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Chapter One

Business as Usual




He was the kind of man that couldn’t help but pique a woman’s interest; unless she was a nun. He was above average height, his skin like a flawless piece of chocolate. Sienna Lambert, PhD hadn’t missed the looks he had given her over the last two hours. Picking up the usual signs, she had done her best to shut him down. She was completely professional in her interactions with him and the rest of the focus group participants. Yet here he was—in all his not-so-covert masculine glory.

“Miss Lambert?”

It hadn’t been ten minutes since the session had ended and he was back. Sienna lowered the notes she was perusing and looked up. “Yes, Terrance? Did you have any additional comments you’d like to share?”

He flashed a wide grin, “Not exactly. I thought we might be able to chat for a minute. You know, without all the other folks hanging around.”

Yes, she did know. Not again!

Sienna stood up tucking her folder securely under her arm. She adjusted her glasses. “Sure. What’s on your mind?”

“I just figured…um, are you local?”

She posted a very polite smile on her face. “No, I’m not. I’m just here for another few days to wrap up.”

“Man, that’s too bad.” He twisted his mouth into a brilliant smile.

Isn’t it, though? She thought.

“I was just going to ask you if you’d like to accompany me to dinner. I don’t normally do this, but I don’t care for eating alone.” His tone dropped. “It’s surprising how often I end up doing just that. I can’t imagine it holds much interest for a woman as lovely as you.”

Sienna cast a glance back to the one-way mirror that separated the screening room from the respondents. It was amazing how often she got propositioned in front of her clients. It was equally interesting how the men forgot that they were not alone and there were people watching—and listening.

“I’m sorry Terrance, but I’m going to have to decline. I have quite a bit of work to do before tomorrow’s session and—”

“Well if you don’t have time,” he interrupted. “Maybe a quick drink, or…whatever.”

Suddenly, Sienna’s Blackberry vibrated in her suit pocket. She reached in and retrieved her telephone. “I’m sorry, I have to take this.” She apologized turning away. She hit a button on her phone and read the newly arrived text message. Looked like you needed rescuing.

Sienna’s right thumb tapped out a quick reply. Owe you!! She turned back toward the eagerly waiting man. “I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to leave. It’s been a pleasure meeting you.”

His eyes skimmed over her before he replied, “Believe me, it was all mine.”

After she collected the rest of her belongings, Sienna gave him a final smile. With purposeful strides she walked to the exit at the back of the room where her client was waiting—and watching.

Once the door closed securely behind her, Sienna sagged against the barrier while taking a deep breath. Absentmindedly, she smoothed her hair into its already secured bun.

“Amazing, wasn’t he?”

Sienna looked up to see Sherry Bradshaw standing nearby. A quick glance around confirmed that the other executives observing the session were already gone.

“I haven’t seen his equal in quite some time.” Sienna confessed.

“He’d make a woman dizzy just looking at him.” The woman sighed, loudly. She patted her heart over her navy blue suit jacket. “It’s not too late to change your mind you know, he’s still standing there.”

“What?” Surprised, Sienna pushed away from the door and leaned to the left. Her head was inches from the glass as she peered back into the focus group room. Sherry followed suit. She lifted her riotous red hair away from her face to stare through the window. Sure enough the man was still standing there confidently. His gaze traveled lazily over the mirrored boundary. Twice he almost made eye contact with her. She reared back as if he could actually see her. “He’s persistent I’ll give him that.”

“Maybe he’s waiting for you to come to your senses,” Sherry chuckled, moving back away from the glass. “Are you sure you wanted to turn him down?”

“Flat,” Sienna said, with firm conviction. She held her index finger in front of her. “Rule number one: Never date the respondents.”

“I don’t think dating is what he had in mind.”

“Rule number two: Don’t trip the light fantastic with your test subjects.”

“Don’t what? I’ve never heard of that one.”

“My definition is a bit different from the original meaning. Mine means don’t sleep with them.”

“Oh. What’s number three?”

“A bad idea never, ever looks better after a few drinks.”

The woman’s eyes widened considerably. “Dr. Lambert, are you serious with all these rules?”

Before turning her attention back to her client, Sienna watched the living Adonis she’d just turned down shrug his shoulders and saunter out of the room. His move clearly signaled that he thought it was her loss. She felt not one twinge of regret. “Absolutely.”

“I can’t argue with logic like that,” Sherry mused before changing the subject. “I want you to know that we truly appreciate your flying here to conduct the focus groups. Our collective schedules this week would’ve made travel kind of hectic for us, especially Mr. Dexter. You coming to the corporate office made it much more convenient for him.”

Sienna hadn’t thought twice about flying there to accommodate the chief executive officer, Antonio Dexter. The president and CEO of Dexter Clothiers, Antonio was an older gentleman with an olive complexion and a bright smile. He was very personable and instantly put those around him at ease.

He had dark hair and light-brown eyes that hinted at both intelligence and good humor. Sienna was amazed at how tall and athletic he was. She’d heard he was in his late fifties, and she noted upon meeting him that he wore it well. She hadn’t been able to meet his brother Eduardo, the chief operating officer of the company because he was out of the country on business.

“It was no problem.” Sienna spoke up realizing she hadn’t answered yet. “The facility here is working out wonderfully. Besides, I’m always thrilled to visit New England. It’s beautiful here.”

“I love New Hampshire, too. Then again North Carolina is beautiful as well. I’m sure you must miss it.”

“It is and I do.”

“Actually, the younger Mr. Dexter has property in North Carolina. I’ve been there on a few occasions. He spends a great deal of time there when he’s not traveling.”

