in every man’s life when he had to step up and be accountable for the decisions he’d made in the past. At thirty-eight, Jake knew he had arrived at that time.

Exit Mr. Big Time.

Enter Mr. Housewife.

After the six long months he’d spent battling Ranatta for his parental rights, he’d finally been given temporary custody, with the understanding that the court was appointing a guardian ad litem on Danielle’s behalf. He and Danielle would be monitored frequently over the next six months by a social worker. If the court was satisfied that Danielle was adjusting to her new lifestyle, and if he could prove himself a fit father, he would be granted permanent custody at the end of the probation period.

Thanks to the three women who had invited him to coffee this morning, a new and improved Jake Sims was ready to step up to the plate now—this challenge far more important to him than any baseball career had ever been.

That was the reason Jake suspected the three women had invited him to coffee this morning. He’d finally passed the crash course in Domestic Living 101 these three housewives had given him over the last few weeks. And yes, there had been a few testy moments while they were trying to whip him into shape, but he’d learned to keep his mouth shut and pay attention.

Like mentioning that he didn’t see the point of rinsing every item thoroughly before placing it in the dishwasher—he’d sure received a lengthy lecture about that statement. Pointing out that he saw no reason for fifty different cycles on the washing machine hadn’t been the brightest thing to say, either. That comment had resulted in Tish bringing poster board and markers and forcing him to write out his own “dos and don’ts” chart to hang in his laundry room.

But Jen’s long list of Quick and Easy recipes had been helpful, and he’d also been assured that kids would eat anything as long as it was disguised well enough in a casserole. He didn’t like to brag, but his Chicken à la King was getting to the point that it was almost edible.

The unlimited advice he’d received on child rearing was also valuable, though the thought of what it did take to be a good parent still had his head reeling. That vague “pick your battles” phrase still had him stumped, for instance. How exactly did a parent determine which battles to pick? He still didn’t have a clue about that.

He’d finally come to the conclusion that as much as he appreciated each and every one of their helpful housewife hints, he could always rely on the standard Guy’s Approach to Domestic Living as a backup plan. Namely: Eat out when you don’t want to cook; call Merry Maids when you don’t want to clean; and take the laundry to the cleaners if you can’t figure out the damn dos and don’ts chart.

At any rate, the new house in the suburbs was ready now. Danielle was registered in a good middle school. And he was even signed up with a neighbor to carpool three days a week when school started in the fall.

All of my bases are covered, Jake thought proudly as he took a seat at Tish’s kitchen table. As far as he could tell, there wasn’t as much as a cloud on his domestic horizon that could possibly throw him a curveball now.

“Someone else will be joining us in a minute, Jake,” Zada Clark said as Tish placed a cup of coffee on the table in front of him. Jen Marshall smiled and pushed a plate of fresh blueberry muffins in his direction.

Jake reached for a muffin, and Zada said, “We wanted you to meet the only other single person in our cul-de-sac before my dinner party on Friday night. Alicia Greene is the realtor who worked with your attorney on the purchase of your house.”

“About your dinner party Friday night, Zada,” Jake began, but the stern finger pointed at his nose stopped Jake midsentence.

“You are not backing out of my dinner party!” Zada insisted. “Your daughter doesn’t even arrive from LA until Saturday. You can attend one last adult function Friday night before you become superdad.”

Jake started to argue, but Zada jumped up from the table at the sound of Tish’s front door opening. “That’s Alicia now,” she said brightly and hurried out of the kitchen.

Tish and Jen immediately exchanged guilty looks.

Jake realized Zada was up to something, but he never had the opportunity to ask. Angry voices from the hallway gave Jake his answer.

“Don’t shush me, Zada! You’ve been talking over me for weeks, but this morning you are going to listen to what I have to say.”

“Alicia, please! Not now.”

“Why, the very idea that you think I would be interested in Jake Sims makes me mad enough to spit!”

What the hell? Jake thought.

He looked over at Jen and Tish.

Both of them avoided his gaze.

