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CHAPTER 1
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OPHELIA



“Ophelia! Did you hear me?”

“I—what?” Shaking myself from a daydream, my lashes fluttered as Sally—my supervisor—came back into focus.

A small, crooked smile curved her lips to one side. “Off in fairy land again.”

“No. At the Grammys, actually,” I mumbled, but she heard me.

Loud and sudden laughter filled the air, her ruddy cheeks sharp beneath tired yet twinkling eyes. “Goodness gracious. Fancy yourself the next Queen Bee, do you?” Her laughter redoubled and she wiped at her eyes. “Well, when you’re finished with the red carpet, Beyoncé, could you bring those bags with you on your way out?”

I glanced to where she’d gestured and found black bin bags, wrinkling my nose at the unpleasant smell wafting from them and irked that the morning-shift hadn’t already moved them to the bin.

As a maid at one of Dublin’s most prestigious five-star hotels, I earned €9.80 an hour and I spent most of my wages on rent. There wasn’t much left over for luxury, but my dreams kept me going. While I changed beds, cleaned toilets, and vacuumed—heck, even while I lie in my bottom bunk each night, my bed mate snoring overhead—I’d imagine myself somewhere else, usually fabulous, and usually completely ridiculous. For example, this evening as I clocked off from my shift for the night, in my head I was walking on stage to accept my Grammy.

This is so unexpected. Never in a million years did I think I’d be standing here in front of you all…

I’d be gracious and humble as I took my award then re-joined my husband, Henry Cavill, who sat in the audience. He’d spend the evening gazing at me lovingly, then we’d go home to our million-dollar penthouse and make love on our 1000 thread count Egyptian cotton sheets.

Okay, so I was more likely to be the one washing those sheets, but I’d rather live in my fantasies these days than do just about anything else. At least in my fantasies my hefty, long blonde hair was in something other than a bun or a single, plain braid.

Speaking of which, I need a haircut.

“Ophelia? The bags?” my supervisor prompted me again, not ungently. Sally wasn’t a bad sort, always quick with a laugh and mostly fair—except when it came to the day-shift supervisor who I suspected she was sweet on.

“Sure, no problem,” I answered. “I just wish the day-shift took out their rubbish. Wouldn’t that be nice? Just once?”

“Aye, and that’s a good, solid wish. Me mam always told me, be careful what you wish for on Christmas. It might just come true.”

Lugging the bags out the staff entrance, I nodded to Sally as I passed and tossed them in the giant container behind the building, which smelled even worse.

“Thanks so much, love.” Her voice said from behind me and I heard the sound of the locks clicking into place.

I turned, dusting my hands off on my jeans. “Well, if there’s nothing else, I ‘spose I’ll be going.”

“Course.” Sally nodded briskly, shivering and glancing up at the starry sky. “Snow in the forecast. Take care and stay warm.”

“You too, Sally.”

She turned and called over her shoulder, “And merry Christmas. Can’t forget about that.”

“Merry Christmas!” I called back, watching her until she turned the corner and disappeared. I headed out onto the street, burying my face in my scarf to fend off the cold. My breath was visible in the icy temperature as I sang softly to myself, the soles of my rubber boots almost silent on the pavement.

Across the way was St. Stephen’s Green, the streetlights casting shadows on the greenery of the park. Further down, the Christmas lights that adorned the shops and restaurants at the top of Grafton Street appeared, twinkling in all their festive glory. The area was still a hive of activity, even at this hour. Some were hurrying to buy last minute gifts, while others socialized in bars with friends and loved ones. It was the exact opposite of tomorrow, Christmas Day, when everything would be closed, the streets of Dublin empty and quiet, like the opening scene to a post-apocalyptic zombie movie.

When I reached the bus stop, I groaned. The screen said it was an hour until the next bus. I had no other choice but to wait. Thinking I’d be warmer if I kept walking, I decided to take a stroll to kill the time.

Working the late shift on Christmas Eve wasn’t so bad when you had no one waiting for you at home. More or less just another late night in Dublin, except the streets were more festive. The weather was cold and the forecast had threatened snow, but the interior of the eateries shone brightly like beacons. Taking my time, I felt like Charlie Bucket peering in the windows at all the smartly dressed people merrily enjoying food and drinks. They all seemed so happy, so together, and I struggled for a moment to fit myself inside the pictures I kept passing, but I couldn’t. My imagination failed me and it drew a sharp contrast to how alone I was.

This was my first Christmas without Gran. Even though it had always been just the two of us, we still felt like a complete family. I guess that was the risk of only having one person, if you lost them, you were on your own.

Plus, she’d given me my love of music and singing, teaching me the words to traditional Irish songs from a young age, encouraging me to lift my voice and sing acappella for her friends at the pub.

Lately, I’d started to go inside little hole in the wall pubs, the ones without music, where old men sat quietly sipping on pints. In places like that people listened, but they didn’t stare at you or make a fuss. I wanted their ears, not their eyes.

Singing was my true passion. Sometimes I’d take to Grafton Street late at night, throw a hat on the ground and sing song after song. Often, I made more money from an hour of busking than I did from a full day cleaning at the hotel. The trouble was I was constantly battling stage fright, especially during the day. It was too bright, with too many people paying attention. At night there was the safety of darkness. Most of the people passing by were drunk, and I was far more comfortable with drunk people than sober ones. They were more easily pleased. . .