“It’s beautiful country. I never tire of looking at it.”

“I wouldn’t doubt it. So do you have an idea when you’ll be finished with your report?”

Sienna scanned her portfolio. “Since the last group is tomorrow afternoon I should have it to you on Tuesday. Will that be okay?”

“That will work just fine. I’ve got three ad agencies pitching for the Best Kept Secrets campaign. We should have our selection made by the end of next week. I’d like to go over your findings before then. I’ve got to tell you I’m very excited about this product.”

“It’s worth being excited. Men’s undergarments more comfortable the longer they’re worn? They sound truly state-of-the-art.”

“They are. You should see the team that created them. Some of them look like they’ve never seen the light of day.”

They both laughed. “Well, it’s an exhilarating proposition to men everywhere and from all walks of life.”

“Don’t we know it,” Sherry replied, “but not just men, Dr. Lambert, women the world over will be reaping the benefits, too.”

 

Later that evening Sienna sat cross-legged on the bed in her hotel room. After a long, very hot shower she had put on her comfy cotton pajamas. Her hair was swept up into a loose pile on top of her head, a style she rarely wore in public. Papers and a plate holding a half-eaten turkey club sandwich arched out in front of her. Glancing over at the nightstand clock, Sienna stifled a yawn. It was well after midnight. Though her next group wouldn’t start until six o’clock tomorrow evening, she still wanted to give herself plenty of time to prepare her questions and go over any last-minute details.

When she caught herself nodding several times Sienna knew it was time to call it a night. She eased her glasses off and placed them in their case on the nightstand, then leaned back against the plush hotel pillows to stretch languidly.

Rubbing the sore muscles at the nape of her neck, she laughed aloud as she recalled her respondent’s pick up lines. He was supremely confident that she would eventually change her mind and go out with him.

“It’ll take much more than a hot physique and a smile to get me to break one of my rules,” she quipped, rolling off the bed. Sienna gathered the papers and slid them back into her laptop bag. The next stop was the table where she deposited the plate of food. Lowering the metal lid back over the plate, Sienna padded to the bathroom to brush her teeth. She retrieved a small hour-glass from her toiletries bag, flipped it over on the sink and commenced her two-minute brushing regime.

As she rotated the motorized toothbrush around in her mouth, her mind wandered. The living Adonis that tried to pick her up earlier popped into her mind. Sienna didn’t doubt for a second that he had recovered himself and was bestowing his charms on the next lady-in-waiting. It wasn’t hard for her to imagine him wearing a new pair of Best Kept Secrets, or that they would fit like a second skin. Sienna almost felt sorry for the unsuspecting ladies. She had no doubt seeing his handsome physique parade around in new underwear would be the equivalent of a superhero sporting a shiny new red cape.

 

Sienna adored her job. She was irrevocably in love with being a consumer psychologist. She poured over the soft data gathered to give her clients insight into consumer’s thoughts. Their patterns, motivations and the emotional connections all tied in when they considered their purchases. The products people used, the food they ate, the cars they drove and the clothes they wore were all conscious choices influenced by the way companies marketed their lines. It was fascinating to her.

When Sienna had started Lambert Insights, Inc., it was the most rewarding thing she’d ever done. It was also the most terrifying. To start with nothing and build her dream from the bare bones to the living, thriving company it had become made her want to weep with humility.

Edgy, Sienna paced around the hotel room. The excitement coursed through her veins with each turn on the patterned carpet. Anticipation revved her up the way a well-loaded coffee with an espresso shot did. This was it. Out of every aspect of her job this was the part she loved the most. When the hostess escorted a new group in on Sienna’s cue, the smile she wore was always genuine. The well-screened participants were eager, excited and ready to have someone listen to what they had to say. They were thrilled that someone had asked for their opinions about a topic they could relate to. It was a cohesive group bouncing responses off each other that gave them a common patch of ground.

On occasion, there would be a respondent that didn’t want to engage in meaningful, communicative dialogue. Sienna would never let their clipped, monotone responses dampen her spirits or deter her from doing her job. Those moments were infrequent and when they occurred she would simply tune the facility coordinator in to the issue. The respondent was removed from the room in a swift manner before he or she affected the collective group.

It was the unpredictable occurrences that made the long hours, the endless airports, and take-out food bearable. The bloodshot eyes she received from pouring over handwritten notes and audio data from the sessions was worth it. The decent and sometimes indecent proposals she received from men were trivial compared to what she’d feel tomorrow at the final moment she put all her experience to the test? the interview.

Sienna closed her eyes and harnessed the energy required to keep a group of strangers entertained, connected and responsive to her over the next two hours. It was like going into battle each time she welcomed her next group. It was a wonderful, fantastic, creative battle that caused her stomach to knot and her heart to beat with excitement? Showtime.

 

A quick knock and then the door opened. In walked a woman smiling at Sienna with six men in tow. “Good afternoon everyone,” she said, cheerfully. “Welcome. Feel free to take any seat and then we’ll get started.” She waited until every man was seated comfortably and her hostess had left before lowering herself into her chair.

“My name is Sienna Lambert and I’d like to take a few minutes going over what we’ll be discussing for the next two-hours.” She turned slightly in her chair. “Behind me you’ll see a mirrored wall. This is a one-way mirror and behind it are my clients. This evening they’ll be watching us and taking notes on our conversation and your responses to my questions. They are just as interested in what you have to say as I am, however in the interest of keeping the energy flowing freely and our conversations relaxed, their group will stay behind the scenes. Now if you’d like you can all turn around and wave at the mirror to say hello to break the ice.”