“Just because the three of you stay glued to the television every time his underwear commercials flash across the screen doesn’t mean you can include me in your little fan club!”

“Alicia! For your own good, shut up!”

“No, I will not shut up! And spare me the reformed bad-boy speech you gave me yesterday. I’ve never been attracted to bad boys. Especially bad boys who prance around in their underwear, claiming to be reformed! So don’t expect me to go along with any matchmaking at your dinner party Friday night. If you push it, Zada, I’ll tell Jake Sims right in front of all of you that I am not, nor will I ever be, interested in someone like him. Got it?”

Jake looked over at Tish and Jen again. “I sure got the message loud and clear. Didn’t you?”

Tish and Jen were both too embarrassed to speak.

Shocked, Jake decided, best described the look on Alicia Greene’s face when she came to a screeching halt in the kitchen doorway. But she was breathtaking. Possibly the most genuinely beautiful woman he’d ever seen: long blond hair, a definite stop-traffic figure, deep blue eyes round with astonishment at finding him sitting at Tish’s kitchen table.

Until their eyes met.

She recovered quickly, the lift of her chin saying she’d meant every word. She’d never been attracted to bad boys like him, and reformed or otherwise, she never would be.

Jake tried to suppress a bad-boy grin.

He couldn’t pull it off.

But he had decided one thing. He would go to Zada’s dinner party on Friday night, after all. If for no other reason than to enlighten his extremely pretty—and definitely uptight—neighbor with a few very important facts.

First, bad boys do not prance.

Second, even bad boys could be reformed—somewhat.

And third, never say never.



Chapter 2

If she hadn’t already survived the most embarrassing moment anyone could experience in a lifetime, Alicia might have passed out cold when she found Jake Sims sitting at Tish’s kitchen table. But her new neighbor overhearing her outburst was no more significant than a pesky hangnail in comparison to the dazed reaction she’d suffered compliments of Edward and her Latino pool boy.

A pesky hangnail she could handle.

Alicia held his gaze and said, “I’m sorry. I’ve embarrassed both of us.” She looked over at Zada and frowned. “Obviously, no one told me you were joining us for coffee this morning.”

He stood up from the table like a perfect gentleman. But there was nothing gentlemanly about the slow, sexy grin Alicia recognized from his underwear commercials.

“No need to apologize,” he said. “I’m not that easily embarrassed.” He hit her with another made-for-TV grin. “And I’d be lying if I said you were the first woman to question my character.”

Tish, Jen, and Zada laughed.

Alicia didn’t find the comment funny.

“But maybe I can redeem myself,” he added. “Why don’t we start over?”

She hadn’t expected the chivalry.

But he walked toward her, hand outstretched. “Jake Sims,” he said. “And you’re Alicia Greene, the…”

“The village idiot who just overreacted to Zada playing matchmaker,” Alicia finished for him. She gave his hand a quick shake and released it just as quickly.

“I was going to say the realtor who helped my attorney with the purchase of my house,” he said. He sent Zada a disappointed look. “And I wasn’t aware that Zada was trying to play matchmaker between us, or I would have vetoed that idea myself. My daughter has to be my only concern right now.”

How-dare-you-embarrass-me! was Alicia’s look for Zada. And how dare she invite HIM to our morning coffee! “Well, Zada?” Alicia demanded. “Don’t you think you owe both of us an apology?”

“No,” Zada said flatly. Her hands were on her hips now, making her bulging-with-baby belly even more pronounced. “I’m not going to apologize because I happen to think the two of you would be perfect for each other. And,” she added, her nose in the air, “just because neither of you are interested in what I happen to think doesn’t mean you’re getting out of coming to my dinner party on Friday night, so don’t even think about it. You can ignore each other like two spoiled little kids if that’s what it takes. But you are coming to my party.”

“Time out, children!” Tish made the crossed-T symbol with her fingers. “Nine o’clock in the morning is way too early for this much drama.”

“I agree,” Jen chimed in. “And now that Zada’s been put in her place about her matchmaking, I say we all sit down, enjoy our coffee, and let Jake ask any last-minute questions he might have before his daughter arrives on Saturday.”

