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CHAPTER ONE
"I don't want a woman I can fall in love with, Giavonni. I want you."
Was he propositioning her or trying to insult her? Or had she even heard him right?
Kia Giavonni fingered a piece of lint from her dark coveralls, and then suddenly flicked it away with her fingertip. She watched it slowly float to the floor, as though it were important to watch, as though he were unimportant to listen to.
Joseph Cunningham III's words reverberated through her head like a bullet, but she'd never let him know it. Nor would he see the slight tremble of her hands, for she quickly hid them in her pockets. Nor would he know the speed at which her heart was hammering. She controlled it, quickly. She hated herself for trembling. Cunningham had just taken their relationship a step further, and she wasn't prepared to deal with that step.
Okay, so she hadn't been paying attention to most of his little speech. Heck, she didn't have the slightest idea what he was talking about. She hadn't heard him except those last two sentences. That was enough. She knew an insult when she heard one. What was he trying to pull now?
She shot him a quick sneer. Just because he owned this godforsaken factory didn't mean he could dish out insults at his convenience. Without thinking, Kia stood up, glanced at him, then strode across the space between them and slapped him on his cheek.
Peppermint permeated the air. She needed to concentrate on his reactions. But the peppermint momentarily distracted her.
Her hand stung from the contact with his cheek, but she ignored it, focusing on his stunned reactions instead. Good. At least she shocked him. He couldn't maintain his facade.
Yet, he quickly recovered. Managing a certain amount of affability, only his glance narrowed on her.
"I've offended you? I'm sorry for that. I just didn't expect such a typical female reaction from you!" His voice was patronizing
As lame as it was, it was an apology and it shocked Kia to hear it from him.
He could take his apology and shove it. Whatever he was talking about, she didn't want to hear it. She headed straight for the door. Then she made a fatal mistake. She hesitated. She turned to look at him. Wrong decision! Looking at him had always been a mistake, because as mad as she might be, her body always reacted to his male potency. A fact she didn't like to admit.
"Please hear me out."
Cunningham rarely said 'please', and never said 'sorry'. So what was he up to?
She hadn't been paying attention. Dammit, she didn't want to pay attention! She didn't like the way this conversation was going. They'd always managed to keep their conversations on a strictly business level. She liked it that way. Something forewarned her that letting it drift any other way could be lethal.
Perhaps she had misunderstood. Surely, she had misunderstood.
"We always seem to raise sparks when we're around each other, don't we, Giavonni? I can't understand why. We both want what's best for the company," he said and continued raking a hand through his cropped brown hair, his action bringing her attention to him again. He had nice hair, combed high and back, making her hand itch to disrupt it. She wondered how it might feel sifting through her fingers.
"Yes, but with one big exception. I want what's best for the people, you want what's best for the Cunninghams." She kept her tone neutral, and shoved her hands into her pockets as she sat down.
"Isn't that one and the same?"
His voice cajoled smoother than a glass of Kentucky bourbon. She didn't trust him. He was too darned smooth. She'd heard rumors he could be charming when he tried, although he'd never bothered pouring his charm on her. Why now, and why her?
She scanned the endless rows of books on the heavy bookshelf behind him. It was better than looking at him. He was too good looking. She needed to find fault with him. His nose was big, but accommodated the wide-set gray eyes, and the generous curve to his lips. Sensual lips that beckoned a woman's attention. Her mind scattered. As usual, her body totally reacted to the man. It always had. Her mind raced to squash the awareness.
Momentarily distracted by the mass of books, she stalled. Not that they were that interesting but looking at him any longer would be a mistake. She wondered if he read them, or were they merely for looks. No, he would have read them all, down to the last detail, she quickly decided. He could probably quote half of them by heart, as well educated as he was.
But there were plenty of things not to like about the man. Not only was he the closest thing to a playboy in Relief, Texas, he was quite possibly the smartest man within miles, too. When he finished college, his accomplishments were all over the front of the local papers. Kia had choked on them. Furthering her education had been a priority in her life, once. A dream she had to vacate when the realities of life set in.
"As far as I'm concerned you aren't making much sense." Her voice reeked with sarcasm.
All wasted, from the looks of it.
Just being in the same room with this man, sent a spark to the dry tinder in the air. It had always been like this, this friction between them. Though physically attracted to him, emotionally she ran from the sight of him. He was dangerous to her way of thinking, and much too much like her father.
They'd fought many battles out on the floor, where she felt equal. She wasn't afraid of him, only her reaction to him physically.
Yet, somehow being alone in the same room with him seemed different. It felt as though all the air had swooshed out of the room, leaving her breathless, as though she were at risk of losing something—her sanity—her heart. Nah, she couldn't lose her heart to a man like him. Impossible!
Still, she had to admit she didn't like what being around Cunningham did to her senses. She wanted to ignore the female reactions and concentrate on not liking him. That was easier, safer.
Better to focus her attention on her surroundings again. Funny, as old as this factory was, the air should have been musty in here, or at the very least stuffy. But it was neither. In fact, it smelled clean and polished.
He continued to study her for a long moment with a look that unglued. Why did he have to make her feel so feminine—so aware of being a woman? Dressed in coveralls, dirty and sweaty from a hard day's work, she felt at a disadvantage. It was a constant reminder of their differences.
She knew what he stood for,too; the same things her father stood for; power, ambition, and a touch of greed. She'd survived it once. She wanted no part of it now.
"Look, I need your co-operation, Kia. I'm not getting into a fight with you. Those days are over. And you're not going to like what I'm about to say. So, brace yourself.
"Cut the dramatics. I've never liked much of what you've had to say. Just spit it out. I'd like to go home today.
"Try to be open-minded about what I am going to say, okay?
Kia wanted to get out of here. The air was stifling and it was hot. "Look, you wanna fire me for protesting the overtime for the third time this week? For the bathrooms last week, the unfair and unequal pay raises around here? You want me to shut my mouth? Well, go ahead—say it. I figured you'd get around to it sooner or later. I wondered what took you so long. But don't play games with me.
He moved from around the desk toward her. "If only it were that simple, Kia. Going a round or two with you might be stimulating, but not practical. No, I'm not about to fire you. And I'm not playing. You're a damned good employee. I'd have to be blind not to know that.
"Well, damn, boss, shut my mouth.
"Dammit, Kia, I'm serious." He moved closer, dangerously closer. "Let's get back to why you're here. As I'm sure you know, my great-grandfather started this company.
She rolled her eyes. Here we go again, another history lesson about Cunningham factories! She, like everyone else in the factory, was well aware of the Cunningham history. Four generations had run this place, and the building itself was living proof. Cunningham Manufacturing practically supported the small town of Relief, Texas. There wasn't a soul in town who didn't know its history.
She nodded woodenly.
"Naturally when my father died, it came to me. But, unfortunately, there is a stipulation in my grandfather's trust fund that has stymied progress here at Cunningham's. The same progress, I might add, that you have complained about for the past five years. I can't get around it. I should know. I've tried everything. It controls the outcome of my future, the company's future. What all this amounts to is—in order to keep controlling interest in Cunningham Hats, I have to be married by the time I'm 30—which is next month. And I have to stay married for at least a year.
Kia shrugged, rolling her eyes again, gathering what was left of her patience. She didn't care about his birthday, or social life. She didn't care if he kept controlling interest in the company, either. As far as she could see, it might do better in someone else's hands. What she wanted was to get out of here. That, and she wanted to know why he insisted she stay after hours. She wanted to know why he wasted her time. "So how does this concern me?
He moved closer to the edge of the mahogany desk, his long leg going over the edge, lightly brushing against her knee, jolting her into awareness again. His eyes no longer met hers, but his smile was big and wide and friendly.
"I want you—to marry me."
"You want what?" Stunned, and unprepared, she fidgeted with her car keys in her coveralls pocket…jingling them. Damn! She hadn't expected that!
"Surely even you've received a proposal or two in your lifetime." His voice was slightly sarcastic, but firm. His lips melded together tightly. The smile was gone. She could tell he was barely holding his temper at bay. It couldn't be easy for a man of his stature to ask such a thing of a lowly employee. But why ask at all? And most importantly, why her?
"You're crazy. Of all the asinine things I've heard you say and do, this takes the cake." She stood up and placed her hands directly on the desk. "Do you know how much sense that makes? You aren't stupid—so what are you up to?" She frowned up into his handsome face, not afraid to meet him eye to eye. When she was riled she felt she could face down a tiger.
"Hardly, and if you think of it in my terms you might understand what I'm getting at."
Kia flopped into the chair again, shaking her head. "I seriously doubt it, but go on. I'm enjoying you making a fool of yourself."
"It's simple." He began rolling up the sleeves of his shirt to elbow length. "Not flattering, but simple. I need a wife. I don't want one. I need one. Therein lies the difference. I intend to collect what's mine, one way or another. So…the way I see it—I need someone who won't fall in love with me, who won't get hurt. Like I said before. And that—my dear little Giavonni is you!" He smiled at last as though he were the cat with the mouse dangling between his teeth.
Kia opened her mouth to object then quickly shut it. What could she say? It was brilliant. It made perfect sense. It bordered on pure genius. And she hated the fact that he came up with it.
Her eyes went from the finely polished desk to the spotless, equally shiny floor. This must have been the cleanest room in the whole darn building. For some reason it irritated her that his office sparkled.
His frown narrowed on her. Obviously he was studying her reaction.
"It means that much to you?"
"It does. So, what do you think?"
"What's in it for me?"
He moved back behind the desk again, and something in his mannerisms told her he was disappointed in that question. Although he didn't voice his disapproval, it was almost as though he expected her to ask it. And yet, by his visible shudder, he hadn't really wanted her to ask. As he turned she saw the muscles bunch in his shoulders; she could actually see them growing and tensing against his shirt. Her heart betrayed her again, fluttering. She'd touched a tender spot, and she knew it.
She twirled the end of her long dark ponytail, her mind running through their entire conversation for a hint of what this might be about.
"Giavonni, you've never minced words on what you want. A better place to work, cleaner, safer, with a bathroom marked 'female' on it. You've got it and more. Once I'm in control of my money, I'll make those improvements. Until I'm in control I can't do a thing. That's how it stands."
"You don't have control?" Her eyes widened with shock.
His jaw clenched and she knew she had touched another nerve.
"Not to the extent that I could do any good. No. I haven't for some time. That's one of the reasons there have been no improvements. There can be no improvements till this is settled. But that's about to change, one way or another."
That had to be hard to admit. It was even harder to face the fact that he wasn't totally responsible for the building's conditions. She might have to rethink her opinion of him. But if he wasn't in control, who was?
"This isn't some kind of a trick?"
"No tricks. I'll put it in writing. If you want."
"Oh, I'd want everything in writing. If I was stupid enough to go along with something like this." She nodded, feeling like a full cat with an extra plate of milk. She flopped back in the chair again, then she bolted forward as something occurred to her. "Wait a minute."
"There's something else?"
"Yes, there's something else." She leaned over the desk at him. He glanced at her hand, and she looked down to see she'd left prints all over the wax job. She didn't move. "Exactly what am I expected to do in return?"
"I was wondering when you'd ask." He chuckled softly, his gaze going over her thoroughly. "This might be the hardest part to pull off."
"What might be?"
"I'd expect you to act like a bride. My bride. No snipes, no barbs. You might even on occasion have to kiss me; in public, of course."
"Kiss you! Now wait a minute. That's taking it too far. Especially since I don't like you in the first place." So why was even the suggestion of a kiss burning a hole in her stomach? Why had her throat gone so dry?
"Exactly. That's why you're so perfect." He came closer; she backed up. "Look, you're smart enough to pull this off, cunning enough. Especially if you get what you want in the end. Put on an act. Wouldn't it be worth it?"
"Maybe, but—that'd be a tall order." She jingled her keys again until his glance landed on her pockets.
"Must you do that?"
"What?"
"Jingle those damned keys."
"Sorry."
"So, what do you think?"
"I couldn't act that well."
"Try, for your own good."
"How long?"
"A year."
"You're out of your mind." She dared to move closer. She'd get right in his face if she had to. "It'd never work. I've got family to support. I can't just run away from responsibilities."
"Your mother and a brother, I believe. You support them?"
Her hooded gaze fastened on him with confusion. "Mostly, my mother takes in boarders from time-to-time and my brother works evenings."
"And your father?"
"You tell me, you seem to have all the facts."
"I did have some background research done."
"He's dead."
"I'm sorry. At least that explains why I found nothing on him. He wasn't mentioned at all in your file."
"I didn't think it was any of your business."
"Fair enough. Okay, I'll see your mother and young brother are provided for."
"You'd do that?"
"Of course. I'm taking your time and employment away from you. You will not work on the floor after we are married. Only, they'd remain where they are."
"But come on, Cunningham, we wouldn't last six hours in the same room, let alone a year. No one would believe it anyway. Everyone here knows how we feel about each other."
"True, but it's not the factory workers we're going to be fooling, is it? No, we have to fool a Board of Directors, and Gene Walsh."
"Walsh? You mean the Vice President? Why him?" She knew very little about Walsh; he rarely put in an appearance at the factory. What she did know, she didn't like. Walsh was another power player.
"Because I lose to him if I can't pull this off. He was my father's confidant, for reasons I can't fathom. He knows all about my grandfather's restrictions and is counting on it. If I lose, he can take over the company. And believe me, he's counting on it. Walsh is from the north I'm afraid his sentiments don't lie with small town factory workers, especially, a non-union factory. If he couldn't vote the union in, he'd shut this place down for good. And, I don't know if you know it, but he wants to—"
"Sell the plant and make a shopping center out of it. Put hundreds of people out of work, without a backward glance. We heard the rumor. God, even I can't let that happen. Only, to be honest, we thought it was you who wanted to do that."
She watched his face pale. He really wasn't in touch with his people. "You thought this through, didn't you? Down to the last detail."
"I had to. Look, I'll level—we've lost the oldest and biggest account just last week. An account we depended on to keep Cunningham's going full blast. If I'm married I might impress the older gentlemen of the company to reconsider. They like stability, loyalty. But I can't wait too long. I've got to make my move fast. Otherwise, half the town will be out of work. Yes, I've given it a lot of consideration. It means everything to m—to us—to the town."
"But why me? I mean you could find any number of women to be your wife. As I recall there was that blonde last month, hanging on your every word as she toured your factory. She was shapely, from a good family so I've heard. What's wrong with her? What's wrong with half the women you've brought here over the past five years?"
Cunningham liked blondes from what she could tell. Every woman he had brought into the plant had been blonde or redheaded, ultra thin, with delicate features. So why had he chosen her as the sacrificial lamb? She had hair almost the color of a raven, so her mother declared, eyes to match. Her skin was a light olive, her bones big, and fleshed out. Voluptuous was the word she had heard most of her twenty-four years.
"Alisha; would expect hearts and flowers," she heard him say, breaking her reverie. "Too young, too inexperienced. She'd want to make it permanent. She's an old friend of the family. And I'm not ready for that. I know lots of women—beautiful women, rich women. And they'd take me for all I have, even though they wouldn't need to. They're the kind of people I deal with every day. You, on the other hand, are entirely different. Besides, in the end I wouldn't accomplish anything."