There were chuckles throughout the group. A few turned around and waved at the wall.

“Great. Another thing I’d like to mention is that there are a microphone and video camera recording what we’re saying. Most of this is to ensure that I can focus my attention on you all and leave the heavy note taking to them.” Sienna joked.

“This is an open dialogue, okay? There are no right or wrong answers. We are here to hear what you have to say and to get your honest opinions on men’s undergarments. I know it’s after five and that most of you may be coming from work and have had a long day. Trust me, we appreciate your willingness to be here and to participate in this study. I think it would be great if we could go around the table and get each of you to introduce yourselves. Please start by telling us your name, if you live alone, with a spouse and or kids, a partner or friend, when was the last time you purchased underwear and who you were with when you bought them. Oh, and tell me if they were boxers or briefs. We’ll start on my left.”

 

After they’d introduced themselves she continued. “Now I’d like you to name all of the factors you consider when shopping for underwear. We don’t need to go in order, but just make sure you speak up and talk one at a time. That will make the audio more clear when I’m listening to the playback of our session later. It will help me remember who said what, okay?”

“For me the most important factors are price, comfort, style and color,” Barry noted.

“Me too,” Daniel agreed. “When I’m in court I’m sitting, standing, and approaching the bench. I don’t have time to worry about trying to…you know…adjust.”

Sienna made a few notes. “I can see how that would be inconvenient.”

“I look at the track record of the brand name. Once I find a brand I like I stick with it,” someone chimed in.

“Since I drive a bus I’m sitting all day,” Justin added. “I have to be comfortable. Color’s irrelevant, unless you’re French or something.”

“Well I’m not French,” Dr. Sutton said, looking around. “But color is a factor when I’m choosing new underwear. My top three would be comfort, color and then style.”

“Now tell me what makes a great pair of underwear for you all?” she asked.

“It doesn’t bind or cling,” Barry spoke up quickly.

There was a collective head nod around the room.

Two hours had passed and Sienna glanced at her watch. She stood and walked to the front of the room. “Last question guys and we’re done.” She positioned an easel at the head of the table. “As you can see we have a large pad of paper with two stick figures. My two stick buddies here are each wearing a suit. Our man on the left is wearing a perfect pair of very comfortable underwear. Imagine how this guy feels.”

“He’s feeling great,” one man called out.

“He’s pressed, starched, and he’s feeling like he’s the man,” another added.

“So what I’m hearing is how he’s feeling about himself is directly tied in to how well his clothes fit?”

“Absolutely,” Frank commented. “He’s happy.”

“He’s got the look and the confidence to do whatever,” Michael responded.

Sienna pointed to the pad. “Now let’s look at his buddy over here on the right. He’s also wearing a suit, but he has a pair of ill-fitting underwear on. How do you think he feels?”

“He’s thinking how the heck can I adjust without being obvious,” Justin said, loudly.

“Definitely cranky,” Dr. Sutton replied. “That pair of underwear is going to be detrimental to his day.

“Nothing worse than underwear that don’t fit right,” Daniel added. “Personally, I think it’s a perfectly acceptable form of torture.”

Frank shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I bet I know what he’s thinking. Stick man’s thinking as soon as I get home these freaking things are going in the trash and I’m hitting the shower!”

 

Sienna was typing notes onto her laptop when the flight attendant announced that everyone should stow all electronic devices. Her fingers flew over the keyboard to get her current thought on the page before she shut down her computer. Done! Sienna smiled triumphantly, while she hit the icon to save her work. Once she powered down, she snapped it closed and then slid the lightweight machine into its bag. Gently, Sienna maneuvered it under the seat. She eyed the obtrusive seat of the passenger in front of her. It was practically resting in her lap. With a small sense of satisfaction, Sienna shoved the tray in its upright position with a bit more force than necessary.

The captain’s voice resounded overhead. He briefed the passengers on the weather and what time they would land at Raleigh Durham International Airport. Sienna scanned the sky outside her window. The pink and blue tinged clouds floated lazily over the horizon as the sun set on another day. Another long, incredibly-productive-kick-butt-and-take-names kind of day. There was no way she could contain the grin that slid across her face. Though she remained humble, Sienna couldn’t help but feel satisfaction in the work that she’d done. Her final focus group for Dexter was complete and the men were a riot.

Her face still turned red just remembering the session. The discussion was almost finished when one of the respondents wanted to discuss a subject that had not been covered. He thought it important to mention that there were plenty of men that enjoyed wearing women’s underwear, and not just for sexual reasons, but because they were comfortable, held more of a variety then men’s underwear, and were available in a lot more colors, textures and styles. He was quick to point out that it may not be the best choice if one were ever in an accident, but that they were comfortable nonetheless. That proverbial bucket of worms had started a discussion that became so animated Sienna had to all but physically steer the group back to the topic at hand.

Later, going over her notes and the tapes had been incredibly insightful. The creative energy bouncing off the six respondents was almost tangible. Their beneficial feedback prompted Sienna to wonder if Dexter Clothiers should consider adding a Best Kept Secrets line for women.

At that moment the plane touched the runway with several quick bumps. The sound of the plane reversing engines resonated loudly throughout the cabin. As their speed slowed so did Sienna’s breathing. Calm seeped into her. Lambert Insight’s report was in the hands of Sherry Bradshaw and the other execs at Dexter Clothiers, and she was back in North Carolina safe and sound. Only now would she allow herself to bask in the knowledge that business was stable and doing well. The company was finally in the black and making strong headway in the profits department. It was time for some serious celebrating.