The word daughter gave Alicia the excuse she needed.

Kid talk was a perfect reason to make a quick exit.

And she would have done just that had Jake not turned to her and said, “Sounds like a plan to me. How about you, Alicia? Should we prove to Zada we’re mature enough to sit down at the same table without ignoring each other like two spoiled little kids?”

Perfect.

Now she had one of two choices, and Alicia knew it.

A: She could excuse herself anyway, and let him continue to think she was a snooty bitch, which he certainly had to be thinking after her opening performance.

Or, B: She could endure the kid talk. Somewhat redeem herself in the process. And possibly even reduce some of the wrath she was sure to receive from Zada, Jen, and Tish once their adored Mr. Mom protégé went on his merry way.

The decision wasn’t a hard one to make.

Alicia tried not to stomp to the table like a spoiled little kid. And she kept her little-kid lip from pooching out when Jake leaned casually back in the chair directly across the table from her, signaling he was perfectly comfortable in the company of women—even a woman who had just insulted him thoroughly.

And yes, as the morning conversation progressed, she had to admit Jake Sims wasn’t anything like what she’d expected. He was rather charming. He was surprisingly funny. And despite his fame—legitimate and otherwise—he didn’t seem to be the least bit pretentious.

Still, he was bad-boy dangerous to the bone.

And ten times hotter in person.

Jake the Rake Sims was what you’d get if you put Dermot Mulroney and Gerard Butler in a blender. In other words—Mantastic!

If you liked the type.

Which she didn’t.

But he did have the most amazing eyes, far more captivating than they appeared to be on TV and in his publicity photos. Gray. Piercing. Threatening, like a wolf. Yet thoughtful at the same time.

Eyes that were unnerving her right now as he looked across the table in her direction. Summing her up in a single glance, she suspected. Deciding, no doubt, that because she was blond and relatively attractive, she didn’t have a brain in her empty head.

Please!

He could think what he wanted. She was not going to become one of his neighborhood drooling groupies. Nor was she immature enough to jump on the Jake Sims bandwagon like her smitten starstruck friends had obviously done.

She was one conquest The Rake was not going to make.

Not now.

Not ever.

Jake looked around the kitchen table, wondering how four women with such different personalities could be good friends. There was the celebrated children’s author, the dark-haired, dark-eyed, and extremely pregnant Zada—also outspoken to a fault and feisty as hell. Auburn-haired lovable Tish, a former Miss Illinois and Miss America Pageant contestant—always groomed to perfection despite having twin boys. Petite Jen, with her short, jet-black hair and her watchful doe-brown eyes—a perfect wife and devoted mother to her young daughter. Jen was still a bit reserved where he was concerned, but Jake knew he was growing on her.

His gaze returned to Alicia.

Their eyes met briefly.

Jake was the first one to look away.

Oh, yeah! This woman had his number. It had been easy convincing himself he could leave his old life behind with the other women who were his new neighbors—they were all married and off limits. He hadn’t expected to find temptation sitting right across the table from him, much less living right across the street. Jake hated to admit it, but for the first time since he’d arrived in Woodberry Park, he was starting to doubt himself. He was ready for full-time fatherhood, but could he actually pull it off?

A loud thump sounded from overhead, causing Tish to jump up from the kitchen table. She walked to the kitchen door and yelled toward the hallway stairs, “What’s going on up there?”

“We don’t want to watch Cinderella Barbie,” one of her twins yelled back. “And Sonya won’t watch anything else.”

Tish yelled back, “You have two choices, boys. Watch Cinderella Barbie with Sonya. Or come downstairs and you can clean out the garage.”

Tish smiled when she didn’t hear the pitter-patter of little feet hurrying down the stairs to clean out the garage.

She walked back to the table and looked at Jake when she sat down. “Are you taking notes, Jake? Remember. Always give a kid two choices. Choice number one is what you want the kid to do. And choice number two is what you know the kid will never want to do.”

“Good point,” Jake said, but when the conversation changed to something else, Jake chanced another look across the table.