His sudden loud sigh said everything. He was on the level. He was actually proposing to her. And the air in the room just got two inches thicker. He seemed he had taken his problem and laid it squarely on her shoulders.
"No, I may not get along with you, agree with you, even like you, Giavonni, but I've come closer to trusting you. I've learned that. You're honest, hard working, and you stick up for what you believe in. I know this much by working with you for the past few years. You've admitted to every prank you've pulled around here even though it's kept you from getting a few deserved raises. Your boss speaks highly of your work. Says you pull your weight like a man."
"I've had to. Pulling hats isn't easy."
"I know. My grandfather put me out there when I started working here. I know exactly what you do, and I respect it. It's hard, hot work in the summer and miserably cold in the winter. And no one seems to notice out there in the warehouse exactly what you do. But I know. I also know you'd have to pull your weight out there or Leroy would fire you."
"I do an honest day's work, and I'm not ashamed of what I do."
"I know that, too. That's another reason I picked you. I need someone who's gonna fight just as hard as I'm willing to, to keep this place running. You are a fighter, Giavonni."
He paused, seeming to gauge her responses. Obviously he could tell he hadn't swayed her better judgment so he went on.
"Look, we've had our differences. I'm not saying this would be an easy task for either of us. Especially since we don't particularly like each other—as you say. But I do respect you," he added, obviously hoping to win her favor.
"You sure know how to charm a girl. I guess I should appreciate that much from you. You're being honest. Had you flattered me personally, I'd already be out the door."
"I figured as much."
She firmed her lips, hardened her heart, and nodded.
"That's what I mean," he nodded. "We don't have to use pretense, and believe it or not, that means a lot."
Kia studied him, studied the room. She'd only been here once, when she was first hired. Then it rang cold and impersonal, and nothing had changed. There were no family pictures on his pristine desk. No great grandfathers adorned the walls. Instead, it was almost bare of decorations. It held necessities and that was all.
"So—would I—have to live with you?"
"Of course."
"And all I'd have to do is act like I cared for you—in public. The rest of the time, would be mine?"
"Of course. As long as you didn't create scenes in public, your life is your own. And other men would have to wait till we got an annulment or a divorce. An—I'd never force myself on you, Kia, but if you wanted to . . . I mean I have nothing against having sex with you. But that's all it would be Kia, sex. I'm not going to lie about that either. Strictly sex."
She fell silent, contemplating. Damn his honesty! She'd been ready to turn him down flat, but he had to go and act like some kind of hero. He certainly hadn't wasted his time with flattery, but she respected that. Even though, for some strange reason, it did hurt her pride a little, he'd never know it.
But this, this was crazy. It was crazy, ludicrous, way off the beaten track, and also exciting and stimulating. Kia never contemplated marriage after her father went to prison. The shame and degradation her father had put her and her family through made her leery of men, especially rich and powerful men.
Once a prominent political figure back in New York, her father had quickly let the power go to his head. He committed fraud, a federal offense, and was sentenced to ten years in prison. He unknowingly put his family into complete peril. Bankruptcy, foreclosure, and immense embarrassment sent Kia and her family far away. They had moved to a small town in Northeast Texas where no one would ever know about the scandal. He wasn't dead, but he might as well have been to Kia. Her father and his deeds were a secret she decided to live with. Besides, as far as she was concerned, her father was dead.
"There is one thing, though. You'd need to clean up your act a little." He hesitated, his brow furrowing.
"Clean up my act?" She was half listening again. He almost had her convinced he was on the level till now.
"Those coveralls would have to go. You'd have to wear make-up, fix your hair. Dress like a lady of means. I'd furnish you a wardrobe. You'd have your own car."
"I have my own car now."
"That piece of junk?"
So that was it. She was just a greasy coverall, with a sassy mouth, a Plain-Jane appearance, who drove a piece of junk. That's how he saw her. So where'd he get off being judge and jury and asking her to do him favors? She owed him nothing. She didn't want lies, but she hadn't expected insults, either.
Putting aside her personal feelings, she blinked slowly as she spoke, not even trying to keep the acid from her words. "So, you think I might clean up well?"
"Don't be sarcastic. You should be flattered that I picked you out of all the other possibilities." He loosened his tie as though it suddenly bothered him.
"And why did you?"
"Believe me, I've asked myself that, too. I guess you stand to win or lose as much as I do."
She moved about the room nervously now. "And what about you. Would you change?"
"Change?" He glanced at her again as though surprised by her question. "What are you talking about?"
"I don't think anyone would think you were a newlywed, especially the way you talk to me. You're the one who wouldn't be convincing. What makes you think you can act that well?" She liked throwing him a curve or two, watching him squirm.
He came around the desk, big and powerful, like a stalking cat who had found his prey. Suddenly, his arms were on either side of her, trapping her against the desk. Long arms that never seemed to end. His dark-eyed gaze narrowed on her mouth as he leaned into her. Were his eyes blue or brown or gray? She couldn't be sure. It was hard to tell, they were so dark.
He seemed to be enjoying her discomfiture.
"Why don't we give it a dry run now," he murmured, as his lips hovered just above hers.
Panic gripped her, pride held her still. Everything inside her turned to mush; her knees quivered. This was a challenge, and that's all it was. It was on the tip of her tongue to protest, but stunned by his sudden entrapment, her mouth no longer worked.
His warm breath feathered her cheek, and her legs began to shake. She could handle this, she told herself, even as his head lowered. She'd show him sophistication.
He smelled like peppermint. Peppermint! Damn him! How unfair. She loved peppermint, and her taste buds suddenly hungered for it. His exotic cologne tickled her nostrils, sending her thoughts to nicer places than a factory office could supply. And when his head dipped even lower to caress the corner of her mouth she was jolted by his velvety touch. He was gentle, tender, unexpectedly so. Heat radiated between them, like a furnace blowing beneath their feet.
When she gasped, he took advantage and covered her mouth with his own. The gentle persuasion of his lips sent sparks everywhere.
Peppermint, peppermint, her mind kept repeating, as she began to slowly devour the taste of him.
Heady sensations overcame her rational thinking. The tender probe of his tongue stroked her lower lip; teasing, tempting little thrusts.
The Italian in her wanted to slowly savor the flavor, the Irish part of her wanted to resist. Because of her complex make-up, her emotions usually won out over good thinking. She tried to force herself to remember that this was merely some point he was trying to make. But it was hard to remember, because no peppermint had ever tasted this good.
Only the slight groan, like an echo from deep within, as he pulled away made her open her eyes again. Had it come from her or him? She couldn't be sure.
And there, in the depths of those indigo eyes, she saw a spark of desire that could only match her own, and she knew she was in big trouble.
He moved away slowly, watching her.
She was silently afraid he might hear the loud drumming of her heart. Her breathing finally returned to normal.
But for nothing would she let him see he had gotten past the smart mouth, or the hard reserve. Instead, she wiped her trembling lips with the sleeve of her coveralls. His face broke into a knowing smile.
"Are you wiping it off, or rubbing it in?"
His smile widened, even though the kiss had obviously shaken him just as much. He looked shocked, stunned even. She had surprised him. All those emotions warred in his eyes and she recognized it as the same confusion she was feeling.
"I can't do it, I'm sorry." She backed toward the door.
~*~
"I never figured you as a coward." His words halted her again. He knew her pride wouldn't let her walk away from him just yet. He counted on it. What he hadn't counted on was kissing her and enjoying it so thoroughly. That threw him.
"I'm not a coward," she corrected and whipped about to face him. "I'm not afraid of you. Just your wealth and power."
"You needn't be. I'm no threat to you." He watched her composure slowly slip into place again. Something intrigued him about her, and he couldn't put a name to it. He wanted a name for it. He sought it but it wasn't there.
"A coward wouldn't admit that your kiss threw me—a little. You're the one with all the power and money. Go hire an actress to pull it off. You'd have more success."
"I don't want an actress." He moved towards her again. He had to make her understand the importance of it all. He'd lose if she didn't cooperate. He'd lose everything. He could feel the very life of the company slipping from his grip, and he couldn't let that happen. "I want you. And I'd have no advantage if you married me, Kia. We'd be partners in this. I'd treat you fairly. I've never welshed on a deal yet. Check it out if you don't believe me."
She backed away from him just a little and he smiled.
"Look, Texas is a community property state. And I'll offer you a generous settlement if you go along with this. But, of course, you'll have to sign a pre-nuptial agreement."
"Yeah, and I'd love to be the town heroine, but this is asking …"
"Don't sell yourself short, Giavonni. If I didn't think you could pull this off, I certainly wouldn't have gone to the trouble and embarrassment of asking you." He eyed those pouting lips, and expressive, nearly black eyes. "No need to look so smug about it. It wasn't easy for me either. You've made no secret of how you feel about me. But I need your help. The factory needs your help. Hell, the town needs your help."
Kia Giavonni was a heroine and didn't know it yet. And something deep within him told him that she'd help him pull this off.
She came closer, leaned over the desk at him.
"Look, I can give you a list of women on the assembly line that would die for such a chance. I'll make it out tonight. It'll be on your desk in the morning. And we can forget this conversation ever happened."
His hand reached out to gently stroke her cheek, and she pulled away. So the little hard-case wasn't as hard as she'd have him believe. And her skin was so smooth and silky to the touch. He found himself wanting to touch more.
He cleared his throat.
He seemed to have touched a chord in her, whether she'd admit it or not. He'd be gentle with her. He wouldn't hurt her, and he wouldn't allow her to hurt him.
"Can't we find some level ground we can work from? Sorta man to man, like we do out there on the floor? Why would this be any different?"
"I—"
She shook her head when the door suddenly flew open and Gene Walsh walked in. Walsh was a big man, in his late thirties, with a confident air, and an ultra ego to match. His presence was like a stalking lion entering a cage. He glanced at them curiously.
"Sorry, Cunningham, didn't know you had anyone in here. You should have warned me you were using my office. The secretary is gone for the day." His silver eyes searched the room and landed on Kia again. "Say, aren't you the one who works out there in the warehouse, pulling hats with all those men?"
Kia nodded, moving away from both men. "That's right."
The way he worded that reminded Kia of all the insults she fought off when she first took the job in the warehouse.
"Oh yeah, that's right, you're the women's libber, the protestor. Now I remember. The two of you going at it again? After hours?" The big man chuckled, moving towards the desk and laying a set of papers down.
"Actually, Walsh," Cunningham said, his eyes never leaving hers. "Kia and I have gotten to know one another pretty well during our matches on the floor. We've been seeing each other for quite some time. Our disputes were just to cover our personal relationship. She's just consented to being my bride, so watch your mouth, won't you?"
"What? What kind of bull is this?" Walsh nearly roared, his eyes going first to Cunningham then Kia. Joe's glance narrowed on him.
"Ah—now I know you've got to be kidding. I mean, she's a real looker, but come on, Cunningham. You and I both know you could do a lot better. Since when did you start slumming?"
Joe crossed the room in three strides, and pulled Walsh up by the collar of his shirt, his glance meeting the other man's with deadly intent. "Don't you ever, ever talk that way about Kia again, Walsh. Now get out of here."
He hadn't known how much he meant that statement. Not until he grabbed Walsh. Suddenly, he didn't want anyone talking about her that way again.
Walsh's face reddened; shock momentarily riveted him. Then he pushed Cunningham's arm away and rocked on his heels. "So, that's the way it is, huh? You're so damn desperate for that money you'd marry a little warehouse who—"
"Why you bigot—" Kia started toward the man.
"Get out, Walsh, before I flatten you." Joe's fist clenched as his teeth gritted.
"I thought you'd try something sneaky, but I never counted on something this low. Well, it won't last."
Cunningham came at him, his fist doubled, but Walsh made a quick bee-line for the door, slamming it as he left.
It wasn't until that moment that Joe turned around and looked at Kia, who stood with her hands clenched on her hips, glaring at him. A grim look on her face.
"I guess it's settled." He walked to the desk. The dead silence rang like an alarm clock, the kind of alarm clock that gets slung across the room at too early an hour.
"You had no right—" she began.
"No …" His eyes suddenly met and held hers. "I didn't." He placed both hands on the desk, as though groping for control. "But I had to do it, Kia. I know what you think of me. But we need to put our personal feelings aside. Look, this company has been in my family too long to let it go to ruin. I'm proud of this place, this town, and the people. We used to make the finest hats in this part of the country. It used to be a proud name. It used to stand for something. I can't stand by and watch Walsh destroy it. And I can't let it go. I can't let the town go—can you?"
"I don't deserve this. You're putting a guilt trip on me."
"Maybe you do, partly," he shouted back. They were nearly nose-to-nose again, only this time they weren't kissing. And his blood was pumping just as hard, just as fast as when he kissed her, and she nearly blew his socks off.
"What do you mean?" she protested, not stepping down.
"I mean, you are a lot of talk, and no action, Giavanni. I mean all your protesting was just some big act for attention. You don't care what happens to this place any more than Walsh does. You get up on your grandstand and preach for better working conditions, more pay, cleaner and safer facilities, but when it comes to doing, you're all mouth."
She went to the chair and crawled up into it, pulling her knees up and under her chin, and quickly closed her eyes.
When she was silent too long, he growled at her. "What are you doing?"
She pushed her feet to the floor, sat up straight, twisted a tendril of hair from her face and frowned at him. She slowly knitted her hands at her mouth and mumbled incoherently. "I'm thinking."
"You're what?"
"I was thinking."
"Good grief, Kia, it would all be over in a matter of twelve months. You'd end up the town heroine, so why are you making such a big production out of it? What makes you think you'd get such a raw deal anyway? Unless, of course, I didn't even think to ask—are you involved with someone? Is that the problem?"
He'd never once given it a consideration, a bad move on his part if her expression were any clue.
"I've got a steady fella, if that's what you mean. But this would be business, strictly business. Right? And you say in a year—it would be over?"
"A year," he countered his eyes sparkling into hers, feeling the victory before she actually spoke the words.
"I'll have to think it over. I'm not going to let you bombard me with this. I won't be pushed into anything, right now. Something inside me tells me no, but I'll consider it. You get the contract drawn up about all the improvements I've listed in my file." Kia moved toward the door again.
"I'll have them drawn by morning, in writing. Anything else?" His mouth stretched to a near grin. He had her! He knew he did.
"Yeah, I don't want to go to bed with you."
"For Pete's sake, a year is a long time for anyone, Kia. I told you it would be strictly sex, no attachment, no guilt."
"No!"
"You wouldn't have to enjoy it." He smiled knowingly.
She was halfway out the door when she turned and looked at him. "I wouldn't."
"Wanna bet?"
CHAPTER TWO
"Kia, there's a man at the door with a big box of candy, and an arm full of flowers."
"Norman never brings me flowers and candy. Unless …no, not Norman." She smiled appreciatively at her mother's flawless face peeking through the doorway. Silver hair framed Louise Giavonni's pleasant face, and emotional brown eyes watched with amusement as Kia fidgeted. Although the stress of losing her husband had taken its toll, her mother still carried herself proudly. Kia could think of no one she admired more. "You think maybe Norman's getting serious?"