Sienna maneuvered her way out of baggage claim twenty minutes later, to the nearby shuttle for satellite parking. She swung her bags on the raised platform inside the bus and sat in a seat across from it. Her thoughts drifted to the official wrap up of her biggest client. Oh yeah, she was definitely hauling Vivian out for a night on the town to celebrate.

While the bus ambled monotonously down the road, Sienna retrieved her Date Minder from her purse. She scanned through the pages until she got to that day. Scribbled half-way down the page was the exact location of her car. Three trips ago, she’d spent thirty minutes in the pouring rain trying to find it. From then on she’d written it down.

Once her bags were stowed in the trunk Sienna touched her door handle. Her car beeped and the door on her Hybrid Toyota Camry unlocked. She slid behind the wheel and placed her purse on the passenger seat. She pressed the button to start the car while retrieving her navigation unit from the glove box. “Hi, Lola,” she said, affectionately to her GPS.

With a firm press she clicked the unit onto her windshield before turning it on. Tapping the Go Home button, she waited while the system calculated her route. As she pulled out of her space Sienna pressed a button on her steering wheel and spoke loudly. “Dad, at home.”

“Dialing,” a female voice replied.

A few rings later, a male voice answered. “Hey, honey.”

“Hello, Colonel,” Sienna said, cheerfully.

“There’s my little girl,” Retired Army Colonel, Gordon Lambert replied, with a warm voice. “How was your trip?”

“Better than I anticipated. We did it, dad. We knocked this one out of the park.”

“Fantastic, sweetheart! “Now, where are we going to celebrate? Sushi? Indian?”

“I don’t know. I’m still reveling in my good fortune.”

“Good fortune had nothing to do with it. It was good old fashion hard work, kiddo.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence. I’ll ponder where we’re going for dinner and get back to you.” Sienna maneuvered onto the on-ramp for I-540E. “How’s Mom?”

“She’s doing fine. Told me to tell you she has three more recruits signing up.”

A visual of her father marching her stepmother, Cassandra’s pre-teen class around her dance studio made Sienna giggle. “Dad, I don’t think a group of ballerinas march.”

“Well, plies then. Anyway, what are you up to tomorrow?

“I’m going to spend tomorrow doing absolutely nothing.”

“Much needed I’m sure. Where are you now?”

“On I-540, about to take the Leesville road exit.”

“Oh, you’re almost home. Ring us once when you get in so we’ll know you made it in safely.”

“Yes, sir,” Sienna said in a stern, serious voice.

“At ease,” he laughed before hanging up.

It wasn’t long before her car turned into her townhome community. She pressed a button overhead and her garage door eased open. She waited until it was safely closed behind her before she exited the car. Sienna removed her luggage from the trunk, wheeled it into the entryway, and then walked to the keypad to disarm the alarm. After flipping the lights on, she went in search of the cordless phone.

“Great,” she muttered after realizing it wasn’t left on the charger. Sienna retrieved her cell phone out of her pocket and dialed her father. As instructed, she let the phone ring once, and then hung up.

Her gaze traveled toward the kitchen, but she ignored the temptation to snack. Instead, she set her alarm in Stay mode and hefted her bag up the stairs.

Twenty minutes later, her nighttime regimen was done. Easing under the bed covers, Sienna retrieved the cordless phone on her nightstand to check voicemail for messages. A few calls were telemarketers attempting to sell her time shares or magazine subscriptions she didn’t need. Without listening more than three seconds she pressed the number three on the keypad to delete their messages. The next call was from a friend reminding her when the next Zumba class was. She continued listening.

There was a message from Sherry Bradshaw’s admin assistant. She wanted to remind her that they needed her RSVP for the company outing by Thursday.

“What outing?” Saving the message, she got out of bed and padded downstairs. Flipping her dining room light on, she glimpsed a stack of mail on her table courtesy of her best friend and business partner, Vivian Adair. Taking a seat in a nearby chair, Sienna flipped through the mail. She spotted a few pieces from her office. Setting the personal letters aside, Sienna focused on the office correspondence. She discovered an invitation addressed to her in bold print.

After ripping the envelope open she eased the invitation out. She read it twice. A smile plastered itself across her face. I’ve been invited to a Best Kept Secrets launch party at Eduardo Dexter’s summer estate. Her eyes dropped lower on the thick card stock to read the details. Normally she didn’t co-mingle with the client unless it was business, but the outing could prove to be great PR for the company and she was looking forward to meeting the younger Dexter. Decision made, Sienna doused the light and ran back upstairs. Excitedly, she picked up her phone and resumed checking messages. This time when a woman’s voice resounded in her ear her breath caught in her throat.

“Hey, it’s Sasha. I tried to call you a few days ago, but you didn’t bother calling me back—an oversight no doubt. Call me when you get in.”

Sienna immediately hit the delete key. Angrily, she tossed her glasses on the table. “Hell will freeze over first,” she said, aloud.








Chapter Two

Foul Ball




Three days later, Sienna pulled into a large circular driveway in front of what could only be described as a mini-castle. The estate was on the main channel of Lake Norman in Catawba, North Carolina. The drive from her house had taken just under three hours. She stopped the car and slid the gear into park. With quick strides, an attendant intercepted her. He held the car door with one hand and assisted her from the car with his other.

“Good afternoon, ma’am. May I have your name, please?”