Yup, he decided. Alicia Greene was way too easy on the eyes for comfort. Too alluring. Too intriguing. Too everything he had no business thinking about at this definite crossroads in his life.

At least she’d already made her mind up about him. Hell, she was even mad enough to spit at the thought of Zada trying to fix them up. And that suited him just fine. She could stay on her side of the street, and he would stay on his side of the street. His brief thought about teaching her a lesson had been just that—a brief thought.

I had a weak moment, that’s all, Jake thought. Earlier, when Alicia had first walked into the kitchen. When she’d been standing there, her head held high, and her blue eyes saying she’d meant every word she’d said about him. It was as if she’d been daring him to step forward and prove that she was wrong.

In my old life I would have taken that challenge, Jake reminded himself. But his weak moment had passed. Now, he was back on track. And the last thing on his agenda was proving anything to his gorgeous neighbor.

When he did attend Zada’s party Friday night, he’d stay as focused as he was right now. He’d be friendly enough, sure, but friendly was where he’d draw the line. A man would have to be an idiot not to realize that Alicia Greene was one of those women who could tear your heart right out and make you want to say “I do”—to anything she wanted.

Not a possibility with his daughter in the picture.

The thought of Danielle, however, sent doubt over to tap Jake on the shoulder again. As much as he wanted a second chance with his daughter, he knew it was highly possible the outcome wouldn’t be in his favor.

He’d gone up against Ranatta in the past and come out the loser when Carla had chosen her mother over him. Was there really any reason to believe Danielle wouldn’t do the same thing?

Even sitting at Tish’s kitchen table now, a chill ran through Jake remembering how cold and detached Carla had been the night he’d called home from spring training to check on her and two-month-old Danielle. She’d completely blindsided him. “I can’t go through life without my mother speaking to me, Jake,” had been the first words out of Carla’s mouth. His whole world had crumbled when she added, “Mother is sending her private jet for me and Danielle. You’ll receive the divorce papers from her attorney in the morning.”

And just like that, his marriage was over and his child was gone.

Jake had felt that same chill at the cemetery the day of Carla’s funeral, watching while Danielle stood stoically beside Ranatta, neither of them ever shedding a tear. Even if Danielle was furious over having to live in Illinois with him for six months, at least she would be showing some emotion.

He’d have a fight on his hands from the moment she landed at O’Hare on Saturday and Jake knew it, but that was okay, too. Though he hadn’t been much of a father in the past, things were about to change. And despite Danielle’s tough exterior, Jake also knew below the surface there was a grieving little girl trying to come to terms with the loss of her mother.

So, nope, there would be no Alicia Greenes in his immediate future. Not now. Possibly, not until Danielle was on her way to college. If Danielle would give him a second chance, nothing was going to keep him from proving how much he loved her.

With that final thought, Jake pushed his chair back and stood up from the table. “I hate to leave such good company, ladies,” he said to no one in particular, “but I’d better run.”

And run he almost did when Alicia looked straight at him. She slowly looked him up and down, that challenging look in her eyes again. Jake focused on the door leading out of Tish’s kitchen and headed straight for it.

“Don’t forget,” Zada called out after him, “Friday night. Seven o’clock.”

Jake threw his hand up, signaling he’d heard Zada.

But he didn’t look back.

What he did was get the hell out of Tish’s kitchen and away from trouble as fast as possible.

Tish’s front door closed, and Zada pounced. “Well! I certainly hope you’re proud of yourself, Alicia.”

“And I certainly hope you’re ashamed of yourself,” Alicia said right back. “I can’t believe you ambushed me like that, Zada. If you’d bothered to tell me you’d invited him to coffee this morning, I wouldn’t have embarrassed either of us!”

“And if I’d told you I’d invited Jake to coffee, you would have skipped coffee this morning,” Zada said. “The same way you’ve refused to help us get Jake settled into the neighborhood.”

“Oh, please,” Alicia said. “Like Jake Sims needed the three of you to help him get settled into the neighborhood. I’m sure he has his own entourage. And an adoring girlfriend du jour. He also has the money to hire a housekeeper to get his house in order.”