"No. No, dear, it isn't Norman. He says his name is Joe and he'd like to see you," Kia's mother announced. "I should let him in?"
Kia finished sewing a button on her work shirt and stuck the pin in the pincushion, spit her chewing gum in the trash, and frowned. "You're kidding. Oh, Mama," she grabbed her mother's hands and looked into her beautiful eyes, "tell me you're kidding. Oh, God, you aren't kidding? Oh, no, not now. What's he doing here?"
"Who, dear?"
"But—I've got a date with Norman in thirty minutes. Just tell him I'm not home, Mama." Kia glanced at her perplexed looking mother once more.
"Who—Joe or Norman?"
"I don't know. Geez! What am I going to do?" Kia glanced at herself in the mirror.
"Maybe you better tend to it, dear." Her mother shook her head and chuckled, closing the door again.
"Mama, wait," Kia wailed as she heard her mother's footsteps down the hall. She glanced at herself, and then looked in the mirror again. She danced about in a fit of something mixed with anger and confusion, and a tinge of excitement she didn't want to acknowledge. The fact that Joe Cunningham III was here at her house on Saturday night both thrilled her, and boggled her mind. She'd just spent an hour on her hair, pulling it up in curls on top her head. Her dress was a tasteful black sheath, a little shorter than Norman liked, but she had planned to catch his interest tonight. In reality, she knew getting Norman's attention from a chess game was like pulling teeth with a rubber hose.
She couldn't have looked better if she'd tried. Yet, she knew she'd be lucky to get a nod and a smile out of Norman the whole evening. When would she learn?
Tonight her resolve had been ambitious. It was time Norman took note of something other than Chess. For two years their dates had consisted of rides in the country, chess matches, an occasional tennis match between them, and one social dance given by the company. Even the dance hadn't inspired his imagination. Norman put the company dance right up there with business.
The fact that Norman didn't press her for sex, made Kia feel safe. Until recently that hadn't bothered her, but it had been two years. Until Joe Cunningham had kissed her; it had been best to let sleeping tigers lie.
Two years without a taste of romance would drive anyone stir crazy, she reasoned. Kia hated admitting it, but she loved romance, dreamed about it. Like every girl she'd dreamed of finding Mr. Right, and instead she settled for Norman Wilkes. As far as she could see there were two kinds of men in the world, the Norman Wilkes, the safe dates, and the Joe Cunningham's, the dangerous ones.
The doorbell rang again and Kia reached for the mascara. Once confidant she could do no more, she headed down the stairs two at a time.
"Not classy, but certainly an improvement from coveralls," she blurted as she dashed for the door, with a grain of composure. Wondering why her heart was thumping just a little harder, a little faster.
And there he was right in her foyer, staring up the stairs at her; her mouth went drier than a barren desert. Before her stood one sensual hunk of man. For Heaven's sake, she hadn't expected this. Joseph Cunningham III looked good enough to eat, even though he wasn't dressed for going out, his simple jeans and sweatshirt made him look somehow more approachable.
He eyed her with a wide smile.
"Oh, Mr. Cunningham, you look like you just won the prize for being the millionth customer at Ronnie's Grocery down the street."
Did he honestly believe a big box of candy and the most beautiful bouquet of American Beauty roses would sway her to his way of thinking? Well, he could think again. My, they smelled heavenly.
His looked surprised. Sooty lashes framed hallowed cheeks. She'd never noticed how long the man's lashes were. His almost square chin jutted with a defiant flair. He walked through the doorway, turning toward the TV in the other room. She liked a man that could look at home in a suit, and even better in jeans. His hair glistened as though he'd just stepped out of the shower. The lingering scent of lime after-shave tickled her nostrils, while a crooked smile played at his well formed lips.
Peppermint, her mind flashed, remembering their kiss.
"Kia, I'd like to talk to you about—" He turned back toward her and caught her staring.
Her cheeks flushed.
"Sure."
It was hard to think of him as the boss, or Joe Cunningham III. Bosses weren't hunks. Feeling an immediate heat between them, every time she locked onto him, she looked away. Might as well let him take a good long look at where she came from, then he'd be running in seconds.
Suddenly, she had to get rid of him.
Why couldn't it have been Norman with flowers and candy? But then she knew why. Norman always practiced logic, not romance. Up until a few weeks ago, she had appreciated that, but damn those roses smelled delightful, and she knew she'd pig out on the chocolates later.
"This really isn't the right time, Mr. Cunningham."
"Call me Joe, Kia."
She swallowed hard. First names with the boss seemed too intimate. And the last thing she wanted was intimacy with Mr. Sexy. "Okay, Joe. It's Saturday night and I'm expecting Norman any minute. We have a date, and I'm not in the habit of breaking dates."
He didn't move; his smile didn't leave his face.
"Are these for me?" She gestured toward the flowers and candy.
"Uh, yes, they are. Norman? Do I know him? I'm sorry. You have a date?"
"No need to be sorry. And, yes, you know him. He's your accountant. I always have a date on Saturday night. In about twenty minutes to be exact. Let me put these in water. You really shouldn't have. I love roses though. How'd you know?"
"I didn't. But most women do."
His answer seemed clipped, but she really didn't know him well enough to read into his reactions.
"You date Norman Wilkes, my accountant?"
"That's right.
"Why?"
The question was so unexpected she paused. Kia reflected a moment, then answered with a slight chuckle in her voice. "I find him—refreshing. We've dated about two years now. He may not be the most gorgeous man in the world but he is talented in other ways."
"I can't believe I didn't know about this." Joe raked a hand through his hair, barely ruffling it.
Kia's hand itched to follow his actions, but she ignored it. "Why should you know about it?"
"But Norman?"
"Norman happens to be the champion Chess Player at the Country Club. He plays a magnificent game of tennis, too. And he's a gentleman."
"Norman's a nice guy, plays a mean game of chess I'll agree, but …"
She couldn't resist the sweet odor from the roses, and her heart lightened. It had been a long time since anyone had brought her flowers. Come to think of it, no one had ever brought her flowers. At least Joe Cunningham III didn't know that. And what he didn't know wouldn't hurt him.
She couldn't find a vase that would hold all of them, so she stuffed them in a heavy, glass tea pitcher and filled it with water from the kitchen sink, then set them on the bar between the living room and kitchen. Her breath hitched as she caught sight of his backside again. Why hadn't she ever noticed such a thing before? It angered her that her own body betrayed her so. That she liked looking at him.
She watched him take in the small two-story house with amazing calm. No censure, no comment. She wondered how he might see it. Nothing elegant about it, it was worn, and needed wall-papering, but it was home. It tended to be cluttered - with unopened mail on the old battered desk in the corner, family pictures all over the walls, a soccer ball nested under the coffee table, an afghan thrown haphazard across the sofa, and a fat, lazy cat stretched out in the arm chair.
"Get out of the chair, Bimbo. You lazy cat."
"Bimbo?"
Kia shrugged, and looked at his bewildered look. "She was a stray when we moved here. Mother refused to give her a name. She was afraid we'd all grow attached. But Bud, my brother caught her eating his fishing worms one day and hollered, 'Get away you bimbo.' That's been her name ever since."
Joe threw back his head and chuckled. A melodious sound Kia hadn't expected. Damn his beautiful gray eyes, tight jeans and melodious laugh. She didn't need it. She didn't need any of this. He was charming her, that's what he was doing and it wasn't going to work. No, siree, it wasn't going to work, no matter how many times her eyes drifted downward.
Her mother came down the stairs, as elegant as a queen, her hand gripping the handrail as though she were afraid she might fall. She had dizzy spells quite often and Kia worried about her constantly.
"Mama, come look at the beautiful roses. Aren't they lovely? Mr. Cunningham brought them. You know Mr. Cunningham, of Cunningham Manufacturing. This is my mother, Louise. My boss." There—that should have put him in his place.
"Just call me Joe." He smiled and took the elder lady's hand. "After all, we're practically family."
Kia nearly fell on her face. Surely he wouldn't …
"We are?" Her mother shot Kia a quick glance, and then turned back to Joe. "My, you are as handsome as Kia said you were."
"Mama!" Kia scolded, wishing the floor would swallow her up. He wasn't going to get away with this. She wouldn't let him. He couldn't march in here and claim her like territory or something. Who did he think he was?
Joe shot Kia a quick satisfied smile. This time when he smiled at her, directly at her, Kia's heart did a flip-flop hard against her ribs.
Her mother smiled and tried to pin a string of graying hair to the top of her head, but her look of confusion didn't go away. "We're honored. And the flowers are beautiful. Please sit down. Would you like a glass of tea?
"That would be nice, thank you."
Her mother darted off to the kitchen.
"Don't bother, Mama, Mr. Cunningham didn't realize I was tied up, so he's just leaving. Aren't you?" Kia invited him towards the door once more. He didn't budge. She started to object his not leaving, but her mother returned.
"Actually, no." He hadn't moved an inch from the middle of the living room, even though her hand tugged on his arm. Solid as a rock. Her mind scattered from the touch. Every time she touched him she felt as though she'd touched a live wire. Physical chemistry, that's all it was.
Their gazes locked momentarily.
"Kia, where are your manners, dear?" Her mother brought a tall glass of iced tea and handed it to him with a demure smile.
"I left them upstairs when the doorbell rang, Mama." Kia couldn't keep the agitation from her voice as she dragged herself away from his magnetism.
Norman would be here at any moment, and she had to compose herself and figure out how to get rid of Joe.
Okay. She glanced at him with a frown. He'd had his look around. He saw she didn't come from anything close to wealth. She lived in an old neighborhood. The house needed a paint job; one of her next summer projects, Kia defended. So, what more did he want? He had to know what a mistake his idea was now.
"No?" Kia's surprise registered at last. No, he wasn't going to leave? He was going to sit here and do what, her mind screamed? He couldn't stay here. Hadn't he heard her?
"I'd like to stay if you don't mind." He glanced at the elder woman, then Kia.
But she did mind. She minded a great deal and was about to verbalize it when he interrupted.
"Oh, don't let me interrupt your plans, honey. Go on your date. I'm sure you have lots to discuss with Norman."
"Y-yes." Kia frowned. Now what was he up to? She had nothing to discuss with Norman. Besides, Norman would never believe what Cunningham had in mind. "You're staying. What for? I mean, why?"
"Kia." Her mother cast her an indignant frown.
"Sorry, mama. But I can't imagine why is all."
"Can't you, honey. I can, for a lot of reasons. I wish you'd stay, too. We have lots to discuss. I'd like to get to know your family, Kia. This is the first time I've met them after all. And if we're going to be married, I think I should certainly get to know your mother, don't you? And your young brother, is he here?"
"No, he went to a school dance."
"Married?"
"Maybe I'll still be here when he gets home."
Still be here. No, this would never do. She had to get him out of here and now.
But it was too late.
Now he'd done it! Kia's eyes closed slowly, knowing a headache was only a minute away. She wished she had some tape for his mouth. Wished she could be rude and shove him out the door before he disrupted her ordered little life.
"Married? Why Kia …" her mother gasped.
Kia could see her mother's mind working overtime. Kia wanted to throw Joe Cunningham out the door and rush to explain, but it wasn't to be. "No, Mama." Kia's eyes narrowed on him with precision.
"Yes, it just happened the other day, Mrs. Giavonni. I guess this feeling between us has been building for years. Naturally, I've had my eye on her for a long time. She's so beautiful, I couldn't let her get away. I just wasn't sure it was mutual. I'm sure she didn't want to announce it yet. I haven't even given her a ring. But we're engaged. Perhaps she wanted me to be the one to tell you. She seems rather old fashioned about that. That's what I like about her. And I wanted to come and introduce myself. I want your blessing, naturally, Mrs. Giavonni."
Blessings? Kia wanted to hit him, wanted to pounce on top of him and beat some sense into his blasted head. Why was he doing this? What did he hope to accomplish? Before this was over he'd have the announcements in the local paper. But right now she had a lot of explaining to do and wasn't sure where to begin.
"But I thought you and Norman—"
"You thought right, Mama." Kia turned on Joe now, her eyes brewing a storm cloud. How was she going to explain this so it made any sense?
About to disprove everything Joe had just said, the doorbell rang, and she forced herself to answer it. She had to let Norman in. Didn't she? Yes, of course she did, but how was she going to explain all of this? Now what was she supposed to do? Joe Cunningham had one big mouth!
"You look especially nice this evening, dear," Norman said with a smile as he strode comfortably through the house. Kia grimaced, knowing the inevitable was coming and not knowing how to handle it.
Norman was a short man, not much taller than Kia, thin and well-dressed. He adjusted his glasses as his eyes drifted through the room, then back at her to the hem of her skirt. There was no smile. Almost censure. She'd deal with Norman about the dress later.
There was no comparing the two men. Sure, Joe was taller, bigger, better looking even, but twice as dangerous, too, she decided. No, she knew better than to tread these waters. And Joe was definitely off limits.
"I'm sorry. Didn't know you had company. Why—Mr. Cunningham, imagine running into you here. Didn't come to fire our Kia in person, I hope." Norman's eyes rounded on Joe with open curiosity.
Kia's head reared. Why did everyone jump to the conclusion that she was about to be fired? Sure, she protested everything from the coffee machine that stole quarters from everyone everyday to the bathroom that simply read "Restroom" on it. But this was America, she could protest, couldn't she?
"No, not at all. Kia is much too valuable employee to consider firing. But of course you know that, don't you, Norman?"
Norman blushed. "Yes, of course."
"Nice to see you, again. Who would have guessed Norman Wilkes, my top accountant, is dating Kia."
"That's right." Norman beamed. Then as though Joe were the intruder, he turned all his attention on her mother. "Good evening, Louise. Nice to see you feeling better."
"Thank you, Norman." Louise kept staring at Kia who had gone very quiet. "This young man was just telling me—"
"Yes, well, we better be going Norman. We don't want to be late for the tournament. I won't be late, Mama. You know where to reach me."
"But Kia—your fiancee?" her mother blurted.
"Fiancee?" Norman repeated looking from one to the other.
"Yes, of course, it's such a joke. I'll explain it all later. Let's go, Norman." Kia jerked on his arm and found him not budging.
"Wait a minute." Norman whipped about to stare at Kia, and their audience. "Your Mother thinks we're engaged? Did you tell her that?"
What if she had? Wasn't it time? Kia reasoned boldly to herself. "No, no of course she doesn't think we're engaged," Kia began, realizing the longer she stayed the worse it was going to get.
"Now wait a minute, Kia." Norman stayed them all with a hand. His gaze flitted from one to the other. "I think we should set things straight. Don't want your mother thinking something is going on between us. Kia and I aren't engaged yet, Louise. We haven't talked about that possibility, yet. I'm sure in time we will. Don't want you getting the wrong impression. But Mother hasn't even met her, yet. You know we've only been dating—going on two years now. There's plenty of time. We want to get to know each other. I'm rather old fashioned about that kind of thing, and you and my own mother would be the first to know if anything develops between Kia and I. But we like things the way they are, don't we, dear? Kinda comfortable like. I'm sure as time goes by it'll progress to that stage."