“Sienna Lambert.”

The young man repeated her name into a headset. “Hello, Ms. Lambert. You can follow the pathway around to the rear of the house. Someone will be there to assist you.”

“Uh, okay.” Sienna retrieved her bag from the back seat. She strolled along the cobblestone driveway toward the extensive lawn. She couldn’t resist gazing up at the multi-leveled roof lines. She tried to repress the urge to gawk, but it was difficult. especially when she spotted several turrets.

“Wow,” she said, aloud while walking around the side toward the back of the home.

The stone, brick and hardi-shake home had massive windows on three sides. She could imagine the panoramic views of the lake and the several nearby islands. When Sienna reached the back, there was a woman standing at a small lectern greeting guests. This is too much.

“Good afternoon Ms. Lambert,” the woman smiled warmly, and then handed Sienna a name tag and a packet. “Have a wonderful time.”

“Thank you,” Sienna replied, continuing on.

The extensive back yard looked like a miniature theme park. There were various stations with different attractions. She opened the packet in her hand and saw a detailed list and map of where to find each activity. Volleyball, croquet, baseball and water polo were available, as well as huge water slides, paddle boats and jet skis.

Sienna hadn’t known what to expect so she’d chosen a sleeveless summer dress with sandals. Always prepared, she’d also packed a small duffle bag with a swimsuit, shorts, a tee shirt, athletic shoes, bug repellant and sunscreen.

“Sienna.” A voice called from her left.

Turning, she glimpsed Sherry and other members of her team advancing.

“How are you, Ms. Bradshaw?”

“Sherry,” the woman corrected. “I’m fine, and thrilled you could make it.”

“Thanks for inviting me. From what I’ve seen so far,” Sienna said, falling in to step next to her, “our host has gone all out.”

“Isn’t it a blast? You haven’t had a chance to meet Eduardo, but you will. He is just as amiable as his brother Antonio.”

“I can’t wait to meet him.” Sienna glanced around. “Honestly, I don’t know where to start first.”

“No rush. Want something to drink? Wine? Margarita?”

“Iced tea or lemonade would be just fine.”

“Rule number three: Never drink at parties held by clients?”

Sienna laughed. “Only co-mingle with the clients if it’s business.”

“I think you’re going to have to make an exception to that rule,” Sherry informed her. “I’ll introduce you to the Best Kept Secrets models. We’ve got men in all shapes and sizes. They’re sure to appeal to every woman’s eye. The press is here, too. They’ll be doing a photo shoot after Antonio gives the welcome speech officially kicking off the new line.” She practically dragged Sienna along. “Later, I’ll introduce you to the executive and creative directors from the ad agency we’re going with, Chase & Burroughs.”

“Sounds great.” She was about to ask a question but Sherry held up her hand. “Uh-uh. No more shop talk,” she whispered, conspiratorially. “Right now we’re going to run down a waiter and get you a drink, and then I’m going to introduce you to our very capable, very gorgeous cover models. I’ll bet there’s someone here that will rival your admirer from the focus group.”

“Now that,” she said, in a hushed voice, “would be a tall order.”

After listening while the brothers introduced their new line, Sienna found a great spot on the patio to drink her lemonade and people watch. Some of the models were gathered around the pool for an interview. There are definitely some beautiful people here, she mused. Flipping open her cell phone, Sienna dialed Vivian.

“You should’ve come with me,” she said, without preamble.

“Darn, I knew it! Hunks galore? Unlimited adult beverages and all the food I could’ve eaten?”

“Yes, yes and yes.”

“Shoot!” Vivian grumbled. “House?”

“Massive.”

“Landscape?”

Sienna looked around. “A photographer’s dream.”

“You see? I told you family obligations are highly overrated.”

“Viv, your sister was having a baby and you were the coach,” Sienna reminded her.

“It’s not like it was her first,” Vivian groused before laughing at her own joke.

“You are too funny. By the way, did she have a boy or girl?”

“Boy.”

“That’s fantastic. Tell her I said congratulations. She’s got to be thrilled to have a boy after three girls.”

“Trust me my brother-in-law is beside himself with joy. He’ll still be outnumbered, but at least there’ll be another man in the house to get yelled at for leaving the seat up.”

Sienna could believe it. “When does his plane land?”

“In another four hours. My sister has decreed that it’s the last business trip he’s going on so close to her due date.”

Sienna visibly shuddered. “She’s seriously thinking about another one? Four isn’t enough?”

“Who knows. Take a picture from your phone for me.”

“I’ll try. I may not be able to zoom out that far. I’ll probably have to paddle a boat over to the nearest island to take one.”

“An island? Oh, I’m so jealous,” Vivian lamented. “Have fun and I’ll send you a photo of the little man later.”

“Deal,” Sienna promised before hanging up.

“Finally.” Sherry loomed over her. “We need another body in the outfield. Come on, you’ve been drafted.”

She dropped her phone in her bag and stood up. “I, uh…I’m not that good at sports.”

“You’ll do fine. The balls never get that far, anyway,” Sherry informed her. Looping her arm through Sienna’s, she dragged her along. She eyed the bag slung over Sienna’s shoulder. “My instincts tell me there are extra clothes in there so let’s go get you changed.”

When they were done Sienna walked out of the lower level French doors. After her wardrobe change she’d re-checked her bun to ensure no errant hair had escaped. She’d swapped her eyeglasses for prescription sunglasses. Gingerly, Sienna lowered a baseball cap into place.

“Okay, you’re up.” One of Sherry’s assistants came up to greet her. “I’ll keep your bag for you.”