“You’re wrong about the girlfriend,” Tish said. “Jake doesn’t have a current girlfriend.”

“Jake also doesn’t intend to hire a housekeeper,” Jen said. “He told us his daughter has been raised by housekeepers and nannies her whole life. He wants to change that.”

Alicia rolled her eyes.

Jen said, “Look, Alicia, you know I was skeptical about Jake at first. But you do have to admire him for changing his whole life around for his daughter.”

Alicia was stunned. “Admire him? He’s the child’s father, Jen. How can you call doing the right thing by your own child admirable?”

Tish said, “In this case, I’d call Jake admirable. His ex-mother-in-law has been trying to destroy him since the day he married her daughter. Ranatta Harper disowned Carla the minute she married Jake and told Carla never to contact her again unless she was ready for a divorce. Carla left Jake shortly after Danielle was born. And from that moment forward, Ranatta has fought Jake at every turn where Danielle is concerned.”

“And that’s what our legal system is for,” Alicia said stubbornly.

Tish said, “Oh, Jake spent his share of time in the courtroom. He filed for joint custody the second he got his divorce papers. But Ranatta’s high-powered attorneys were successful in postponing the hearing year after year. Danielle was six when Jake finally got word that he was going to get his day in court. And that’s when Carla took an overdose of sleeping pills.”

Alicia looked at Tish and said, “But if Carla was that unstable, how did Jake lose the custody case?”

Tish said, “Ranatta was the one who found Carla. She paid her personal physician big bucks to keep the suicide attempt quiet. But she made sure Jake knew about it. And rather than risk Carla trying suicide again, Jake dropped his joint custody suit.”

“A huge mistake, if you ask me,” Zada said. “That put Ranatta in complete control. She gave Jake visitation rights, but they were only limited visitation rights.”

Alicia frowned. “And Jake told you all of this?”

“Of course not,” Zada said, nodding toward Tish. “We got all of this information from our self-appointed neighborhood authority on Jake Sims.”

Jen said, “And Tish got all of her information during the afternoon she spent with Jake’s longtime agent, Buddy Vance.”

Tish shrugged. “Hey? Can I help it if Jake wasn’t home when his agent stopped by? When I noticed the poor man sitting in his car in Jake’s driveway, I merely did the neighborly thing and asked Buddy if he’d like something cool to drink while he waited for Jake.”

Zada said, “And several sodas and a few slices of pie later, Tish had Jake’s entire life story.”

Tish smiled at Alicia and said, “Care to hear more?”

“No,” Alicia said.

Tish told her anyway. “This is the best part. Buddy said Jake really struggled with the decision to fight Ranatta for custody again. He knew how hard it would be on Danielle to uproot her and force her to live with him.”

Zada broke in and said, “Jake’s own childhood was nothing short of a nightmare.”

Tish nodded and said, “From the time he was ten, Jake was bounced around from one foster home to another, and …”

“Enough, already!” Alicia broke in. “I get it, okay? You’re all convinced that Jake Sims deserves the Man of the Year Award. Just don’t come complaining to me when it turns out he’s not so deserving.”

Zada raised an eyebrow. “We’ve obviously had a recent visit from the all-men-suck fairy, haven’t we?”

“A recent visit?” Tish laughed. “The all-men-suck fairy moved in with Alicia the same day she threw Edward out.”

“Not funny,” Alicia assured Tish.

“No pun intended, of course,” Tish said and grinned. “About Edward’s sexual orientation, I mean.”

“Liar,” Zada teased.

“Stop it, you two!” Alicia frowned at both of them. She sighed and said, “Look. I’m just trying to keep all of you from being disappointed. Jake’s a famous person. And it’s only human nature for us to make famous people into the types of heroes we all want them to be. But the sad fact is, men rarely change. I give Jake one month, tops. Playing superdad to a teenage daughter who hardly knows him isn’t going to be easy. He’ll either send the girl back to LA, or he’ll hire that housekeeper. Either way, he’ll go right back to his old routine.”