Kia reddened. She wanted to scream. Nothing was going right. Absolutely nothing! Her mind reeled with agitation. No, things hadn't progressed, and the way things were going, they never would. But right now was not the time to bring it up. No, she definitely wanted to get out of here. So, instead of arguing in front of Joe, she pulled on Norman's sleeve again. "Yeah, now let's go."
"So you don't have honorable intentions toward Kia?" Joe's voice stilled the room, his accusation hanging in the air between them all. Blue-gray eyes penetrated narrowed green ones as Norman pulled at his collar.
Now Norman was on the spot. Not a thing Kia wanted to see.
It got very quiet. As though a bomb had gone off and everyone was waiting for the dust to settle. Norman turned to look at Joe as if for the first time acknowledging him in the room. "Of course I have honorable intentions. Kia knows exactly how I feel."
"Oh, so you are planning on proposing to her?" Joe prompted, a sardonic smile curling his lips.
"Well, see here, Mr. Cunningham, I don't know why you're asking, but I think my relationship with Kia is our affair. I mean we aren't at work, now are we?"
For a fleeting second or two she was proud of Norman.
The little man stood up to Joe Cunningham like no other. And Kia could have sworn she saw a twinkle in Joe's eyes, too. Anyone else might have been angry, but not Joe Cunningham. Anger was something he always managed to control, even when she deliberately set out to make him angry.
Her eyes rolled once more. "Yes, well, let's go, shall we? We don't want to be late, do we? The match starts in fifteen minutes, Norman."
"Go ahead, honey, I'll be here when you get back," Joe said as though he meant every word of it, and joined Louise on the couch. Kia froze, waiting for his words and actions to have the effect she knew they would.
"Honey?" Norman glanced at Kia. He seemed to grow two more inches. "Honey? Now, wait a minute. I think you've got the wrong girl. Kia and I—we're …"
"What?" Joe asked, obviously curious and just as obviously baiting him. "You just said you're nothing."
"Well, we're sort of a twosome. Everybody in town knows that. Have been for quite a while now. So, I expect I've got a right to know why you're calling her 'honey'."
"Come on, let's go, I'll explain later." Kia grabbed his arm and began pulling Norman to the door. But Norman put one arm against the door frame and halted her progress.
"You have every right." Joe came toward them. "And, if you have a moment, I'd like to explain this to you."
"I don't thin …" Kia began only to be cut off again.
"Now, Kia, if we're going to do this, we might as well level with your family. And obviously, from what Norman just told me, he's practically family. Unless his intentions aren't honorable."
Norman stood his ground. "Of course they're honorable. I mean, yes, I guess so. SO, what's this all about?"
"Now see here, Joe, this has gone far enough," Kia interrupted.
"No, I think we need to explain to them what's going on. They obviously have a right to know. We might need their cooperation. You see, Kia and I are going to be married, very soon," Joe announced not looking at Kia as he spoke.
"I never a—"
"No, you're right, honey. I didn't get down on my knees and ask the right way. I'm sorry. A situation I intend to correct." He got down on his knee and took her hand in his. "Kia, please, will you marry me?" His eyes devoured her and she tried her best not to notice.
The Charmer, her mind warned. "Stop this. Get up. This is ridiculous."
"I know. And I didn't give you a ring, yet. That's true. But naturally I want you to shop around for one and find one you like. We'll go together to pick it out if you like. That is …unless you want my mother's?" Joe pulled Kia into the circle of his arms. He whipped out a small black box and flashed a huge, three-carat marquise ring at her. It was so big it looked as though it blinked at her.
"Your mother's ring?" Louise barely uttered as her eyes rounded on the beautiful diamond.
Kia gasped. The diamond sparkled blue and red fire. She couldn't take her eyes from it. She'd never seen anything like it in her life. Never in all her wildest dreams had she dared think about something so gorgeous. It was magnificent and definitely too much for her!
Norman backed up, and glared. "Now see here, Cunningham."
Louise didn't move an inch. But from the twitch of her mouth she seemed amused.
Joe slid the ring on Kia's finger. It fit as though made for her. Kia blinked rapidly, trying not to let the stream of tears that had built within the last ten minutes spill. She stared at the ring for a long moment. A tear sparkled in the corner of her eye. It wasn't supposed to be like this, her mind screamed. He was completely destroying her dreams. And yet—
"I think you better explain—now." Kia flopped into the armchair with resignation. He'd have to explain, she didn't know where to start. And despite all her beliefs, all her dreams, she couldn't stop staring at the ring. The ring she'd dreamed about for years, the ring that fit her finger like a glove, the ring that truly didn't belong to her. Could a woman fall in love with an object? she wondered.
"It's all very simple. I want Kia to marry me." Joe repeated his eyes never leaving hers. He was leaving this entire fiasco in her hands.
"Why didn't you tell me you'd been seeing Mr. Cunningham, Kia?" Norman broke into the ring of doubts.
"I haven't been seeing him." She glanced at Joe, then Norman. "Oh, for Pete's sake, Norman, sit down and let me explain this."
~*~
Joe came to stand beside her chair, half enjoying the chaos and confusion he had created. He'd never seen a woman react to a ring like Kia had. Oh, he'd read about such things, but never witnessed the awe in a woman's face before. Most of the women he'd known would have taken a ring that size for granted. Not Kia. She was mesmerized. It stirred something deep within him that he thought had become totally foreign to him. Emotion!
Tears shone in her eyes. Real tears. Damn, he hadn't expected her to feel anything. He hadn't expected a lot of things, especially the way his body reacted to her in that dress. He had no idea she had such a body. Coveralls were deceiving, he decided. It ought to be against the law for a woman to wear coveralls.
But despite everything, he hadn't planned on her display of emotions. This relationship would be platonic, strictly platonic. It had to be. He had no intention of hurting her or using her. They'd both get something out of this deal, he'd see to that.
He had made Kia react and the results were stunning. Never had she looked more beautiful than at this moment. Beautiful? Kia Giavonni was beautiful? Why hadn't he seen it before? Was he blind?
He hadn't expected this entire night. On his way home, intending a quiet night at home, he suddenly found himself in the local flower shop. It all started with those damned flowers. Then, as the idea fermented, he stopped for candy at the local drug store. No, he shook himself, if he were truthful he'd have to admit it started with that damn kiss in the office the other day. It had rattled him. And he wasn't sure why. It certainly wasn't his first kiss. He'd had his share of amorous kisses. Still, there was something in that kiss that he hadn't found anywhere else.
Perhaps the element of surprise had him baffling over his unplanned proposal. Desperation could make a man do a lot of things out of character, he reasoned. The plan had been simple at first. He needed a wife before he turned thirty. Any number of women came to mind at the prospect.
Perhaps if Kia hadn't been late leaving the building that day, hadn't been scolding herself for not bringing an umbrella, maybe he would have overlooked her. But he had been instantly intrigued with her berating herself so. Maybe, he had overlooked her but he doubted it. Kia was hard to overlook. Even in coveralls. She had the most compelling black-brown eyes. They reminded him of pools of dark chocolate. She was perfect for his plan.
Heaven only knew she didn't deserve this, but he'd reward her in the end. Before it was over, she'd be glad he forced her into this. No one would be hurt, he'd see to that.
His gaze traveled about the old house, and something stole inside Joe's heart. A slight whiff of spaghetti sauce from the stove enhanced his reverie. Old memories of his grandfather's home perhaps, where chaos abounded, and love overflowed. That was the difference, he knew—love. The one thing he hadn't had since his mother died.
CHAPTER THREE
"What are you doing up here?" Junior Freeman smiled at Kia as she entered the container division of the factory, shutting the harsh rays of sunlight from her path. The noise from the sewing machines along the north wing of the building buzzed in her ears like an orchestra of saws. The hot glue machines made the air feel sticky. Sweltering heat berated the huge window fans, and Kia moped the sweat with the back of her hand and wiped it on her coveralls.
She scanned the area around her, almost suspiciously. She purposely avoided coming remotely close to this end of the factory since Cunningham's office was only a few feet away.
His office. Funny, she'd always imagined he used this particular place to spy on his employees. When Fannie Brice told Kia that the fancy office belonged to Walsh, Kia had been surprised. No wonder Walsh barged in. Maybe Cunningham was telling the truth. Maybe he wasn't in a position to do much for the company. That left a sour taste in her mouth. The more Kia learned about Walsh the more she began to trust the things Joe had told her.
Leroy, the warehouse foreman had informed her early in the week of other misconceptions, too. He had more than an earful to say about Walsh. No one liked the man, and with good reason. Cunningham Manufacturing lost one of the biggest and oldest contracts in its history because Walsh fumbled the deal. It seemed everything Joe Cunningham had told her was true. It shocked Kia. But how could she have known? She worked in the warehouse and seldom ventured up the hill to the big plant where all the hats were actually made. The only time she saw the big wigs was during one of her tirades.
How could she have guessed that Cunningham's was going under and so fast? It made one part of her sad, the other part of her mad. Someone had to do something!
And what kind of boss had a glassed in cubicle for an office—especially a Cunningham? Could she have taken out her vehemence on the wrong person all along? That idea disturbed her. Joe Cunningham disturbed her.
She didn't want to think about him being right. She didn't trust herself around the man. What she had to say she wanted to rehearse until she could say it blindfolded. Rehearse it until he couldn't argue the point with her any longer. And at the first opportunity she'd return the ring. But Lord, it was a beautiful ring. She felt the stone dangling between her breasts and smiled. She wouldn't wear it on her finger, but keeping it cloe to her heart struck a chord.
"Leroy sent me up here for some replacement hat boxes." Kia smiled at Junior behind the work table. He mopped the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand, pushing a wayward strand of bright red hair away from his eyes. Warm hearted and generous to a fault, Junior Freeman was voted the friendliest employee at Cunningham's three times in a row.
Junior had been at the factory three years before Kia started. He knew everything about Cunningham's, and could do every job. Although he was only twenty-four, he was a senior executive at the plant, because he'd been there so long. His job consisted of nothing more than breaking down shipping boxes and hauling them to the storage unit. There was nothing difficult about that, except one minor detail of his job. Every day he had to climb on a ladder that was older than him, and that barely held his weight, and throw down the new boxes to be taken to the warehouse. They were stacked by the dozen and covered with protective plastic.
Kia hated that ladder. She cringed every time she saw Junior climb it. She feared one of these days it wouldn't hold the robust Junior Freeman.
"Boxes, huh? What'd you do with the ones the hats were in?" Junior snickered as though he knew the answer.
"I'm sure you've heard about the leak. I've tried to make everyone aware of it. I've done everything but stand on my head to get their attention about it. Leroy even let me write two notices about it. Like always, I didn't have much luck." Kia frowned, glancing about only to find Joe Cunningham staring at her from his office window.
He was smiling. She turned her back to him. Still, she could feel his eyes on her, feel the hairs on the back of her neck prickling. A strange unwelcome gnawing in her stomach was back.
Junior shook his head, an unnatural frown lining his forehead. "Somebody's gotta do something about this place pretty soon. I never thought old man Cunningham would let it get in this kind of shape. Reckon he just got too old to care, though. I hate to think it, but I guess you were right all along about Joe, Jr."
With her heightened knowledge. Kia started to defend Joe, but held her tongue. Instead, she tossed her head back and stuck her nose to the air. "If he were any kind of man, he wouldn't let Walsh walk all over him."
"Oh, I don't know about that, Kia. Joe's a pretty good hombre, when you get to know him. He can hold his own, when he's backed into a corner. I saw him square off with Walsh more than once. Something is wrong though. He sounds like he really cares, but he don't do anything about it. I just can't see him lettin' the place go."
Kia chewed her bottom lip. The trust fund Joe had spoken of came to mind. What kind of grandfather puts stipulations on his money like that? A greedy one, she realized. This was all too familiar. It was too much like her father.
She forced herself to watch Junior. Distractions, that's what she needed. No one could smash boxes like Junior. He made it child's play. "I'll run up and get them if you don't mind."
"You in a hurry? Leroy don't like you hangin' around up here, does he? I'll get 'em for you. Just hold on, Kia." Junior frowned at her as he stopped long enough to give her a quick once over.
"No hurry, really, just thought I'd help since you are so busy."
"Just, let me finish bustin' these and I'll run up there and throw you some down. How many you gonna need?"
Kia watched him bust the boxes with one good chop of his hand, and smiled. He had taught her how to do it last summer and she had been rather proud that she could almost best him before the summer was over. In her five years at the plant she had worked in almost every department, just like Junior, but she liked the boxes. "'Bout hundred and fifty looks like."
Junior slanted her a slight smile, half his mouth twisting upward. "Damn girl, I'm surprised you didn't fix the leak yourself if it's that bad."
"Would have if I could figure out how. I even considered just going and buying some tar and gluing the damn thing, but I figured I might really get myself in trouble. I never was much of a roofer. No one pays much attention to what goes on out there in the warehouse, though. All the hard work that is done in here, you'd think they'd care. Until they need something we have."
"Yeah, you're sorta isolated at that. Never gave it much thought myself. What possessed them to put a girl in the warehouse anyway?"
"I asked for it," Kia explained, glancing at the window and seeing no sign of Joe. So why did she feel just the slightest disappointed?
"Now why would you go and do a thing like that?"
"Because it's cooler in the warehouse most of the time. The back door is open, and we have very little machinery. We get a good breeze. I don't know how you put up with it. You got no breeze, and nothing but those fans going in here."
Junior chuckled. "You get used to it. Well look, you go on, I'll get a dolly and haul them over for you."
"I can haul them." She placed her hands on her hips and shot Junior a quick reprimand.
"Now look, it's okay to be stubborn about some things. But it don't hurt to be sensible. You're a lady, why don't you let people treat you like one?"
"Well—I didn't mean anything by it, Junior. It's just that Leroy needs to see me doing my job. I haven't had a decent raise in months and I should be up for one now. But I guess you could help me."
"Good, then I'll get a dolly and haul them over to Leroy myself and tell him a thing or two."
"Oh, all right." Kia started to walk off, knowing it would do no good to argue with Junior. He didn't like to see women doing hard work. But her boss wouldn't be so obliging. He'd wonder why she hadn't bothered to do it herself. Leroy sent her up here, Leroy expected her to return with them, especially after she griped so much about women's lib.
"Heard the new rumor?"
Kia turned and shrugged, her eyes magnetized to Joe's office again. "Which rumor?"
"Big boss man's got him a lady."
Kia nearly jumped out of her skin, her attention flying back to Junior. So, had he replaced her? Good. She was happy. Wasn't she? Of course she was. She didn't want to talk about Joe Cunningham. She didn't even want to think about him. He'd ruined enough of her sleepless nights since last weekend when he announced their engagement to her mother and boyfriend. But it had been nearly a week and she hadn't heard another word. Maybe he'd changed his mind. Come to his senses.
She was glad! At least that's what she kept telling herself, even though a little voice in her head told her otherwise.