“Thanks,” Sienna replied holding her stomach. She took several deep breaths to quell the queasy feeling. “I hope I do okay. Sports aren’t exactly my forte.”

When she looked up she was alone. Sherry’s assistant was already gone. “Great. I’m standing here talking to myself. How lame is that?”

Moments later, Sienna sidled up to a crowd of people by the canopied seating that passed as the dugout. “Fantastic, you’re here. Come on, we’re getting creamed out there. We have to pow-wow,” a man standing next to Sherry said.

He glanced toward Sienna. “You any good?”

“Um, not really. The last time I played anything ending in b-a-l-l was in high school.”

“Okay, you’ll be playing outfield.”

After a few more deliberations the small team dispersed.

Another teammate handed Sienna a glove. “Break a leg.”

“Thanks?” She forced herself to smile despite the sweat forming at the nape of her neck. I can do this. No big deal.

Sienna did well in the outfield. She only had to go after one ball. She’d surprised herself when she ran for it, grabbed it and lobbed it toward third base. She’d jumped for joy when the man running to third base at break-neck speed was pronounced out. With more confidence than when she’d started, Sienna swaggered toward home plate as the opposing team headed toward the open field.

“You’re doing great, Sienna,” Sherry proclaimed.

Her teammates readily agreed.

Sienna’s face lit up. “Thanks. I’m feeling pretty good. This is a lot of fun.”

She cheered her team on and clapped at each point they gained. When they struck out she’d clap anyway to encourage the next player to the mound. She was still clapping when someone called out that she was up.

“It’s…my turn? So soon?”

“Yep. Batter up, Lambert.”

“Just take a deep breath and swing,” someone called after her.

“Don’t choke,” another person yelled out.

Rule number four: Always impress the clients and potential clients by appearing outgoing and fun. With that mantra ringing in her ears, Sienna headed for the plate.

 

Later that afternoon on the makeshift baseball diamond, Sienna discovered two things about herself: The first was that she could enjoy a spur of the moment activity as much as a well-planned one. The second, that she wasn’t as adverse to sports as she had imagined. Each time her bat connected with the baseball it sent a surge of adrenaline through her, especially when she actually hit the thing.

“Head’s up, Lambert.”

Swinging, she hit the ball with a loud crack. Dropping the bat, she took off toward first base. As she ran past each base, Sienna could hear the cheers of encouragement from the crowd. I can definitely get used to this, she mused.

When it was her team’s turn to hit the outfield, Sienna was stopped short by the self-appointed captain of their team. “Lambert, you take third base.”

“Okay.” Nervously, she headed toward it. This would be her first foray covering a base.

Before she knew it her team was down by four runs. Her mouth was dry and her feet ached, but she wasn’t about to give up. She’d bonded over the last hour with the people on her team and there was no way they weren’t going to win this thing.

Another player stepped up to home plate with bat in hand. The heat outside combined with her anxiety caused her to sweat. Sienna was wiping her perspiration soaked shirt against her eyes when she heard the loud thwack. The batter threw his bat to the ground and jetted toward first base.

“Look lively,” her teammate yelled from second base. “It’s coming your way.”

Tilting her head up, Sienna tried to keep her eye on the ball. The sun was making the job difficult. Blinking rapidly, she moved back and forth across the grass in an effort to catch the ball. There it is, she said to herself. She raised her glove and calculated when the ball would drop into it. Peripherally, she could see a man bearing down on her position, his team cheering him on. Excitement made her heady. There was no way he would make it to third base before she caught the ball. He’d be out. She would make sure of it. Her face was scrunched in concentration. Get the ball, get the ball.

Voices were shouting at her to get the man out. “I got it,” she cried out. Several seconds later, the ball plopped heavily into Sienna’s glove. Two seconds after that her world went pitch black.








Chapter Three

The Wrong Idea




“Sienna? Sienna, can you hear me? You’ve got to wake up,” Sherry said, worriedly.

“We found smelling salts. Let’s try these,” another person replied.

Vaughn Deveraux quirked an eyebrow. “Smelling salts? They still make those?” He held out his hand. “Okay, let’s give it a shot.”

Sherry was crouched right next to him. “You think those will work?”

“We’re going to find out.”

Vaughn waved the bottle under Sienna’s nose with slow, deliberate movements. Her body jerked sharply. Her head turned side to side before she sputtered and her eyes popped open.

Vaughn watched her blink a few times. He was sure she was trying to focus.

She turned her head toward him. He smiled reassuringly into her confused face before he leaned down and whispered into her ear, “Welcome back.” He watched as various emotions crossed her face. She glanced around. Eventually, her gaze traveled back to him.

“Who are you? Why am I on the ground?”

“I’m the guy that just barreled into you while sliding into third base.” Vaughn was concerned about her, but he was a tad bit annoyed that she had blocked his running line.

“Oh,” came her whispered reply.

“Let’s help you up.”

“Do you think we should move her?” Sherry glanced at Sienna. “Maybe we should call an ambulance.”

“I’m fine, see?” she stood up to prove the point. Immediately Vaughn noticed the color in her face drain away. When she swayed, he moved his arms to grasp her shoulders. “Steady, I got you.” He looked down at her. “I think we should get you looked at.”

“No need,” Sienna spoke up quickly. “I just got the wind knocked out of me that’s all. I’m perfectly fine.”

Vaughn’s gazed flickered over her body. Her shorts had grass stains in various places, there was a cut on her right knee and her once neat bun was hanging haphazardly down the nape of her neck. Now that she was upright, he noticed she was almost eye level with him. With a teasing grin he winked at her. “That you are.”