Zada smiled one of her she-devil smiles. “Care to wager a bet on that?”

“Absolutely,” Alicia said with confidence. “Name your price.”

“Dinner,” Zada said. “If Jake doesn’t hire a housekeeper or send his daughter back to LA in one month, you have to ask him out to dinner. Just the two of you.”

Zada might as well have slapped her.

But Alicia forced a laugh and said, “But isn’t that only proving my point? If Jake agrees to go out with me, he’s right back to business as usual.”

“I disagree,” Zada said. “Going out to dinner with a neighbor is a long stretch from his previous lifestyle. Even you have to agree with that, Alicia, if you’re willing to be truthful about it.”

“May I say something?” Jen broke in.

“No,” Zada said.

“Yes,” said Alicia, looking over at Jen with a bright thank-you-for-asking smile. “You’re always the voice of reason, Jen. I’d love to hear what you have to say.”

The smile Jen sent back was sheepish at best. “I was going to say that if Jake does prove you’re wrong, Alicia, I think asking him out to dinner would be a nice gesture on your part.”

Alicia couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Jen? Actually siding with Zada? For the first time ever?

Unbelievable!

“Not because you’re interested in Jake personally,” Jen was quick to add. “We all know that you aren’t. And from what Jake said, the feeling is mutual. But it would be an excellent way to clear the air, so to speak. And I’m thinking of all of us when I say that. We all live right on top of each other. I say the more harmony we can promote in this cul-de-sac, the better.”

Alicia was tempted to mention that the three women sitting around the table hadn’t been concerned about promoting harmony in the cul-de-sac after her divorce. Nor had they rushed over to make sure she was settled in after Edward moved out. But she wasn’t going to throw the past back in their faces. She wasn’t that petty.

Instead, Alicia said, “Fine. If Jake proves me wrong, I’ll ask him out to dinner. But only in the interest of promoting cul-de-sac harmony.”

“Shake on it,” Zada challenged.

Alicia bit down hard on her lower lip.

But she finally gave in and shook Zada’s hand.



Chapter 3

Alicia had been too busy during the week to think much about Jake Sims, or about Zada’s dreaded dinner party. Her business was growing so fast she’d hired another real estate agent on Tuesday—bringing the total to four real estate agents working for her now. She’d also listed three new residential properties during the week. Happily, all of the listings were hovering around the million-dollar range.

Yes, it had been a productive week.

But as she dressed for the party on Friday night, Alicia realized she was more nervous about seeing Jake again than she wanted to admit. She had a little secret she hadn’t shared with her Fantasy Club friends.

It was a silly secret, but a secret nonetheless.

It was also the type of real-life fantasy secret that Zada, Jen, and Tish would have eaten up with a spoon at first. Then they would have laughed her into next week, and definitely held the secret over her head for the rest of her freaking life.

Jake Sims had been her first celebrity fantasy crush. And yes, it was silly. But every woman had a celebrity fantasy crush whether she’d ever admit it or not. Some were famous movie stars, television celebrities, band members, and music idols. Others were professional sports players, hunky race car drivers, big business icons, and rodeo champions.

They were the men you always kept track of in the news. The men for whom you made it a point to read every little detail about their famous lives. The same famous men you knew it was perfectly safe to fantasize about, because your paths would never cross.

She’d been only eighteen when she’d seen Rookie of the Year Jake Sims’s picture on the cover of Alfie’s monthly subscription of Sports Illustrated. She still wasn’t sure why she’d been so entranced by that cover picture. Maybe because Jake hadn’t been much older than herself at the time. Plus, he’d been a hometown Chicago boy—rah, rah for the home team, and all that.

But mainly it had been his eyes. Those same gray eyes that had unnerved her so much at coffee on Monday had been staring out at her from the cover photo with a flirty I’m-the-fantasy-for-you look in them.

To put it simply, it was fantasy love at first sight.