So, he got himself another lady. A more willing lady more than likely. Good. That suited her fine.
But she fingered the ring dangling at her breast again and the smile left her lips. It wasn't the ring, but the whole situation. How could he change his mind in mid-stream like that, after causing all the trouble he had?
Still, memories of that day, made her grab the ring beneath her coverall. She wouldn't wear it so everyone could see it, but she wouldn't lose it either. Not that precious piece. It went where she went, at least for the time being.
"What's that to me? The Boss man always has a new lady. Beautiful, well educated, refined. So, who is it this time?"
Junior snickered, wiping the sweat from his hands on his t-shirt. "Yeah, I hear his step-mother has tried to force some of those society gals down his throat, but so far he ain't taken the bait. Nah—I heard it was you."
"That's funny, Junior." Her legs were shaking so bad she didn't know how she could keep standing. She should have known rumors would fly. Why hadn't the floor swallowed her by now? Would she have to add lies to the insult? She didn't want to lie to Junior. She leaned against his worktable for support.
"That's what I heard. You saying it's not true?" Junior cornered her. "'Cause if you are, I'd believe you, Kia. Everyone knows how you've fought the big guys for us. Why, you're the closest thing to a union we got."
"Thanks, Junior, I'll take that as a compliment."
"Get to work, Junior." Cora Brown pranced up to Kia's side, eyeing Junior with a frown. She wore tight jeans, an equally tight sweater and a scarf tied around her neck. No one could miss her, and everyone tried. She cast a quick frown in Kia's direction, her dark brows nearly meeting in the middle of her forehead. "So, Kia, turning favors these days?"
Cora was older, more experienced and about as brash as a sailor. Rumor was she'd been in the army once. But Kia couldn't believe that. The woman couldn't take an order if her life depended on it. She wore her makeup too thick, and her hand on her hip too often. Kia knew Cora would have given her eyeteeth to be in her position with Joe Cunningham. She made no bones about it, she wanted a man with money and Joe was the best thing around. Or so everyone believed.
Still, Joe didn't have money either, not without that trust fund. In a way, that put him on the same level as most of the men in Relief.
There was something hard and cruel about Cora, though, that kept her at a distance with most people. Maybe she was exactly what Joe needed. Someone harder, at least hard hearted. If Cora knew about it, then the entire plant knew. Kia wanted to wring Joe Cunningham's handsome neck.
Junior cleared his throat, waiting for Kia to answer, but Cora shot him a reproving look and he started up the long ladder. "We need to get a new ladder," Junior complained breathlessly.
An understatement, Kia grimaced.
"Aw, quit your griping and get up there, you big coward." Cora twisted the end of her scarf and glared at Kia.
Fannie Brice waved from down the long row of machines at her and Kia smiled. Fannie had been a friend ever since Kia moved to Relief. She'd actually gotten Kia her job.
"What do you need boxes for anyway? Or were you just hoping to get a good glimpse of the Boss man? I don't believe that silly rumor for a minute. Even if it is true, doesn't mean you can kill time on company time, Kia. I wouldn't put it past you to have dreamed that rumor up yourself." Cora eyed her suspiciously when she didn't answer the question.
"Look, we still have a leak in our roof out there. Some of the hat boxes are getting wet. We can't ship them like that. The boxes are ruined. Leroy sent me up for more."
"Oh, I see. And how is Leroy?" Cora half smiled to herself.
"Fine," Kia replied, knowing Cora had a soft spot for her boss in the warehouse. At least Leroy seemed more suited for Cora. Only problem was, Leroy had been married for twenty some odd years to the same woman. Even if he could have Cora, he wouldn't divorce his wife. Everyone knew that. Even Cora.
Leroy always dressed like a country and western star. He wore more diamonds on his fingers than most women, so naturally everyone believed he was rich. But only Kia knew better. Only Kia knew how he scrimped and saved to buy them. He simply liked jewelry. She couldn't fault the man. She had the same weakness. She fingered the ring beneath her coveralls.
"Have you reported it?" Cora sounded serious.
"Of course we reported it. Three times. But like everything else around here, nothing gets done. They're not putting money in this place and you know it, Cora. Junior's right, the ladder isn't safe. It can barely hold his weight. You can actually see the wood moving every time he takes a step."
"Maybe Junior should go on a diet." Cora chuckled, not taking her too seriously.
"Even you can see that ladder won't hold up much longer. Have you reported it?" Kia threw the barb in Cora's face.
Cora shrugged. "Someone reported it last year. But a ladder is not of importance. There are other things like raises that need their attention first, Kia. Even you should understand and agree with that."
"If they're not putting money in the company, what makes you think they'll invest it in their employees?"
The older woman turned cold, black eyes on her. "Some deserve raises, some don't. Perhaps if you'd go through the right channels with your gripes, you'd get somewhere around here. Instead, you're just a big mouth with a chip on your shoulder."
"Takes one to know one. Besides—there are no channels. There are only the big bosses and us."
Junior paused a third of the way up the ladder and shot them a quizzical look. But Cora scolded him for stopping and he rushed to go on. When he did, the wood on the ladder made a snapping sound and the whole thing came crashing down—all two hundred and fifty pounds of Junior and the ladder too.
A hush fell over the area. Even the machines seemed to stop. Then, Junior let out a long wailing sound that started at one end of the building and rebounded to the other end. He hit the hard concrete floor with a loud flop. Cora laughed so loud half the plant turned to stare, but Kia ran to Junior's side, realizing he was hurt. Junior hadn't moved from the spot where he fell. His facial expression froze, and he just sat and stared as though he didn't see.
"Call 911, Cora. He's hurt."
"He can't be …" Cora protested, then watched as Junior tried to get up, and slumped back down. "What's wrong, why aren't you getting up, you lazy slob?"
Huge tears pooled in Junior's eyes but he held them back, as he sat very still and straight. "I can't get up. I think I broke something."
Silence pierced the air. Junior sat there against the wall, tears shimmering in his eyes. Junior laughed a lot, talked a little, but never once had anyone seen him cry. Not when his father died, not when his only sister ran off with some salesman without a word. Kia sat on her hunches and grabbed Junior's arm. Her stomach took a dive and nausea nearly bested her. Junior was really hurting. "Call 911, Cora," she said again. "He's hurt."
A crowd built around them, and Joe Cunningham came rushing through it to her and Junior. Only concern laced his face. He took complete command of the situation. He pushed back the crowd, and crouched down beside them.
"What happened?" He demanded in a calm voice, yet so edged with steel.
The lingering after-shave tickled Kia's nose but she tried not to notice. The starched white shirt and neatly pressed pants didn't seem in place any more. No, Kia saw him in jeans and sweats. But she shouldn't be thinking of that now. Not with Junior in dire pain. "He fell, from that damned, broken-down excuse of a ladder. The company better pay for this, Cunningham," Kia warned between gritted teeth.
She didn't want to think about how he looked in jeans, or how good he smelled. Guilt edged her voice. She wanted to slap him until he woke up and realized that money or no money, something had to be done.
"Don't worry, we'll take good care of him," Joe assured her.
"I've been telling you about things like this for years and you wouldn't listen. Now, maybe you'll believe it."
"I've always believed you, Kia." His glance somehow found hers. Their eyes met, and communicated, then Joe turned his attention back to the man in front of him. "Just stay put till we get some help for you Junior. Can you move your feet? Try."
Junior shifted his weight so that his feet were straight, then moved his shoes. "Yes, sir. It's not my legs, it's—" Junior's face was as red as a beacon, the red blending with what freckles adorned him, his eyes fixed. He looked like a big ball of pain. And then it happened. The man, as big as a mountain, cried real tears. And Kia cried right along with him. Damn! The Italian in her always seemed to come out at the wrong moments. She didn't want to be emotional now.
"It's going to be all right, Junior," she whispered, kissing his cheek.
"Don't tell Mama," Junior wailed. "Please…don't tell her."
"No—no, of course not. Not yet, anyway."
"Is it your back, Junior?" Joe tried to help Junior determine exactly what had been damaged. He feared a spinal injury.
Cora had called the paramedics and returned to the scene. Leaning a hand on her hips, she raised an eyebrow and curled her lip sardonically. "He didn't hurt his back. He's broken his ass." She wailed with laughter.
As though a bomb had gone off, Joe turned on the woman with vehemence. "Clock out! You're fired, Cora."
"W—what? You can't do that. Not for…"
"I can, and I have. Now, get out."
"We'll see what Walsh has to say about this."
"Walsh doesn't own Cunningham's, Cora." Joe's voice grew icy cold. His hands fisted at his sides. Cora's face turned black with fury as she stomped towards the time clock. "You haven't heard the last from me."
"Wanna bet?" Joe returned not giving her the benefit of a glance. "You're through here. Now get out before I throw you out."
The entire crowd cheered as Cora turned and walked out the door
"Fannie," Joe called through the crowd, his attention still fixed on Junior. He waited till Fannie stopped just in front of them. "You just got a raise. You'll take her place."
"Yes, sir, and thanks." Fannie winked at Kia.
The crowd whistled and cheered.
~*~
As the paramedics arrived, everyone was pushed back and Joe turned to the crowd. "No need for panic. Everything is under control now. Let's get back to work. We'll take extra good care of Junior, you can be sure."
Kia marched right up to him, her nose not far from his.
"I can't believe you," Kia cried aloud, tugging on his sleeve as Joe said something to the paramedic.
"Get back to work, Giavonni." Joe's words were harsh and unexpected. He hadn't meant to snap at her. He wished, just this once, she wouldn't make a scene.
"A man was nearly killed, and all you can think about is this job."
Joe's shoulder's bunched as he turned his attention to her now. Only moments ago he had to steel himself from his own emotions as he watched Kia with Junior. Now they were at each other's throats, why?
"In my office, Giavonni."
"I thought you wanted me to go back to work."
"Now!"
Kia became rigid, but marched silently to his office.
He needed her support, her help, why couldn't she see this? Just once why couldn't she see it?
Joe didn't follow immediately. He talked with the paramedics and helped as much as possible, then he inspected the ladder and threw it in the trash.
He knew one thing. He couldn't wait any longer. He had to put his plan into action.
~*~
Distractedly, Kia glanced around his office. She'd never been in this office. Never seen a glimpse into the man. Not once. Never seen any intimate part of the man that Joe Cunningham was. She didn't want to see. This was where the real Joe Cunningham worked ten or twelve hours a day. It spoke more of the man, himself. Her gaze landed on the trash can for some reason. It had empty coke cans, paper piled high around them. A half-full coffee cup, a half-eaten donut, a folder and several big groups of keys sat on his desk. Work shoes and coveralls were hung neatly on a closet shelf. A picture was turned toward the chair, and captured her attention.
Her fingers trembled as she picked it up. The frame had smudges all over it, as though it had been looked at many times. In the picture an older man stood by an old truck, a dog at his heels, his hand on a young boy's shoulder. Smiles were on both of their faces. This was the young Joe Cunningham, a happy young man.
She was still holding the picture when Joe came into the room and closed the door.
Hastily, she put the picture down, but her hands were shaking, and it fell. They both reached for it at the same time. His fingers felt warm and tingling against her cold ones. Damn, she wanted to turn and run, but she couldn't. She was no coward.
Backing away, she flopped down in the chair.
"He was my grandfather."
"Who?" Kia finally looked at him as though she didn't know what he was talking about.
"The man in the picture. He was one helluva fine man."
Kia tried to act unaffected. So he loved his grandfather. So what? That didn't make him a good guy. She didn't want to know all the details. She didn't want to care. But surprise had her staring with her mouth open.
"You shouldn't do that. It's an instant invitation to a kiss."
"What—what are you talking about?" Kia squirmed.
"Nothing." Joe sighed heavily, rubbing a hand around the back of his neck. "I want you to clock out early today. We're going to get the license."
"What? I haven't agreed to this …" Kia stood and faced him.
A fist hit the desk, bouncing a set of keys to the floor. "Dammit Kia, I just don't have the time to argue. We're getting married on Saturday and that's the end of it. You want action? You want changes? Then, by God, earn them."
"Saturday? But I can't. I won't. I mean—this isn't fair and you know it." Kia wished she could scream and shout, and yet something inside her told her he was right. How many more things had to go wrong around here before someone did something? And if money was all that held him back, what was holding her? She had to do this—but a real fear gripped her.
Of course something had to be done, she reasoned. She couldn't risk another friend getting hurt. But couldn't they find another answer? Another woman?
"This isn't fair, you know," she mumbled miserably.
He glanced at her, his frown subsiding. "Life isn't always fair, Kia. We both want the same thing. Why can't we work together to achieve it?"
"You make it all sound so easy."
"So what's so hard?"
"I won't consider it till you've had the improvements noted in a contract."
"Done." He slid the folder across the desk at her. "I had my secretary draw it up the next day. I've gone over every protest you've made for the past couple of years, most of them with good reason."
What? He was agreeing with her? Was she hearing this right? She fingered the folder.
"Go on, take it home, look it over. Make sure everything you want is included. I want no misunderstandings about it."
"Yes, sure, of course I will."
Kia hung her head, feeling like the sacrificial lamb. Her fingers curled tightly around the file. "Isn't there some other way? Some other woman?"
He came around the desk, and stood in front of her, crossing his arms and legs. He stared at her, as though studying her. "Not that I can think of, no." Then as though something dawned on him, he pulled her hand into his and glared into her face. "Where's the ring?"
Kia's face reddened.
"Where is it? Why aren't you wearing it?"
He was too close, too unbearably close. "I am wearing it," she said and flipped the small chain out to show him.
"It doesn't belong there, it belongs on your finger. I thought you liked it," he shouted in her face.
"I do. But …"
She pushed him and backed away from him, turning away so she wouldn't have to look at him. "It's been a week. I thought maybe you'd reconsidered or found someone else to play the part. I was going to give it back at the first opportunity."
"You really think I'm that shallow? You think I wouldn't tell you if things had changed?" His voice boomed and he moved around her so he could see her face again.
"I just thought …"
But the entire thinking process left her as his finger tipped her chin up to meet his scrutinizing gaze. He smiled. God, he had a beautiful smile. His finger felt like hot glue. A finger that stroked a damp cheek. "That I'd forget, or find another? Not likely. You're perfect."
She wished he wouldn't be gentle with her. She could take his insults, his temper, but not this gentle side of him. Not this gentle touch.
Yell at me, get mad at me, but don't touch me, her mind cried as his head dipped and he kissed her.
Not just any kiss, but a gentle, sweet kiss that took her totally by surprise. She heard him groan a little and something inside her went to mush. It rattled her mind. Her brain screamed for help, while her body prayed it wouldn't come. She was ice, he was fire, and they were a slow melt. She wasn't the only one melting from that kiss. She was close enough to feel his arousal and was shocked.
She was about to drown in the kiss when the door sprang open and in walked Fannie. Her mouth flew open, and she started to back out of the room as Kia and Joe slowly moved away from each other. It wasn't easy moving away from such a kiss.
"I'm sorry. I was just—."
"No need to be. I want everyone here to know that Kia and I are going to be married this Saturday."
Fannie looked puzzled.