 

“Is everything okay here?” someone called from a distance. Every head turned to see the Dexter brothers approaching with an entourage of people in tow.

The throng of onlookers parted immediately to let them through.

“Sienna’s had a bit of a tumble,” Sherry assured everyone. “She’ll be fine, though we should probably let her rest a bit.”

A photographer started snapping pictures. A reporter came to the forefront.

“Sienna? I didn’t get your last name.”

Instinctively, Sienna turned her head toward Vaughn’s chest. Uh-uh, she said to herself. There was no way she was going on record looking like a bleeding, bedraggled mess.

Without being asked to Vaughn eased her closer to his side and away from the curious journalist.

“Sherry, you can take her inside to get freshened up,” Eduardo replied ushering them toward the house.

It figures, Sienna groaned to herself. The first time I meet Eduardo Dexter face-to-face and I look like a science experiment. “Thank you Mr. Dexter,” Sienna replied, sheepishly.

The older man folded her arm through his and took off toward the house. “Nonsense, young lady it was truly my pleasure. Sienna noted during his speech earlier that he was as charming and good looking as his brother. Up close and personal, his appeal drew you in like a well-placed magnet.

“Now if you need anything Dr. Lambert, you just alert my staff and they’ll take care of you. If they don’t, you come get me.”

“I’m sure I’ll be just fine Mr. Dexter.”

“Mr. Dexter’s my older brother,” Eduardo teased. “I think we’ll save all that formality for him.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Sienna noticed the reporter scribbling furiously on his note pad. She put some effort into the daggers she glared at him, but considering her appearance she didn’t doubt the intimidation she was going for fell way short of the mark.

 

Sienna checked herself in the mirror one final time. It had taken forty minutes to shower and repair the damage to her hair, but she felt better.

Placing her grimy clothes back into her duffle bag, Sienna straightened up the bathroom. The housekeeper had told her where to find the laundry chute to drop her towels. A laundry chute? Sienna had to laugh. She had never used one before and took great delight in lowering the used towels into the small compartment and seeing them slide out of view. “Now that’s cool.”

She returned to the bedroom she had used and gave it a once over to make sure she hadn’t left anything out of place. Confident that everything was tidy, she returned to the lower level family room.

She wasn’t surprised to see Sherry sitting there waiting. The shock came in seeing the man she’d collided with seated next to her.

“There you are,” Sherry stood and walked over to Sienna. “You look none the worse for wear and tear.”

“Isn’t it amazing what a shower can do?” she joked.

“We’re having a water slide race in a few minutes. I’m going to be one of the referees. I just wanted to be sure you were doing okay. Catch up to you later?”

“Sure. Thanks for everything.”

After Sherry left, Vaughn’s gaze returned to Sienna.

“She’s right. You don’t look like you’ve been through anything more traumatic than a paddle boat ride.”

She laughed. “Looks can be deceiving,” she extended her right hand. “I’m Sienna Lambert. Thank you for helping me, Mr?”

He grasped her hand in his. “Deveraux. Vaughn Deveraux.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Deveraux.”

“Call me Vaughn. The feeling is mutual though I’m sure you’d have preferred it be under less strenuous circumstances.”

“Actually, I found out for the first time today that I don’t mind baseball.”

He released her hand. “That’s good to hear, but make sure you watch your back. As you can see it can get physical sometimes.”

“True. I forgot to ask, did I get you out?”

“Uh—”

Something about his expression tipped her off. She eyed him with amusement. “Yes,” she almost yelled. She winced at the instant throbbing in her head. “I knew it!” she said, lowering her voice. “I got you out. You can’t even deny it with a straight face.”

Vaughn laughed in a rich baritone voice that boomed in the quiet room. He ushered them outside into the sunlight. His hand automatically drifted to the small of her back. Snagging an iced tea off a nearby table, Vaughn handed it to Sienna before getting himself one. He found that the urge to tease her was not something he could resist. “I hate to tell you this, and after you worked so hard, but it was a foul, Sienna. You didn’t get me out.”

“What?” she said, loudly and then cringed at the pain it caused her. “You mean to tell me I was knocked unconscious, I nearly suffered a concussion and you were safe?” Exasperation tinged her voice. “I can’t believe it.”

Vaughn eyed her apologetically. “Afraid so. The umpire awarded me the base.”

She looked confused.

“The foul is called an obstruction,” he explained. “A fielder can’t block the base from the runner.”

“I guess they forgot to tell me that rule,” she said, dryly.”

“Don’t feel bad, you did great,” he winked. “It’s hard to get me out. It’s not something that happens that often.”

“Oh please,” she retorted as she lowered herself gingerly into a nearby chaise lounge.

“Would you hold this for a second?” he asked handing her his glass. Vaughn walked over to a nearby seating area to grab a vacant lounger. He sidled it up right next to Sienna sitting sideways on his so that he faced her. “So, what do you do when you’re not taking one for the team?”

She chuckled at his joke. “I’m a consumer psychologist. Dexter Clothiers is a client of mine.”

“Really?” he perked up. “Mine, too.”

“Oh, I thought you were one of the cover models.”

Surprise registered across his face. “Me? No, I leave the modeling in the very capable hands of my younger brother, Pierce. He’s a retired football player. I’m the creative director at Chase & Burroughs. You know it’s too bad we’re on the campaign. Pierce would’ve made a perfect addition to the line. He has a great deal of experience with women asking questions about his briefs,” he chuckled.

