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Chapter One
 
The smell of stale sweat slapped Gabrielle as she stepped through the

door. The mid-day heat of northern Colorado mixed with the sweat caused by
the exertion of the gym’s patrons made for an interesting aroma.
Straightening her shoulders, she remembered her reason for being here and
continued walking further into the room rather than backing out the door. No
foul smell was going to keep her from her goal.

Besides, she should have expected it. This was not a spandex and neon
lights type of gym. Here the patrons didn’t care what they looked like while
they jumped rope, sparred in a makeshift boxing ring, or took out their
frustrations on a punching bag. The people here weren’t worried about
looking good. Their focus was on training, not trying to impress anyone with
their fashion statements. That and punching the daylights out of someone, she
thought watching two men spar in the ring. She shook her head, shrugged her
shoulders and moved on.

Gabrielle knew she would never understand boxing. Honestly, she didn’t
care to, but that wasn’t why she was here. A friend had recommended
someone who was possibly working out here. She had said he possessed the
skills she desperately needed.

Knowing she looked out of place in her feminine, but professional attire,
Gabrielle didn’t take offense at the stares or eye rolls she received. She met
each one dead on with a friendly smile before moving on to the next. Not one
of them matched the picture a friend had sent her after they had discussed her
restaurant troubles. She continued scanning the room as she made her way
around the ring.

She spotted him.



On the far side of the room, apparently oblivious to her entrance or the
distraction it had caused stood Theo DeLeon pounding his fists into a large
hanging bag. His name fit him. Her friend said the other prisoners dubbed
him the Lion partly for his disposition and unruly mane of brown hair, but
mostly for his strength.

He had killed a man with one punch.
Remembering that, Gabrielle shivered despite the heat caused by the

September sun pouring through the second story windows. Watching him
pummel the bag she had no doubt it was true. The power behind each punch
he threw made the bag swing. She noticed other men working on similar bags
didn’t have the same effect with their punches. She shivered again.

Okay, enough with being a ninny, go talk to him.
She started walking toward him and tugging the front of her jacket as she

thought to herself that Yeti would have been another good nickname for him,
the man was enormous. Then again, any man over five ten seemed tall to her,
and this man was well over that. He also had plenty of muscle filling out his
frame. Figuratively, shaking her head at herself for taking inventory of the
man’s assets, she stopped several feet away from him. Knowing she was in his
peripheral vision, Gabrielle decided not to interrupt, but wait for him to
acknowledge her.

He didn’t.
In fact, the way he slammed his fists repeatedly into the huge bag in a

series of mind-numbing blows, Gabrielle was positive he knew of her
presence. She was just as sure he didn’t want her to know. The seriousness of
her situation wouldn’t allow her to back down. When he moved to put his
back to her, she sidestepped him so she was once again in his line of sight.
His continued dismissive attitude irritated her.

“I need your help.”
Without so much as a glance, he moved to another bag.
Undeterred, Gabrielle followed. She watched him attack the new bag,

making it swing at an amazing speed. His movements were fluid, not halting
and stiff. His gaze never left the bobbing sphere in front of him as his taped
fists rolled over and over each other in a hypnotic rhythm that momentarily
mesmerized her. After a mental shake to refocus her thoughts, Gabrielle
tried to engage him again.

“You can ignore me all day, but I won’t leave. I’m desperate and patient. A
dangerous combination.”

For the first time since she had spotted him, his fist missed its target. He
ducked his head aside a split second before the bag would have hit him. Then



he continued moving as if he had planned the move the entire time. It gave
Gabrielle a short-lived zing of triumph.

“I was told you have certain skills.”
His head gave a slight shake as a low growl emerged from him. When he

clutched the bag, stopping its movement, his gaze cut quickly to her.
“Skills?” The one word came out of his mouth hard and dry before he

dismissed her again and resumed his assault on the bag.
The one word grated along Gabrielle’s nerves. Doubts crowded her mind.