"What's the matter, Fannie, aren't you happy for us?"
Joe's voice was smooth, and low and ultra sexy as his eyes never left Kia's. Kia flushed, but this time she didn't try to retract it. It was too late for that. He'd really done it this time. Now the whole town of Relief was going to know.
"Sure—sure I am. Just a little surprised is all. Kia never mentioned…"
"No, I'm sure she didn't want idle gossip. But you being one of her best friends and all, I'm sure you'd want to know."
"Yeah." Fannie's expression questioned.
Kia wondered if she could ever explain this. But the tidal wave of his kiss silenced her for the moment.
"Well, congrats," Fannie finally said and moved into the room to grab Kia. As she hugged her she whispered, "I hope you know what you're doing."
Kia smiled and nodded. What could she say? She didn't know what she was doing. She was in over her head and stuck with a bargain she hadn't made.
But sure as the sun rose on Saturday, she was going to tie the knot with a man she barely knew. And what was worse, a man she could barely resist if that kiss were any measure.
CHAPTER FOUR
"You can't be serious about this girl, Joseph." Eileen Cunningham wrung her hands and kept patting her perfectly styled hair-do. From the agitated way she pulled the comb through her hair, Joe knew she was more than a little upset with his decision.
He peeked his head through the doorway of her bedroom. "I'm serious about marrying her, all right. Marriages of convenience have been done for business reasons for years."
As he sipped his mug of coffee, he leaned against the door jam and studied her. Eileen with all her beauty still made his skin crawl.
"Of course they have darling, but not like this. It's so—below you. My God, why did you pick that procrastinating little wench from the factory when there are any number of women available?"
"I'd appreciate it, Eileen, if you wouldn't refer to her like that in the future." Joe felt his patience wearing thin at the conversation. Eileen meant well, she always had, but that didn't mean he had to agree with her. After being married to his tyrannical father for fifteen years, Eileen deserved Joe's respect. And she had it, at long last. It had taken him years to overcome the sudden death of his mother. It took even longer to accept the fact that his father had remarried only a year later. The sharp contrast of his gentle-natured, caring mother and Eileen caused a deep rift between Joe and his father, a rift that lasted till his father's death.
Yet the moment Joe had finished college he had let Eileen and everyone else know he would do his own thinking, live his own life, and take the consequences.
"Well, she's certainly not in our class." Eileen sipped her brandy and eyed him. "I'm only going by what you've already told me."
"Our class?" Joe's brow shot upward. "What the hell is our class, Eileen?"
"You know very well what I mean." Eileen glanced over her shoulder at him as she stood.
"Kia will gain as much from this little hoax as I will. And that's the whole reason for a marriage of convenience if you ask me." And, then again, who was he to judge? Maybe she had more class than him? Less than others.
"Naturally you'll get a divorce," Eileen suggested.
"Naturally." Although the word didn't feel right in his mind or heart. He hadn't even married the girl and everyone was contemplating their divorcing. Somehow that didn't set right with him. Despite what everyone might think of him, he held marriage as a holy institution.
"Isn't there another way?" Eileen walked up to him, touched his shoulder and he moved away with a frown.
Strange. She seemed to touch him more lately. Even stranger how it irritated him more now than before his father died. Eileen hadn't been the motherly type, so why try now?
"Not that I know of, no."
Eileen's brow rose slightly. "You aren't going to bring her here are you?"
Joe cupped his mug in his hands and looked straight at her. He never could get over how beautiful she was. Blonde hair like satin, big blue eyes, and a slender body that most models would die for. What he called 'Beauty Parlor Beautiful'.
Yet, he could still vividly remember how enraged he had been when his father brought home a wife only ten years older than himself.
From the beginning, Eileen preferred not to treat him as a son, but more of an equal. And, as he had gotten older, she began to lavish attention on him, introducing him to the most beautiful young women, as though she wanted to pick out just the right one for him.
However, Joe preferred to do his own picking, and they had locked horns more than once over his women friends.
"No, Eileen, we won't be coming here. In fact, I'm looking for an apartment now."
"An apartment?" Eileen squealed with surprise and mixed frustration. "You can't be serious, dear. You actually mean to set up housekeeping with that little… Wouldn't it be easier here among your family than alone with her? After all, this is your home, too! "
"Not anymore. This was my home as long as you and dad were married. I'm not a child anymore, Eileen. I'll be thirty-two my next birthday, and that's certainly not a child. And from the sound of it, my wife wouldn't be welcome here."
"I haven't forgotten my manners. Of course she would. It's just hard to get used to. That's all. Even you have to see, she's the last person I'd expect you to marry. Who anyone would expect you to marry."
"I'm sure my wife will certainly want to decorate our place and make a home for us. Dad always said two women in the same house makes for war." Joe added flippantly.
"You'd let that little mouse decorate your home? You can't be serious. She'd probably bring something home from a garage sale, or worse." Eileen turned a frowning face to him now. "Is it something I've done? Said? Are you doing this out of some kind of revenge?"
Joe smiled and looked at her with something close to sadness. "No, Eileen, you have nothing to do with this. But the very fact that I don't have custody of my own inheritance shows me I don't have control my life, a fact which I intend to change."
Eileen paled. "You sound almost like your father now."
"Do I? Sorry."
Sipping her brandy with renewed interest, she fingered the rim of her glass and didn't look at him. "Where will you go?"
"Not that far. I'll visit as often as possible, but don't expect too much. I've got to get Cunningham's back on its feet."
Eileen made an odd exasperated sound in her throat. "That's all you ever think about, isn't it? Just like your father. No wonder you two never got along; you're just alike. He never had time for anything, not even me. "She glanced at him with saddened eyes. "I loved him you know."
Joe paused in the doorway, his gaze straying to her elegant silk dress. "Yes, I know. And I think, in his own way, he loved you too, Eileen."
For a moment Eileen was quiet, then her blue eyes searched him. "I know he did."
"And, Eileen?"
"Yes?" She turned expectantly.
"Kia is no wench, and I'd appreciate you not using the term around her. Or any other derogatory term, do you understand?" Joe nodded and left the room quietly.
"I'd never—" But he was gone.
~*~
"May I please speak with Joseph Cunningham?"
"I'm sorry," the secretary answered at the other end of the line. "He's tied up in a meeting. Would you like to leave a message?"
"No—no message."
"May I ask who's calling?"
"This is Louisa Giavonni."
The secretary's voice brightened. "Oh, Mrs. Giavonni, why didn't you say so? Just a minute, I'll put you right through."
"Louise?" Joe came on the line in only a moment. "How nice of you to call. What can I do for you today?"
"Joseph, you know who this is?"
Joe chuckled, and straightened himself in the chair with a slight smile on his lips. "Of course, I do. Kia's mother."
"Yes, yes that's right. I wanted to talk to you. But don't let me interrupt your work…."
"That's all right, Louise. You aren't interrupting. What's on your mind?" Joe shoved his paperwork to the side of his desk and propped his feet up.
"It's about this marriage."
"You aren't still upset are you?" Joe put his feet down again. "I mean you do understand what we talked about, don't you?"
"Yes, yes, I understand. Probably better than you and Kia." Louise sounded impatient. "It is the way it is done in the old country to this day. But even so, I want this to be special for Kia. Do you understand what I'm saying? I want there to be a wedding, in the church, like a bride should have. I have this little savings, it isn't much, but I been saving for years for this time in Kia's life."
"Mrs. Giavonni, you don't have to say another word. And I wouldn't dream of taking your money. I understand. It was thoughtless of me to overlook the matter. Of course you want a wedding. This was all my idea. I think a small impromptu wedding could be arranged. What say we get together on all the details and see what we can work out?"
"Oh, I am so proud. You are a good man, Joseph. This makes me very happy. Yes, yes, we will get together, but we mustn't let Kia know. She'd be mad if she knew. It must be done in total secret. But it is my biggest wish for you and my daughter to be married in church with your families around you and with love to guide you."
Joe rolled his eyes. Love? Well, no use disillusioning the woman. She had a right to her dreams. Besides, the request touched Joe deeper than he cared to admit. An old woman wanting to spend her life savings on her daughter's wedding, God, he loved Louise Giavonni. It almost gave him hope that there was such a love in the world for him. She reminded him of his mother.
"I understand. Why don't we get together for coffee at the little diner down from the plant tomorrow night about seven and discuss it? I'd also like to get some ideas on an apartment."
Louise hesitated, then whispered, "Kia's coming. Until tomorrow night, then. And thank you."
"You're very welcome, Louise."
Louise chuckled then after a short pause spoke in a whisper. "You can call me Mama if you like."
"I like very much. Thank you, Mama." Joe smiled as he laid the receiver down. Suddenly the evening looked much brighter. Joe donned his jacket, turned out the office light, and whistled a tune all the way home to his cold little bedroom.
~*~
"I thought you said you weren't going through with this, Kia?" Norman's voice held an edge that Kia had never heard before. She clutched the phone, trying to keep her temper. This really wasn't Norman's concern. They'd made no commitments. They weren't even engaged. And, if he couldn't see how much this would help the factory, then he was blind. She understood his anger, but surely he understood the reasoning behind her actions.
She hadn't changed. She was still the same Kia. Still wanted better working conditions at the factory. Still wanted equal pay, equal hours. Why couldn't Norman see this?
"I wasn't. I mean, oh, Norman, this is more complicated than I can explain. You've got try to understand. I'm doing this for the company's sake. It'll only be for a few months." A year at the most, her mind recounted.
"I must dissuade you from this, Kia. It's all so wrong and you know it. He's using you. I know what condition the company is in. All things must end, Kia. Maybe it's for the best. Maybe Walsh is right. But what makes you so sure things will change once you are married to Cun—"
"I've got it in writing, Norman. A contract. He signed it. With all my provisions listed. Everything we've talked about is in writing." Kia held the folder against her chest as she loosened the hold on the receiver.
"Kia, I'm begging you, don't do this. I wasn't going to say anything for a while. Till mother met you and approved, but I intended to marry you." Norman's voice weakened.
He'd been waiting on his mother's approval? She felt herself grow hot with anger. Kia gripped the phone until her knuckles turned white. Never! Even when her best friend had made fun of Norman, calling him a wimp, Kia had taken up for him. Now, she wondered why. He needed his mother's approval?
"Thank you, Norman, thank you for that, at least. But I've given my word. We've already gotten a license. I can't stop it, now."
"Of course you can. You've heard of leaving them at the alter, haven't you?"
"That's rather unkind don't you think? Especially since I'm going into this with my eyes open. There won't be an altar. You've got this way out of proportion. I'm sure it'll just be a Justice of the Peace type of thing. It's not like this is going to be a real marriage, Norman. It's like a part in a movie, is all."
"It's your life, your choice, but you do have options, Kia. I've grown quite fond of you. We get along so well. More than any woman I know. You always seem to enjoy my company. Our dates. You loved the opera, the country club."
"I enjoyed them, Norman. But, I'm going through with this. You'll thank me in the end."
She hung up the phone and willed her hands to quit shaking. Men! She didn't need a man.
~*~
Saturday came too quickly. Kia sat in front of her dressing mirror staring at herself. She'd secretly dreamed of the day she would marry. Like so many other young girls, she imagined how grand it would be. She'd float down the aisle and into her husband's arms. She shook her head and continued to apply a light coat of make-up. A year of her life didn't seem like much of a sacrifice.
She supposed he'd whiz her off to the courthouse and it would all be over in a matter of minutes. She'd say words she didn't mean; so would he. It would be over before she knew what hit her. Not exactly how she'd envisioned her wedding day, but this wasn't real to her anyway.
For years she hadn't envisioned a wedding day at all, except in a very dark corner of her heart. Her father had ruined her idea of a perfect marriage years ago, and she harbored no fantasy for herself. Still, a courthouse seemed so cold.
Father Michael would have loved to preside over her wedding. Well, maybe next time, and then she laughed at herself. Only weeks before, she wouldn't have contemplated getting married. Maybe things were looking up for her at last.
It suddenly struck her that Joe was a member of her church. Although they never even sat in a pew close to each other. She'd seen him there with Eileen.
She remembered, too, that he rarely looked happy. Rarely smiled. He had a nice smile.
Strange how little she really knew about her soon-to-be-husband. Only things she'd learned from the factory. And only recently had she began to doubt what she'd learned there. She didn't know anything really personal about him. What was his favorite color, his favorite food? So many questions flitted through her mind.
She hung her head when she remembered how her mother had cried when she tried to explain. Louise dreamed of better for her only daughter, a big Catholic wedding. Even though she knew it was next to impossible, she still dreamed.
The doorbell rang and Kia smeared her lipstick. Surely Joe hadn't arrived early. She checked her watch. No, she had thirty minutes. She needed those minutes to settle her nerves, tell herself she was doing the right thing.
"Kia, dear, a long white limousine is here for us. And there's a wedding bouquet." Louise called from the hallway.
"A limo. A bouquet?" Kia peeped her head out her door. "But who—"
"I suppose he did, dear. He is a man of means. Oh, Bud, are you ready dear?" Louise chirped.
"This suit is too little, Mom," Kia's brother announced as he sauntered from his room, his hair neatly combed instead of in its usual unruly appearance. His dark eyes locked with his sister's. How handsome he was.
"You've got the wrong suit. It's the other one, in the back of the closet." Kia's mother shook her head.
Glad that her Mama and brother had agreed to come, she doused the little flame of fear that lurched in her heart. It was too late for fear. She'd promised.
"Let me get into my dress and I'll be ready, Mama."
"No hurry, we've got nearly half an hour. Can I help?" Louise followed her into the bedroom all the time explaining to her son that she had bought him a new suit and it was hanging in the closet.
"No. "Kia frowned. "You bought Bud a new suit? You shouldn't have gone to so much trouble, Mama."
"What? My only daughter, she marries and I cannot buy a suit for my only son?"
"Of course you can. I'm sorry."
"You are too nervous, my pet. Everything will work out. Now, what are you wearing?"
"I guess I'm a little nervous. I'm wearing that little pink dress that I bought for Georgia's wedding last year. Do you like it?"
"Oh." Frustration lined her mother's face. Kia knew the reason. She wanted to be gentle with her mother, but certainly she should understand.
"I was in hopes you'd wear the silk pearls and lace I laid on your bed."
"It's lovely mother, really, but I don't want to ruin it. I don't think this is the right time for that dress, Mama. I know you went to a lot of trouble to have it cleaned for me, but it's just not that kind of wedding."
Louise gestured with upturned hands. "Is better you marry in that?" She pointed to the pink dress and gestured again. "Kia, you are getting married, are you not? You're my daughter are you not? Why shouldn't you wear the dress your mother was married in?"
"Such a sentimentalist, Mama. But I told you this isn't going to be an extravagant wedding. We're just riding down to the courthouse and getting married. I only invited you and Bud because it might be my first and last time to do such a foolish thing. And I do need a couple of witnesses."
"You can't wear the pink," her mother announced adamantly.
Mama was never adamant.
"Why not? It's a lovely dress."
"No, there is a rhyme that goes, 'Married in pink your heart will sink.' No, you cannot marry in pink. It's bad luck."