Sienna shook her head with amusement.

“Actually, we just found out we got the new line.”

“Congratulations. I conducted a few focus groups for it.”

Vaughn leaned closer to her. “I know. We read your reports. You got some great feedback that will be very useful for a few ideas we have, and the groups sounded very interesting.”

“That is an understatement.” Recalling the interviews Sienna couldn’t help but laugh.

They chatted genially for quite some time. Each completely engrossed in their conversation. Both discovered they had much in common. In the midst of their banter Vaughn handed Sienna a piece of strawberry cheesecake from a nearby waiter. “I can’t believe we both live in Raleigh and we’ve never met.”

She didn’t respond until after she’d reverently placed a piece of the chilled dessert in her mouth. She moaned aloud. “That was sinful.”

Vaughn’s fork clattered loudly on his plate. He cleared his throat.

Sienna didn’t seem to notice his discomfiture. “I can believe we’ve never met. I work a lot. Most of my time is spent growing my business. If I have any free time I’m usually spending it with family.”

“Same here,” he said, absentmindedly as his eyes followed the progression of her dessert laden fork to her mouth and back.

Sienna looked up. Her gaze locked with Vaughn’s. She was the first to look away. “So how’s your campaign for Dexter going?”

He sat back slightly. “They seemed really impressed with what we pitched to them last week. A few of our teams are still in the late-night-concepting phase on some additional ads, but I’m confident my team will hit a home run when we’re done.

She rolled her eyes at the pun. He winked.

Vaughn continued talking about his company’s progress. Sienna’s expression was still attentive so he continued. “We’ve got an idea for one commercial where this guy is wearing Best Kept Secrets. He’s trying all sorts of things with them on. He’s jogging, skiing, dancing and a few other activities. Then he sits down on this chair and after a few seconds a wide grin slowly comes across his face. Then a caption pops up on the screen. “Best Kept Secrets. You gotta SEAT to believe it.”

While he was talking, a look briefly crossed Sienna’s face. He went silent.

“What?”

Sienna shook her head. “Nothing.”

Vaughn eyed her perceptively. “You don’t like it?”

“Uh…it’s not that I don’t like it—per se.”

He gave her his undivided attention. “Then what was it exactly that caused that look of disapproval to flitter across your face?”

She remained silent.

“Oh come on, don’t chicken out. If there’s something wrong with my team’s idea just tell me.”

Sienna looked at him as if trying to gauge what his reaction would be.

“Just tell me.”

“Okay. I think the last concept you had about the focus being on a seat that the guy is sitting on…well…it’s kinda hokey.”

“Hokey?”

“I’m just saying it isn’t as strong as some of your other ideas.”

Vaughn’s jaw flexed. Her tone grated on his nerves reminding him immediately of an argument he’d had with his executive creative director just days before. This time when he spoke he couldn’t help the annoyance that caused him to reply, “Hokey. Gee, is that a technical term, Dr. Lambert?”

Sienna bristled. “No, it isn’t. I merely—”

“Said it was too rudimentary.”

“I said it wasn’t as good as your other ideas,” she clarified. “The simplicity of it had nothing to do with it. It was the concept that was lacking.”

Whatever interest he’d had for Sienna fizzled faster than the air let out of a balloon. He wasn’t used to the women he was trying to impress ripping into him about anything, and never, ever, about his work. This was something that simply never happened. Vaughn was definitely out of his element.

Sienna read his expression and keyed in on his body language. She looked incredulous. “Why are you upset? You can’t expect every idea you have to hit the bull’s eye dead center.”

Vaughn sat back on his lounge chair. The air between them crackled with tension. He cleared his throat. His eyes raked over her. “So, purchased many pairs of men’s underwear, have we?”

“Excuse me?”

“I’m curious how often you purchase men’s underwear.”

“As a rule—number five to be exact; I never discuss personal business with clients.”

“I’m not a client,” Vaughn pointed out. “My client is a client. Just answer the question. When’s the last time you and men’s underwear were up close and personal?”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“Well, you don’t like the concept about the seat, which by the way a guy would totally get. So it must be because you don’t wear them—or buy them.”

“For your information I’ve purchased plenty of men’s underwear before.”

Vaughn snorted. “Birthday, Father’s Day and Christmas gifts for your dad don’t count.”

Sienna’s eyes narrowed. “You have no idea who I purchase anything for, and for your information I don’t have to wear men’s underwear to know what I like—or what’s a crappy idea.”

Vaughn threw his hands up. “Oh, so we’ve gone past hokey and are now in crappy territory.”

Sienna couldn’t believe the crazy turn their conversation had taken. She stood up and grabbed her bag. When she spoke this time her voice was edged with censure. “I’m astonished Mr. Deveraux that what started out as an amiable conversation between us somehow took a sharp turn for the worse. You are supposedly a professional, yet you seem incapable of listening to constructive criticism without insulting the person giving you their opinion—fascinating,” Sienna replied smoothly.

Stiffly Vaughn stood up. Her last comment really got under his skin. “I’m glad to see you’re feeling well enough to turn the psychoanalyzing sign back on. It’s been a pleasure meeting you, Dr. Lambert,” there was an edge to his voice when he said Doctor. “Hopefully if we ever cross paths again you’ll know to step out of the way before you get run over.” he began to walk away.

“Who knows Mr. Deveraux; maybe next time you’ll be the one that gets knocked on your…seat.” She replied in a voice so sweet a dentist would have gotten a cavity.
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