She’d dragged Alfie to every home game during Jake’s second season with the Cubs, even though neither she nor Alfie were big baseball fans. She’d cheered like a crazy person every time Jake stepped onto the field. She’d cursed with disappointment every time the Cubs lost the game. And she’d punched Alfie soundly on the arm every time he teased her about what he called her imaginary boyfriend.

At nineteen Jake had broken her heart when he’d married his supermodel wife. But she’d forgiven him at twenty, thoroughly outraged when the media had such a heyday over Carla walking out on him.

After the divorce, however, was when Jake lost his appeal.

“The Famous Barbara Walters Interview” was what Alfie called the end of what Alfie also called her unhealthy obsession with Jake Sims. During the interview, Jake had come off as a cocky, smug I-can-have-any-woman-I-want jerk. Alicia had politely placed him into her drop dead file before Miss Walters paused for her first commercial break.

And then, just as luck would have it, fast-forward fourteen years and Jake was living right across the street!

She’d been in such a panic the day of the closing on Jake’s house, when his attorney finally revealed the name of his mystery client. She’d even called Alfie and begged for two of the Xanax tablets his nutty new-age therapist had him taking for his quasi-depression over another affair gone bad. After she’d admitted what had her so upset, Alfie had doubled his own dosage, fully convinced Jake living right across the street meant Alicia would be stalking him within a week.

She’d assured Alfie her stalking Jake Sims days were over, even though she had been a bit nervous about that possibility herself. But Jake’s long battle in court had taken care of that problem. She’d had plenty of time to pull herself back together before Jake actually moved into the house.

Besides, she was an adult now who was far beyond any silly teenage crush. Not to mention a divorce that had left her so bruised and battered she’d never be a sucker for a too-handsome face again. She also had a new business to run. And that meant the only commitment she had time for at this point in her life was a work commitment.

Zada’s “Jake is perfect for you” idea was laughable.

A perfect disaster maybe, Alicia thought as she looked around at another perfect disaster she’d just created in her bedroom. She’d spent the last two hours going through her closet like a madwoman, not wanting to dress up and call attention to herself, yet not wanting to dress down and make it obvious she was trying not to call attention to herself. If Zada weren’t being so manic about what she called her “last days of freedom” before baby Lizzie arrived, Alicia would have pulled on a pair of slacks and a simple summer top and been done with it.

But not tonight.

Tonight, Zada insisted she was having a semiformal sit-down dinner, and everyone would just have to humor her. What Zada wanted, Zada usually got—one way or the other.

Alicia gulped at that disturbing thought, and reached for her final choice. What else? Her favorite little black summer dress.

Strapless.

Not too short.

Not too memorable.

Just like the evening will be.

And how could it not be a less than memorable evening for her? The conversation would inevitably turn to children. Jake’s teenage daughter was finally coming to live with him. Zada and Rick were happily awaiting baby Lizzie’s arrival. Tish and Joe would share one of their nine-year-old twins’ latest escapades—Mike and Mark always had one. Jen and Charlie would brag as usual over eight-year-old Sonya’s perfect performance at her latest whatever recital.

Bor-ing.

For her—the outcast in suburban land.

She had no spouse. No children. Not even a beloved pet story to bring up in an attempt to add at least a little something to the conversation. As Alfie had so aptly pointed out earlier in the week, dogs had never liked her. Was there really any reason to think cats wouldn’t feel the same way?

The last few days, she’d even begun to wonder if maybe Alfie was right about something else. If maybe she should have moved back to the city after the divorce. She’d refused to sell the house at first, mainly to keep from splitting the proceeds with Edward. Handing over even one lousy dime to someone who had betrayed her so badly hadn’t been an option.

But later she’d begun to realize that staying in Woodberry Park had little to do with trying to spite Edward.

She simply loved her home. She’d chosen every piece of tile, the marble flooring, and all of the expensive woodwork with care. She’d also designed every aspect of the house herself, including the vintage archways and the elaborate vaulted ceilings that showcased every room in the house. Even the furniture had been handpicked, piece by piece, until she had the entire house furnished exactly the way she wanted it.
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