"Mama! That's just an old wives tale."
"Please, Kia! For me," Louise insisted.
Kia saw the tears shimmering in her mother's eyes and reached to touch her shoulder. She hated her mother's hopes to be doused in a short informal ceremony. "Okay, Mama, I'll wear the lace and pearls for you. But I'm going to look awfully ridiculous riding to the court house in a bridal gown."
"You want I should put curtains on the windows?"
"No, Mama, that won't be necessary. You do realize that this is a marriage of convenience, not love, don't you? I mean Joe and I both sat down with you and talked with you for over an hour about what we were doing and why."
"Yes, yes, I understand. At least, I think I do. He's such a nice young man, your Joe. A little like your father; handsome, take charge. I liked him right away."
"He's not my Joe, Mama. You must remember that."
"I know. But marriage is marriage, Kia. It is a sacred vow, not to be taken lightly. It will be as real as any other. Marriages of convenience have been made for years and a lot of them are still doing well. Who knows? Maybe you won't separate."
"But we will, Mama. We agreed. It's in our contract."
"Contracts. Why do children call it contracts these days? It is a marriage. In the eyes of God, he will be your husband. And you must do right by him, Kia."
"I will, Mama. I'll live up to my side of the bargain." Although she knew that didn't include the kind of things her mother was talking about.
"Good, now let's get this dress on."
"Yes, I'm sure I can't get in or out of it without some help."
~*~
Joe shuffled his feet and leaned against the pew, not really seeing anything as he waited for Father Michael to meet with him. Damn, he hadn't planned on being this nervous, as though the wedding really meant something. Maybe it was because he consented so easily to Louise's request that they marry in the church. How a pint-sized woman could carry such a demeanor he didn't know. He shook his head and smiled. He liked Louise. But for some reason he was glad now that he'd agreed to have a wedding of small proportions. He'd had an announcement in the paper, invitations in the mail, and argued with his stepmother for three days. It was settled. He was marrying Kia Giavonni.
God, he must have lost his mind. He was marrying the one woman in the whole world who didn't like him.
And the whole town was in an uproar over such a sudden thing. His friends called to confirm the news, sending their condolences instead of well wishes. His old girlfriends called to congratulate him. It confused him how such small women could twist his gut into a million pieces. First, it had been an ordeal to win Kia's favor, and then he faced his own problems with his stepmother. Eileen insisted that he could have found a better substitute. Kia Giavonni the troublemaker. Kia Giavonni, the little nobody. He had only won the argument because he convinced Eileen he could never fall in love with Kia Giavonni.
Could he? No, of course not.
Although she did have the most incredible dark brown eyes he'd ever seen. They literally danced when she talked. He imagined he could read her every thought. Like hot fudge on ice cream—tempting.
Kia was beautiful in her own way, but he preferred his women small and dainty. Funny, how he never guessed what a figure of a woman lay beneath that coverall. Why her breast alone would fill a man's hand …
He cleared his throat and glanced about. The church was no place to be thinking about breasts.
Father Michael approached him warily, as though he already knew the answers to his questions.
"This is quite sudden, isn't it?"
"Yes, Father, it is."
"I must admit I was shocked when you phoned me. Even more so when I understood how serious you were. I've known you a lot of years and never thought you'd settle down. You haven't even bothered with confession in over a year."
"True, and, for that, I'm sorry. Perhaps I should take care of that. But it's time, father, wouldn't you say?"
"Yes, as far as age, I'd say you were ready."
"We've known each other for years. I'll not lie to you father. This is a marriage of convenience. I suspect you knew that much."
"It would seem so. However, knowing both of you as I do, I would never guessed the two of you…"
"I know. I've heard this conversation before."
"And the wedding?"
"I'm doing this for Louise's sake…and Kia's."
"A nice gesture on your part. I have made the preparations. We'll have a small mass, by candlelight. Do you want a traditional Catholic service?"
"Yes, Father."
"And the counseling?"
"We'll take care of it, immediately, of course."
"Good. I've taken the liberty of setting up a schedule. Just call my office first of next week."
"Sounds good."
"Tell me, how is Eileen taking this?"
"Not well, Father, but she's not the one getting married."
Father Michael smiled and nodded. "I like Kia Giavonni. She is a good girl. Do not hurt her."
"I won't."
"Good. Now, I can give you my blessing."
~*~
Kia's knees were shaking. Her eyes filled with tears. The ceremony was a blur—a big blur. She couldn't hear Father Michael's words, nor look at Joe's face. She wanted desperately to flee to her mother's arms. What was she doing?
Why had he gone to so much trouble? Staged such a wedding? Perhaps it was because of his position in the factory and town? Of course, it was the only reason that made any sense. She should have guessed he would pull something like this. Inviting half the town.
And the audience! The looks on their faces was nothing short of stunned. Everything from pity to joy!
Yet, the knowing look on her mother's face when they arrived in front of the church spoke louder than words. She had asked him to? And he consented! Why?
It touched her deeper than anything he might have done. All this just to please her mother? The man couldn't be all bad. To have Father Michael perform the wedding, in her church — it was more than she'd ever dreamed.
She glanced at him now, his serene face, as Father Michael performed the ceremony. He looked completely serious, as though he were truly taking these vows. Something within Kia melted at that moment. The vows, the candles, the sacred ceremony itself seemed mystical and something far apart from their agreement.
She had been so sure this was the right thing to do.
But it was too late—no backing out now. Joe was lifting her veil, turning her into his arms and kissing her ever so gently on the lips. Everything faded and, for a moment, she clung to that kiss. That promise.
CHAPTER FIVE
Kia's stomach began to knot, and churn; she couldn't hold his glance, instead she looked out the window. The reception blurred temporarily in her mind as she faced the next step—going home with Joe Cunningham, her new husband.
She had blanked this part out purposely. When he wasn't looking she bit a nail. Stealing a look at him, she sheathed her innermost feelings. However, as Joe poured her a small portion of champagne from the portable bar in the limo she knew she had to face this.
How could she do this?
The man sitting next to her in the backseat of the limo was a stranger, it finally dawned on her. As much as she tried to believe she knew this man well, an inner voice cried differently. This handsome stranger was now her husband.
Yet, who was she kidding? She still didn't know him! She had no idea what his favorite color was, what he ate for breakfast, what he wore to bed. Intimate things she should know now that she had married him. She had avoided any intimate conversation with him all afternoon.
Strangely enough she wasn't frightened. Part of her wanted to reach out and grab the moment. The other part wanted to roll up in a ball and hide somewhere.
What had she done?
The silence between them grew like an alarm clock failing to go off.
She knew from the cool look on Eileen Cunningham's face that she hadn't fooled anyone. How could she possibly live in the same house with a woman who so obviously disapproved of their marriage? Not that she blamed the woman. Anyone could see it wasn't a marriage made in heaven. Still, by all that was holy, they were married in a church, by Father Michael.
Joe was polite, dignified and very quiet.
Kia glanced out the window again, hoping to dispel her fears. To her shock, the limo didn't go to Brighten Manor, his home. Instead, it wound through the dense forest, leaving Relief.
"Where are we going?" she finally asked, her curiosity getting the best of her.
"I thought we'd spend a week at my cabin by the lake. It's quiet there, "Joe commented, sipping his drink slowly.
"Why?" Kia's voice squeaked with apprehension.
Joe's expression landed on her with full force. "Relax, Kia. The cabin has two bedrooms. Just like I promised. Besides, I only take willing females to my bed. It'll give us time to talk, plan, and relax a little. I realize this isn't easy for you—for either of us. But there are things you'll need to know before we show our faces in town again."
"But I thought we'd be staying at Brighten Manor." She tried to sound cool, confident. Underneath the facade was a woman made of jelly.
"No!" His voice sounded hard as he glanced out the window. "That's not my home anymore. Besides, this is our honeymoon and, like all couples, we're having one. Like any newly married couple we're going to have our own place, too. We'll go together and find something suitable. Until then, you can relax, fish, swim, or whatever at the cabin."
"Feels funny not having to get up to go to work the next day."
"Consider yourself a woman of leisure." He glanced at her and then out the window again. Could he possibly be as nervous as she? No, no one could be that nervous!
"Eileen doesn't like me, does she?" She didn't quite look at him, but she knew the answer.
"That's irrelevant."
Tears stung the backs of her eyes, but she held them in place. She had expected it. Still, it hurt. "Thank you," she said in a small voice.
His attention jerked back to her, as he looked at her questioningly. "For what?"
"Everything, I guess. Making today tolerable. Especially the wedding—it was a beautiful gesture." She could hardly speak, her voice sounded low and husky.
A slow, invading smile curled his lips as he stared into her serious face. A slow, burning smile spread across his handsome face as he looked her in the eyes. "Your mother is quite a woman. I like her. And I agreed with her. Every mother should have at least one wedding for her only daughter."
"It was more than I ever expected."
He looked deep into her eyes for a long moment, his expression masked. He was going to kiss her. She just knew it. She felt that electrical shock of awareness scooting through her veins, picking up momentum. And she held her breath. But the kiss never came. Darn! She missed it. Instead, he stiffened away from her, turning his gaze to the window once more.
"It'll make it all more convincing."
Kia awakened from her trance and shook herself. Of course it would. What was she thinking? Did she honestly think he did this for any reason other than making the Board of Directors believe he really married her for love? What better way than to throw a gala wedding.
Love! It didn't belong in this car, between them. Not that she believed she deserved it really, but it sure blew that fantasy out the window. She'd better wake up right now and realize Joseph Cunningham III was just like her father—out for the kill. Money and power—that was what was important to him.
Granted, the wedding had been beautiful, everything a girl could want. But it was over, and the stark reality that she had married a stranger hit her full force. This was a man who didn't love her, a man who didn't know her, a man who was quite suddenly her husband.
She wanted to cry, to run. But no, she was no coward. She came into this union knowing what it was about, and she would live up to her bargain.
She wondered why a woman had to get so emotional about weddings. It was probably because weddings were so beautiful, so very beautiful. It had to be the Italian in her that made her throat go dry, her knees go weak, and her heart pound so loud. It had to be the Italian in her that made her wonder what those big, powerful arms would feel like crushing her against him, if he really meant it. And what would a full-blown get-down kind of kiss be like from Joe? She'd never know.
She'd be his wife—in name only. Some tiny morsel of her heart ached, at the loss. She looked at him as her heart turned over in her chest.
One part of her wanted to give into these new feelings. The other, the more sensible part, told her to buck up. Just because she went through an emotional experience at the church didn't mean she should cloud her thinking. She could do this. Without getting hurt. She could.
The log cabin was nestled in a wooded grove, full of pecan and elm trees. The leaves were just beginning to turn yellow, and fall, carpeting the ground. The wind whispered faintly. Cattails and sunflowers silhouetted the lake in the distance. A loon whistled its lonely cry in the distance, as the afternoon drifted toward evening.
Kia shivered with unknown expectations. Lord knows it wasn't cold yet.
The limo pulled as close to the cabin as possible. Joe got out, said something to the chauffeur and helped him unload the trunk. Kia waited quietly by the door of the car.
"Come on." Joe signaled as the driver pulled away.
"But the car, how will we get out of here?" Kia insisted not budging. Don't panic, her mind whirled.
"I have a Tracker out back."
"Oh." She moved woodenly.
The wrap-around porch was complete with a homemade swing, and rocking chair. Kia ignored all her baser instincts to try it out.
Joe unlocked the cabin door and waited for her to go inside. Kia hesitated. Perhaps she was shy. He smiled slyly, then he swept her into his arms and carried her over the threshold, setting her down as soon as they entered the cabin. Her heart did a flip-flop. She didn't want to notice the slight whiff of aftershave on his smooth-shaven cheek. She resisted the urge to curl her arms around his neck and swoon. His closeness made her senses spin.
But the shock of the cabin made her come out of it. It was like walking onto a movie set for a romance. A huge fireplace decorated one wall, complete with a white bearskin rug adorning the floor in front of it. One overstuffed, long, brown leather couch adorned the living room. Off to the side was the small kitchen. A hallway divided the bedrooms and, further back, was a huge glassed-in area with a patio door that led out onto a covered patio overlooking the lake.
"Come on, let's unpack and get settled in." He smiled.
Kia followed, marveling at the beautiful wood floors, the tall rafters, and the magnificent view of the lake. Had she died and gone to heaven, the place couldn't have looked better. Had she picked out her idea of a honeymoon resort, this would have been it. Thank God, the man didn't know it. Instead, he was apologizing.
"Probably not how you envisioned your honeymoon, but I'd say much wiser. Don't you think?"
Kia's glance traveled about the place and landed on Joe's sardonic, hooded look.
"I guess so." Her voice was a low whisper. "It's beautiful here."
Something in his expression said he appreciated that remark more than he was saying. Her words had pleased him.
"Why don't you change into something more comfortable and I'll start the grill?" He opened the door to her bedroom.
Something more comfortable? Oh, dear, what did that mean? Would she have to second-guess him all the way? If she knew him better, knew how to gauge his reactions, she could simply ask him what he meant, but they didn't have enough between them for an ordinary conversation.
When she didn't move, when her mouth finally closed, he smiled impishly. "I didn't think you wanted to parade around the cabin in your wedding dress. That's all."
"Oh, yes, of course."
Trying to hide her embarrassment, she gasped at the rough-hewn bed that glorified the room. All in soft muted browns and beige. Why did the image of the two of them under the sheets curl around her like a warm blanket? She knew why. This was her wedding day and she couldn't quite get the picture out of her mind.
"This is absolutely beautiful."
He watched her whirl around the room with an excitement she couldn't contain.
"I'm glad you like it. I like coming here, when I have the time. It's sort of like a home away from home for me. No one else uses this place, anymore." He fell silent for a moment as she moved about the room, touching the small bedside lamp, the softness of the comforter on the bed. "The bathroom is between our rooms, if you'd like to freshen up, before supper."
"We're cooking out?"
"Yes, I've got the refrigerator stocked with steaks and chops, and we'll have a big salad. Anything you don't like in yours?" he asked flippantly.
"And you're making supper?" she asked, looking at him strangely.
"Yes, one of us has to, and since you are unfamiliar with the place, I thought I'd take care of it tonight. I'm rather good with steaks. And don't worry, if you can't cook, that's no problem either. There's a small out-of-the way cafe down the road. We'll have fried catfish and eggs in the morning, if the fishing is good."
"I can cook. My mother taught me." She couldn't keep the surprise from her voice.
"Great. I'll bet you make a mean spaghetti."
"Yes, and Lasagna, too."
"Sounds good to me. I love Italian"
"You're going fishing in the morning?"
"No, I thought we'd go fishing."
"Sure, I'd love to."
Joe seemed to size her up before answering. "If you can get up at five."
"Great."
His smile relaxed, and Kia caught her breath.
Of course he wasn't taking her out to dinner, or spending lavish amounts of money on a girl like her, even if she was his wife. She couldn't ask or expect him to, either. Not after that wedding. But realizing she might be staying here in the cabin with him, sent her imagination soaring.