What had she been thinking? This was the man she wanted running her
kitchen? He had worse social skills than her current chef did, and that was
saying a lot. Of course, since Theo had been in prison for the past three years,
she might consider giving him a break for his lack of social skills. Shoving
her hands in her jacket pockets, she stood her ground.

“A friend recommended you,” she said. He didn’t miss a beat, but she did
notice one corner of his mouth kick up just a bit.

“Now I know you’ve made a mistake. I don’t have any friends.”
“Alright, a mutual acquaintance.” The way he shook his head irritated her.
“I doubt we run in the same circles, lady. This doesn’t look like your kind

of hangout,” he said, giving the bag a final punch, then turning to face her. “I
live here. I can’t imagine anyone we would both know, so what exactly do you
want?” He stepped away from the bag and grabbed a towel from a nearby
bench.

Inwardly, Gabrielle cringed at his harsh tone. On the outside, she was
confident she appeared unruffled by his rude overbearing attitude. She
figured that fact grated on his nerves by the way his eyes narrowed before he
scrubbed the towel over his face. Still, he wasn’t the first person she’d
encountered who was angry at the world. Being the daughter of a preacher,
she’d seen her share of world-weary souls. She wasn’t even afraid when his
brown eyes focused on her, or when she noticed the obviously old scars criss-
crossing his chest.

When faced with anger and belligerence, offer compassion and patience.
That was her pastor father’s philosophy. In typical pastor kid style, Gabrielle
preferred a tad harsher sounding version. Kill them with kindness.

She watched as he pulled the towel around his neck and held each end in a
tight grip. His eyes cut a sideways glance to the right when the sound of
shuffling feet and fists pounding a nearby bag stopped. The person must have
understood the silent warning because the noise quickly resumed. She almost
laughed at how easily the large man working the bag had been frightened.
Then again, Theo DeLeon’s face was set in a hard angry expression. She



needed to soften him up a little.
Extending her hand toward him, she smiled. “I’m sorry. I should have

introduced myself first. Gabrielle. Gabrielle James. I own the Silver Lining
restaurant two blocks over.”

He stared at her hand as if it was the proverbial serpent preparing to take
a bite of him. After a moment, one of his hands released its hold on the towel
around his neck and closed over hers. Gabrielle felt like the serpent took a
bite of her now. Her hand disappeared in his much larger one and the area
where his skin wasn’t covered with tape was hot. She prayed he wouldn’t feel
how her pulse had kicked into high gear.

“DeLeon,” he said.
The hard stare he aimed directly into her eyes told her the prayer hadn’t

worked. He probably thought it meant she was afraid of him. But, despite his
prison record and his size, she wasn’t afraid. She almost laughed when the
logical side of her brain said she should be.

Theo DeLeon was the most physically threatening man she’d ever met. He
was also the most tempting, and that included her Gentleman’s Quarterly ex-
husband. Theo was the extra large slice of Decadent Chocolate Fudge Cake
on her menu, with a cherry on top. Not that she was interested in him for that
reason. She didn’t have time for such things. Besides, once she got close
enough to him, she could see the loss in his eyes. He was different from other
men she’d known who came out of prison. Most were angry and bitter, or the
complete opposite, so thrilled to be free again they couldn’t contain their joy.
Theo’s eyes were sad, empty as if he’d closed himself off rather than chance
living again. She knew the feeling, but it tore at her heart to see someone
else hurt that way.

When she realized how long she’d held his hand, she smiled awkwardly
and released it. Her current circumstances required she focus on her own
needs for a change. If she helped him in the process that would simply be an
added bonus. Right now though, her livelihood and the success of her
restaurant were at stake.

“Have I been misinformed, Mr. DeLeon? Have you already found a job?”
She closed her eyes for just a second. “Please tell me you’re not working at
the Raging Inferno.”

“Raging Inferno?”
Hope bloomed anew in her chest. “The restaurant and club downtown on

Main Street?”
“Lady, Ms. James.” Gabrielle gave him points for correcting himself

though he didn’t seem happy about it. “For your information, most ex-cons



can’t afford to eat at fancy restaurants. I haven’t been inside one for years.”
Gabrielle didn’t shrink away when he emphasized ex-cons. He was

obviously trying to chase her away, but it wouldn’t work. She hadn’t lied
about being desperate. “But you have worked in them.”

