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            “I think you’re safe over here, ladies,” Binky said.

Darío
couldn’t vouch for their safety, but kept his mouth shut when the women joined them. He often let others do the talking, and it would have been hard to get a word in anyway with Binky and Katie quickly becoming as acquainted as old friends.

When Katie waved for another drink, Lizzie stopped her with a head shake to the bartender and a quiet, “No, Kat, you’ll be dying tomorrow. How about some water?”

“No, Kat. No, Kat. Did you hear that Binky? I’ve just been shot down by someone I’m a whole four months older than. Do you think that’s right?”

Before Binky could come back with what
Darío
presumed would be an unsuitable answer to one of the women, he diffused the situation by asking, “Kat? That nickname came from Katie, I assume?”

Katie nodded, then broke into song, “Cat. Hat. In French, chat, chapeau.” She smiled at Lizzie. A smile
Darío
knew bridged years of friendship. Lizzie caught her cue and joined in. “In Spanish, el gato in a sombrero.” The two women giggled when they completed their song.

“From
The
Cat in the Hat,” Lizzie explained to
Darío
and Binky. “It’s been one of our favorites for years.”

“I particularly like the Spanish interpretation,”
Darío
said. “In my country, you would be known as
Gato
. Well, actually,
Gata
in your case.”

Both women smiled at him, but he only saw Katie. He watched the flush of her cheeks when he rolled the name out.

“
Gata
. Yes, I like that. You may address me as
Gata
.” She declared this to the whole table, with a ceremonial wave of her hand that nearly toppled
Darío
’s water glass.

“I must confess, I came to think of you as ‘The Swede’ today on the course, before I knew your name,” he said, chagrinned.

She waved his comment aside, this time almost taking Lizzie’s glass with her
.

“That’s okay. Lizzie’s husband called me the Viking before he met me,” she said. Her brow furrowed as she continued, “Actually, he still calls me the Viking, now that I think about it.” She chuckled at this, and the furrow charmingly turned into laughter crinkles.

“Then I am forgiven for thinking of you as the Swede, eh?”

She smiled. “Where I’m from, we use ‘eh’ at the end of sentences too,” Katie said. “But it doesn’t sound as lyrical as when you do it.”

“And where exactly is it that you come from?” he asked. He was replaying her voice in his head, seeing if he’d missed some sort of accent. He didn’t think so. Years on both the European and American tours had exposed him to nearly every language spoken and he had become adept at recognizing each, and actually learning quite a few.

“From Michigan,” she said.

Darío
turned his right hand to her, palm facing them both. “Show me where,” he said. He had seen a couple of the caddies that were from Michigan do this once, the upturned hand
simulating Michigan’s mitten shape.

She laughed again, a lovely, tinkling sound. “See, that’s the thing. I’m from the
Upper
Peninsula.” She took her left hand, palm facing them, and placed it above his, almost touching the bottom edge of her pinky to the tip of his middle finger. “There’s a whole
‘n
other part to Michigan that nobody realizes.”

He nodded. “That’s right, now I remember, Michigan is in two parts. Where exactly is your home?”

She used her right hand to point to the base of her thumb. “I’m from Hancock, which is part of the Copper Country, right here.”

The use of their combined hands to create the Great Lakes State had their heads in close proximity.
Darío
could smell her perfume, though it was soft, barely there. Some kind of tangy, fruity scent. Like oranges, or maybe some kind of berry. He was tempted to ask her the location of every single city in Michigan just so they could stay this way longer.

She looked at him and all thoughts of geography flew from
Darío
’s mind.
Dios mio
, she had the most incredible…everything. He could list her exceptional attributes, but it would take too long. She was simply as exquisite up close as she had been from behind the ropes earlier that day.

Their heads were so close he could smell her sweet breath. It was lime and salt and something else he couldn’t name. Her lips, puffy from sunburn, were so near his own, it would only take a small movement to capture them. His head moved another fraction.

“Oh no,” Lizzie said from across the table.

Darío
and Katie’s heads popped apart, as if they were children caught with their fingers in the cookie jar. Lizzie was looking beyond them.

“Chad looks like he’s trying to get out of here gracefully. I don’t think he should drive, he’s had quite a few beers since his buddies showed up,” she said, her eyes never leaving Chad Curtis, halfway across the room.

“Lizzie, he’s not even your client,” Katie said.

“Yet. And if he’s going to be my client, I can’t let him walk out of here and drive after drinking.” She grabbed her purse, opened her wallet, got her keys and made her goodbyes all at once.

Darío
waved her hand away as she went to pay for the drinks she and Katie had consumed since joining the men. The drink Katie had consumed. Lizzie had drunk only water all evening as far as
Darío
could tell. “Please, Lizzie, allow me,” he said.

“Thanks,
Darío
. It was great to meet you. And you too, Binky. Come on, Kat,” Lizzie said, rising from the table. “We’ll take my car, leave his and then I’ll pick him up in the morning and bring him back here. Yes. That will work.” She said the last to herself more than her companions. She was still watching Chad who was fumbling with his keys. She didn’t seem to notice that Katie made no move to leave. She had gone several steps toward Chad when she finally realized Katie was still sitting.

As their eyes met, Katie folded her arms across her chest and gave her friend
a firm shake of her head. “Uh-u
h. I don’t want to leave yet, Lizard,” Katie said.

“Kat, really, I can’t let Chad drive. Please, we’ve got to go. This could ruin my plan.”