"Sounds great." She nodded wondering why that tingle ran up her spine every time he looked at her.
His glance slid up and down her for a brief moment, his eyes going darker. "Unless you'd rather go out. I didn't think to ask."
"I think I've had enough excitement for one day, thanks. I'll be out in a jiffy." She smiled at him and his face seemed to pale. When he didn't move, didn't look away, just kept staring she asked. "Is something wrong?"
"No, no." He jerked his gaze away and moved toward the door. "It's just the first time you've ever smiled at me."
The way he said that had her staring. It never occurred to her. Had she never smiled at him? Her mouth flew open, but she couldn't say anything. Better not to say anything, than the wrong thing.
"It'll be a while before supper, so take your time."
Time, yes, time, that's what she needed. Time to figure out how she was going to get through the evening, much less the next year with him.
When he was finally gone she was left to enjoy her surroundings. Her bedroom window had a small view of the forest and she glanced outside. She spotted a squirrel gathering nuts and hightailing it for tall treetops. "Heaven, it's got to be heaven."
The room was definitely made for a man, but there was something about it that suited Kia. The smell of pine lingered in the air.
She went into the bathroom and groaned aloud. In all her wildest dreams she hadn't pictured a claw-footed bathtub. It was divine. Everything was furnished with an Early American touch. Beautiful bottles of bath oils adorned the small dressing table against the wall. She wondered idly how many women had used the oils, or the bed. She slapped her cheek and shrugged. That was none of her business. His personal life was his own. As was hers. But her curiosity didn't dim because of it.
No use letting all this luxury go to waste. The bathroom was huge, almost as big as her bedroom at home. She had to try that tub. It looked made for bubbles and champagne. She sniffed. The candles were scented, too. Heavenly vanilla. She'd fallen asleep in the tub until a light knock on the door alerted her.
"Yes?" She pulled upright from her reclining position.
"I thought you might have fallen asleep. Dinner will be ready in a few minutes," he called.
"I'll be right out." She frantically reached for the towel as she pulled the plug in the tub. How could she have gone to sleep?
Rushing about, she rummaged through her suitcase lying on the bed and found one pair of jeans and a soft blue sweatshirt. Not elegant, but it seemed to fit the atmosphere. If it was the wrong thing, she could change later.
She certainly wasn't trying to be seductive. She didn't want to give him ideas about the strictly sex thing. Besides, she wasn't here to turn the man on, even if it was her wedding night.
She could have gone all day without thinking about those words, but now, here, pictures automatically conjured. What would it be like, if it was for real? She'd wear a beautiful, see-through gown, her best perfume, and those little slippers with fuzz on them. Oh, God, she had to quit romanticizing the whole thing. They weren't madly in love, they had a business arrangement, and she had to keep her head.
She glanced at the wedding dress she had hung in the closet and smiled. Her wedding day, she mused. Maybe not all it was cracked up to be, but it had certainly put her in dreamland. She'd secretly dreamed of wearing her mother's dress down the aisle for years. Now, it had happened. It had come true. And she was married!
Once she had donned a pair of tennis shoes, she raked a comb through her hair, threw it in a ponytail and bounded out the bedroom door. Trying as much as possible to look like her old self. If only she could act it, too. There was no way he was going to misconstrue her intentions.
She hadn't expected to find Joe standing by the grill, flipping steaks and wearing jeans and sweatshirt, too. He took her breath away. She liked the way he dressed – casual, comfortable, and oh, so sexy. Of course, she'd never tell him how sexy he was. Enough women had probably told him anyway.
"Wanna check the rolls in the oven, for me?" he asked as he noticed her standing behind him.
"Oh, sure. Okay." She wandered into the kitchen and saw the salad he had made, then directed her attention to the oven. Not seeing a hot pad, she wondered how she was supposed to take them out.
"Hot pads are in the drawer by the sink," he yelled through the open patio door, as though he'd read her mind.
Kia grabbed one from the drawer and retrieved the rolls. She set them on top of the small stove.
That's when she spotted the picture. It was haphazardly thrown in the drawer. It had been ripped in half then taped together. It was Joe and a girl, a lovely young girl. Kia's heart jerked. Was this the one he really loved?
She couldn't stop herself from picking it up and staring at it. Goose bumps prickled her skin. She didn't pay any attention to the girl. It was Joe she was staring at. He was devastatingly handsome with that grin. He looked very happy. Obviously this woman had made him so. So why hadn't he married her, instead?
"She was my fiancee, in college. Her name was Georgina, and, yes, I loved her." Joe said as he brought the steaks into the kitchen. His face was devoid of emotion. His voice sounded hollow.
"Was?"
"That's right. Was."
"I didn't mean to pry. I was looking for the knives and forks and just happened to see it." She defended herself and laid the picture back where she found it.
"You just happen to see a lot of things, don't you, Kia?"
"I wasn't prying…"
"Of course you weren't. But you do have an uncanny knack for discovering things, don't you?"
When he didn't say anything else, she asked, "So, what happened?"
"It's irrelevant." His voice grew harsh.
"I thought we were supposed to get to know each other. You're going to have to open up a little, Cunningham, or this isn't going to work."
He remained quiet. So, he didn't want to talk about it. Okay, she could live with that. It wasn't any of her business, except—he looked so darned happy in that picture.
"Hope you like your steak medium. It's not wise to eat steak rare anymore."
"Medium is fine," she shrugged. Obviously, he wasn't going to share that part of his life with her. Why should she care? But she did. She told herself it was because she needed to know intimate things about him, but a little voice whispered something entirely different in her ear.
The small dining table had them elbow-to-elbow. His leg kept brushing against hers. He seemed to pay no attention. She could hardly sit still. Body contact was not what she needed. She needed to keep her senses about her.
The steak tasted delicious. She gorged on salad and cut her meat up in small pieces to eat. The baked potatoes were smothered in real butter. She helped herself to the hot loaf of French bread, pulling it apart with little difficulty.
"You always have such a healthy appetite?"
Kia dropped her fork and dotted her mouth with a napkin. She didn't look at him this time. She couldn't. He'd discovered one of her true passions for life.
"Okay, so, now you know. I'm a big eater. So sue me."
"No reason to get defensive. I think it's rather refreshing."
Now she looked. Who was he kidding? She knew he liked his women ultra thin and dainty. But then she wasn't one of his women.
"Refreshing?" Of course he'd think that. He had no real romantic notions about her. What had she been thinking? So she liked to eat. It meant nothing to him. So why was he trying to soft soak her. She'd feel a whole lot better if he'd quit being so darn nice.
Joe put his water down and stopped everything to look at her again. His magnetic gaze drew her in. "Yes, refreshing. I've never been with any woman who actually ate what I paid good money to buy her. I really like the way you don't put on pretenses."
"Thanks, I guess." Kia took another bite, lowering her glance to hide her confusion.
When a long silence prevailed he sighed a little too loudly. "You want to know about her, don't you?"
"It doesn't matter. Only if you want to tell me." She tried not to sound too eager.
"We met at college, SMU. We dated for a couple of years, and finally decided we'd get married when we graduated. She got an offer of a job in Alaska. Fantastic offer. She took it, end of story."
"Alaska? Doing what?" Kia had to ask.
"She was a photojournalist. They offered her a contract to do a Killer Whale project. She took it."
"So, why did that break you up? I mean two careers are not uncommon these days."
"I suddenly realized I wanted a woman to stay with me, not travel all over the world photographing animals all her life. I wanted a real wife. After all, I could afford it. She chose the job."
"But you are rich enough you could have flown all over with her." Kia pointed out.
He frowned and glanced at her for a moment. "Yeah, I guess I could have."
"Then why on earth didn't you?"
"Sure, but I had a job, here in Boringsville, as she put it. Anyway, I thought I was over her, when a couple of years later she called, said she wanted to come home, get married."
Kia watched his expressions changing as he spoke, the confident air, and then something very different, something almost dark and brooding.
"So? What happened?" She let her fork dangle in one hand as she waited for his answer.
"She came home. We set the date. Then we began to argue. A lot. We'd both changed a lot. A couple of days before the wedding we were visiting some friends on the Gulf. I was driving. It was raining, we were fighting," he paused, took a deep breath and continued. "The driver of the truck said he didn't see us. He was drunk. Knocked us clean off the road, and into a gully filled with water. I was practically thrown from the car. When I came to my door was open, and I hung by one arm. By the time I got to her, it was too late. She had died instantly. I barely got a scratch out of it. End of love story."
Kia clutched her fork until her knuckles turned white. "My God, I'm so sorry. I don't know what to say. Please forgive me for prying." Kia grabbed his hand, covering it with her own. She meant every word of it. Only she hadn't meant to hold his hand.
He glanced at their hands. "Yeah, well, that's the end of true love as far as I'm concerned." He swallowed hard and managed a smile. "I don't deserve being loved."
"That's nonsense. Everyone deserves to be loved. It wasn't your fault. Look, I'm sorry. And I didn't mean to pry. Really, I'm just curious. Why is the picture torn, then taped?"
"Eileen found it a year or so later, tore it up, threw it in the trash. She thought I was brooding over it too much. I was. But I didn't consider it her business. I found it, taped it back later. She was the best part of my life, I don't ever want to forget that."
So that was it. He wasn't about to love and lose again. At least now she understood his attitude. In his shoes, she'd have felt the same. "So you threw yourself into your work?"
"You might say that."
"Cunningham Hats must mean a lot to you." Kia shook her head.
"It's my heritage, my right, my life. It's Boringsville to some. But not to me." He sighed heavily.
When the silence grew between them again he glanced at her, his gaze straying all over her, heating every part of her. So much so, she pinked without even glancing at him.
"What about you and—Norman?" His nose actually curled a bit as he spoke the name.
"Why do you have to say it like that?" Kia fidgeted, wishing she could change the subject and wishing suddenly that Norman was an Adonis.
"Say what? Like what?"
"His name as though it were distasteful."
"Sorry. Look I respect Norman, he's a darn good accountant, but I never saw him as Romeo."
Kia shrugged. "I never said he was. We've been dating a while."
"Yeah, but why? Surely you aren't in love with him?"
Kia took exception. Okay, so Norman wasn't Prince Charming. Wasn't rich, famous, or powerful. "Why not?"
"He's a Nerd, he's Boringsville." Joe chuckled, using his own example.
Kia glanced at him and she couldn't stop the slight giggle that escaped. "He's safe," she admitted without thinking. And bit her tongue for doing so.
"Safe?"
Kia nodded with a smile. "I can go out with him, have a good time, and there's no hang-ups. No problems."
"And is he good in bed?"
About the last thing she expected was that question. How could she possibly tell him she hadn't been to bed with Norman, or any other man for that matter? He wouldn't expect it, wouldn't believe it. This was a man of sophistication, a man who had many women. How could she admit such a thing to him, even if he was her husband?
"It's not polite to ask." She sent him a quick reprisal, fully aware that her cheeks were saying more than she ever could.
"You're right," Joe said with a grin. "I shouldn't pry. But the curiosity of it was killing me. Now I know you haven't been to bed with him."
"And just how, pray tell, did you arrive at that conclusion?"
"You have a very honest face, Kia."
"You know sex isn't the only thing between a man and a woman, Joe." Saying his name shocked her. It sounded natural calling him by his first name and…intimate. So out of place with a man who obviously gave on ever finding a real love again.
"Oh, I agree. We're a prime example."
"There's nothing between us except a contract."
"That's right, so here's to contracts…" He stood up, opened the small fridge and brought two champagne glasses to the table. He poured her a small portion, touched his glass to hers and met her probing glance with a gleam in his eye.
CHAPTER SIX
After supper they took a long stroll along the lake's edge, talking about themselves, getting to know each other. As long as they didn't talk about themselves too deeply it was a relaxed conversation.
The sun sank slowly into the western sky, leaving many colors to hue the sky, and Joe watched Kia watching it in fascination. The way her face lit up with such awe sent a new awareness through him. What a strange little creature she was, delightful in so many surprising ways. Things he naturally took for granted left her speechless.
"Correct me if I'm wrong, but I've got the idea that Eileen is a little possessive of you."
"No, I'd say a lot on the possessive side."
"And that rankles you?"
He stopped and turned toward her. "Yeah, it always has. I was never comfortable with the fact that she's closer to my age than my father's. Besides, she has a son. He's adopted, but he's all hers."
She nodded. They walked on in silence until he finally asked, "So, why are you always looking for safe men to date? Someone break your heart?"
"No," she drawled. "Let's just say I've had a bad example."
"Your father?"
Kia's head jerked up to stare at him, her mouth hanging open again. "How did you know?"
"Just a hunch," he answered. When she didn't comment further he probed her. "So, what was wrong with him?"
"Greed mostly. I guess if a person looked at the whole picture they could understand it. But I lived with him. Money and power meant everything to him."
Joe stared at her for a long moment and they moved on. "Your mother doesn't seem to be affected by it."
"She loved him. And, no, she wasn't."
An hour later they were sitting on the sofa, listening to an original soundtrack. Kia had her head on the back of the sofa, her eyes closed, absorbing the music. He followed her actions. Yet, even as he did, the need to watch her grew, until he could stand it no longer, and glanced at her again.
"Did you see 'The Last of the Mohicans'?" he asked her as he began to relax and enjoy it.
"Yes, several times in fact. It was fabulous. To have lived then must have been something. Can you imagine how beautiful the earth must have been then, with no highways, and power plants? I envy them."
"Yeah, I'm sure it was lovely. There is so little left untouched. I've always wanted to travel through the Appalachian Mountains. It's got to be the most beautiful sight on earth. The music has that effect on me, too. Call me old fashioned, but I'm a real history buff."
"That's odd, so am I. I read a lot of books on the Alamo when we first came to Texas. Texas is such a famous state, full of history and heroes. What courage they had. It makes me want to cry for them. Such bravery. To have stood up against a foe they knew they couldn't conquer. I've often wondered what the difference in men is that makes some heroes and some not." Joe said softly.
Their eyes met and the air was thick with emotions. Never had he shared something like this with a woman, with anyone. It shocked him how easy it was to confide in her his inner most secrets. History was something that he thrived on, and none of his friends seemed to understand it. It meant something to be able to talk about his feelings with someone else, to share.
For a long time, they didn't talk, just enjoyed.
Later, Joe pulled out an album of pictures and started thumbing through them. Some of them he rearranged, others he pointed to and named. She'd glance over at them and nod.
"Come here," he finally said, pulling her onto the floor with him and putting his arm around her as he continued to thumb through the pictures. She felt soft to the touch, not hard and muscled, but soft like a woman should be, he reflected
When she managed to scoot away from him, he took her hand in his. Her hand seemed moist, and warm, and sent a strange little reaction through him. He meant to ignore it, but that feeling had him glancing at her off and on. He saw more than just the woman beside him; he saw the odd mixture of what made her a woman. A week ago he wouldn't have found her feminine in any respect. But a week ago he didn't know her. "I want to show you my family, such as it is."
"You have a lineage that goes way back. You should be very proud."
He shrugged, but wondered about hers. "I guess so. Although I'm sure you do, too."
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