“Not in quite a while.”
“Well, no, I understand that, but before.”
“Yes.”
“And in, uh, um--”
“Prison?”
Gabrielle couldn’t believe she was so tongue-tied. She could do this.

Squaring her shoulders, she nodded. “Yes, when you were in prison, you
cooked as well.”

A bark of laughter escaped his lips. “If that’s what you call what we slung
together for guys who didn’t care what they ate, yeah. I cooked there too.”

She heard the derision in his tone. It must have been horrible for a chef of
his caliber. Her friend had told her about some of the other places he had
worked. They were mostly high-end restaurants.

“I understand that, but I was told the warden sometimes had you cater
meetings for him. I doubt you were slinging things together then.”

The way his fists tightened their grip on the towel, she knew she’d hit a
nerve.

His eyes regarded her intently. “You expect me to believe you came here
looking for a cook? I’m sure there are better ways to find one of the
probably hundreds of people willing to take that job. Like, put an ad in the
paper. So, I ask again, what is it you really want?”

“Let me buy you lunch and I’ll explain.”
“Why don’t you explain right here?”
Gabrielle wanted to close her eyes, count to twenty, and take a deep

breath before her patience, which she had lied about having, totally
disappeared and she lost this chance. Closing her eyes was out of the
question. This man would take that as a signal of defeat and walk away. His
ever-changing gray eyes dared her to give up and do just that. Gabrielle
hadn’t passed on a dare since third grade when a classmate dared her to eat a
bug and with the survival of her restaurant depending on this surly giant, she
certainly wasn’t going to start now. However, she did take a deep breath.

“Because it’s almost lunch time and I need to eat. When I miss a meal, I
get cranky. Believe me it is not a pretty sight.” It wasn’t exactly the truth, but
it wasn’t a lie either. He didn’t need to know that when her blood sugar got
low she tended to make impulsive, sometimes reckless decisions. This was



definitely not a time for dull brain cells.
“Cranky,” Theo said.
Gabrielle nodded but said nothing more. She waited anxiously for his

acquiescence. She’d done her research on him after talking to her friend last
night. He was exactly what she needed, a skilled chef with a reputation for
working well with other staff. Though he was currently acting like a wild lion
with his fractious attitude, she could handle it. She had to. Her restaurant
depended on it. When he shrugged, Gabrielle’s knees wobbled with relief.

“Who am I to turn down a free meal? Tell me where and I’ll meet you in
say twenty minutes.”

“How about my restaurant? It’s just a couple of blocks from here. That
way I can take care of some other business, while I wait for you.” She pulled a
card from her pocket and held it out to him.

He took the card and turned without another word.
As he walked to the locker room, Gabrielle’s breath whooshed out of her

lungs. Another petal of hope bloomed inside her. The worst part was over.
She had his attention. Now she just had to figure out how to get him to trust
her. No problem. Ex-cons trusted complete strangers all the time. The petal
of hope she'd felt a moment earlier withered a little with the thought.

 

# # #
 

Theo walked away from the Peach Lady with practiced nonchalance. He
didn’t want anyone to know his business. Granted, at the moment, he didn’t
know exactly what kind of business she wanted to discuss, but that didn’t
change his need for privacy. When you lose your right to privacy, regaining
it becomes extremely important. He knew everyone had thought him
unaware of the woman when she walked in as he’d watched their reactions to
her. Contrary to their thoughts, he had been very aware.

The moment she crossed the threshold the entire atmosphere of the gym
changed. She couldn’t have been more out of her element. Most of the people
in the gym were sweating like pigs and smelling worse. Her silhouette
looked as fresh as the Georgia peaches he had cooked with in Atlanta before
going to prison. When she had walked closer, he had learned she also smelled
as sweet.

 