Before
Darío
could, Binky jumped in, “We’ll get Katie back to
your
hotel, Lizzie. Not to worry.”

Lizzie looked from Katie, to Binky, then finally to
Darío
, who nodded. “We’d be happy to
bring Katie back with us. We won’t be too much longer.” He saw Lizzie’s eyes glance toward
Darío
’s glass of water, which he’d switched to long ago after having his one beer. He liked that she was looking out for her friend as well as her prospective client.

Lizzie looked at her friend. “Are you sure you want to stay, Kat?” There was concern in her voice.
Darío
could see she was visibly torn between getting to Chad in time and making sure her friend would be all right.

“Please, Lizzie, Binky and I would be happy to bring Katie back to the hotel,”
Darío
assured her.

“Okay. Thank you both. See you later, Kat. Stick to water from here on out, eh?”

Katie laughed. “Yes, mother.”

He watched as Lizzie caught up with Chad at the entrance and gracefully removed the keys from his hands as she led him out the door.
Darío
turned back to the table to see Binky and Katie both staring at him. Binky had a mischievous grin on his face. Katie was licking her sunburned lips. Her beautiful, full, tempting lips.

“Okay. Now that our resident stick-in-the-mud is gone, let’s get this party started,” Katie said and waved her empty Margarita glass at the bartender, pushing her water glass aside.

Binky laughed and waved his glass as well, while
Darío
could only wonder what he’d just gotten himself into.

 

 

Chapter Four

 

Eighteen holes of match or medal play will teach you more about your foe than will
eight
teen years of dealing with him across a desk.

-Grantland Rice, former
sportswriter

 

Katie wasn’t sure if she’d said goodbye to Blanche. And she knew she’d wanted to. But here she was in the front seat of
Darío
’s courtesy car, provided for the players at each tournament, and she wasn’t exactly certain how she’d gotten there.

The car was stopped in front of room number 18 at a Motel 6.

Oh God, she hadn’t just made a monumental mistake, had she?

Headlines of pro athletes being accused of sexual transgressions flashed through her head. Headlines she’d proofread herself.

“What…what are we doing here?” she asked. This was not
t
he Imperial where she and Lizzie, as well as the golfers, were staying.

Just as she was trying to remember all the things she knew Alison and Lizzie had learned as single women about being alone in this kind of situation, she saw movement in front of her. Binky was motioning goodbye and disappearing into the motel room.
Darío
gave his caddy a wave as Katie felt a wave of relief.

As he backed out of the lot, she saw that
Darío
realized she had awakened from her…uh cat nap..she decided to call it. He smiled at her. It was a soft smile, full of concern, and made her feel as warm as the sun had earlier in the day. It rushed throu
gh her body like the tequila
. “Are you going to be okay?” he asked her.

Good question. She certainly didn’t feel okay. Her mind was still a little fuzzy, but slowly coming back into focus.

This was so unlike her. She hardly ever drank, and when she did, it was alwa
ys just one with the girls. But
Lizzie had said that these two days were about getting away from everything, and she was determined to do that. She just hadn’t thought she’d do it with alcohol. Oh well… spilt milk. Or spilt tequila in this case.

He asked if she was going to be okay. She didn’t have the answer, but she nodded at
Darío
anyway. “Sorry I fell asleep.”

He shrugged, seemingly not put off by either her inebriated state or her falling asleep. Maybe it was something he was used to. Binky certainly seemed no stranger to the bottle.

“Why is Binky staying here? How come he’s not at the Imperial?” she asked.

Darío
kept his eye on the road as he answered, “The caddies
don’t
stay where the
players stay. It’
s too expensive for them. They usually stay at a cheap
er
place.”

Katie nodded. That made sense. They slowed, then stopped at a red light, and
Darío
turned to her. He studied her face with that same look of concern. She knew the moment the l
ook changed from concern to desire
. She thought it would startle her, even shock her, but it didn’t. It made her tingle.

Of course, that could just be the residual effects
of
the Margaritas, but she didn’t think so. It had been a long time since she’d seen a man show that kind of want in his eyes.

Sure, she intercepted lecherous looks all the time. And nice gazes, ones of appreciation, that she returned with a soft, asexual, smile. But to be this close to a man who was looking at her like
he’d like to have her for dinner? It had been an awfully long time. And it felt…nice. More than nice, she realized as
Darío
moved a hand to her face.

He was going to kiss her! The thought literally made her toes curl and the straps of her sandals dug into the tops of her feet. God, she wished she had a mint.

His hand drew nearer. She could see it clearly from the streetlight. A strong, calloused hand, the indentation of the tape he’d worn earlier still evident. This one much lighter than the one still resting on the steering wheel due to wearing a golf glove so much of the time. She followed the hand down
to his wrist and to his forearm. His shirtsleeve
rolled nearly to the elbo
w gave her a clear view of that
lovely arm
. Which
she couldn’t take her eyes off of all day. The one he would surely anchor behind her neck and pull him to her for a
scorching
kiss.

But no, the hand went to her mouth, and she found she liked the thought of that even better. A little nibbling on his finger as he outlined her mouth? She and Ron had been past the point of seduction years ago.

Just a little bit more and he’d be touching her. Yes, that’s it. He brought his thumb to the corner of her mouth. But instead of the gentle caress she’d been expecting, it was a rough draw across her mouth and cheek. She then watched as he took his hand away and wiped his thumb on his pants.
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