I passed another restaurant, then another, the sound of laughter chasing my steps. Rubbing the ache in my chest, I stopped at the end of the street, heaving a watery sigh, and feeling like the cold had stiffened more than just my bones.

On instinct I stepped inside a small pub, mostly to get out of the cold and away from the sound of Christmas Eve festivities. It seemed like a typical, garden variety place, dimly lit and smelling of ale, a long wooden bar, haphazard tables and stools tucked into nooks and crannies, ephemera from the last hundred years decorating the walls, and a sparse smattering of patrons nursing their pints.

But as I stood by the end of the bar and looked without really seeing my surroundings, I felt a song stir within me, clogging my throat as I battled with the compulsion to let it out. Maybe it was because I was so tired, or maybe it was simply because I missed my gran on Christmas and wanted—just for a moment—to feel close to her again, but I closed my eyes and let my voice take over.

I sat within the valley green

I sat me with my true love.

My sad heart strove the two between

The old love and the new love…

The loneliness and melancholy left my body as I sang. It sat on the surface of the lyrics, an invisible passenger flowing out into the room for whoever was there to listen. I took the loss expressed in the song and melded it with my own.

While sad I kissed away her tears

My fond arms round her flinging.

The foe man's shot burst on our ears

From out the wildwood ringing.

A bullet pierced my true love's side

In life's young spring so early.

And on my breast in blood she died

While soft winds shook the barley.

I fell silent, the last note ringing through the silence and through me. And then a few people clapped, bringing me back to the present. Exhaling heavily, I felt the familiar catharsis, the release, and with it also came peace. The feelings built up inside me until I had no other choice but to let them out through song.

And now it was done, I turned to leave. But the barman called, “Hey, young one. What’s your poison?”

I glanced at him. “Beg your pardon?”

“A performance like that deserves a free drink,” he said with a kind smile, motioning me over to where he stood at the end of the bar, both hands flat on the surface. His grey beard made me think of Santa Claus.

“Guinness,” I said, drifting closer and finally pulling out a stool to sit. It was Gran’s favorite. I didn’t drink often, mostly because I couldn’t afford to, but the taste of stout always reminded me of her.

“You’ve a beautiful singing voice,” the barman said like it was a fact, placing a glass down in front of me. “Merry Christmas.”

“Thank you,” I whispered.

He nodded then went to serve another customer, not realizing how much the small kindness meant to me. I felt a tear try to push its way out, but I sniffed it back. The last thing anyone needed was the sorry sight of me crying into my pint.

Out of the corner of my eye I caught movement and my gaze flickered up. A man had approached and I did a double-take. He looked almost exactly like that actor who played Luke Cage on Netflix’s Marvel superhero show of the same name. Except—I noted, studying him as he lowered onto the stool next to mine—he wasn’t as broad. But he was tall and handsome and had presence.

“What’s it called?” he asked, like we were in the middle of a conversation, his alluring brown eyes warm and interested.

And I realized I was staring.

Tearing my eyes away, I blinked several times and cleared my throat before I could find my voice. “What’s what called?”

“The song,” he said softly.

I frowned, staring now at a scratch on the surface of the gleaming wood bar. “You’ve never heard “The Wind That Shakes The Barley” before?”

The bartender returned with my Guinness, setting it down in front of me, a nice, proper inch of frothy head capping the dark stout. I nodded my thanks and the older man was off again.

Meanwhile, the movie star lookalike at my elbow said nothing. I gave into the urge to look at him again and discovered not only was he just as insanely handsome as I’d thought, but he was studying me unabashedly, his lips curving into a small smile as our gazes met. “Unless you can’t tell—” his smile spread, showing me a scant bit of perfect, white teeth “—I’m not from around here.”

I could definitely tell. For one, there was the accent, and for two, he held himself in a confident way that screamed worldly. This pub wasn’t his local, that was for sure.

“American?” I asked, lifting my glass.

He nodded, tracking the progress of my pint as I took a sip. “New York. I’m here for work, but I leave tomorrow.”

I arched an eyebrow. “Tomorrow? You plan to leave on Christmas?”

“Yes.”

“Doing some sightseeing? Everything will be closed.”

“No,” he said easily. He leaned his elbow on the bar, like he was settling in for a while, and continued his perusal of me. “I’m flying home.”

Now I squinted at him, because his words made no sense. “How are you going to manage that?”

His smile returned and he said gently, “Well, see now, there are these contraptions called airplanes. And when—”

“No.” I laughed, shaking my head at his teasing. And then I continued shaking my head at the strangeness of this situation—sitting in a bar, on Christmas Eve, being teased by a Luke Cage look-alike. Maybe I’m in one of my dreams? DON’T WAKE UP!

“I mean, there are no flights in or out of Dublin on Christmas day,” I explained, turning to face him more completely. “There never have been. I hope someone hasn’t sold you a bridge in Brooklyn.”

“Ah. I see.” Now he blinked, his eyes cutting away and turning inward. “I-uh-well . . .” the mystery man’s head moved back and forth, like he was thinking things over, debating what to say. “I am flying out tomorrow, but not from Dublin Airport.” Abruptly, he frowned, and seemed to give himself a little shake before lifting his eyes to mine again.

He watched me, and I watched him, and my stomach gave a little flutter. So I think I can be forgiven for speaking without checking with my brain, saying, “Like a bird.”

“Pardon?”

“You. You’re a bird, flying with no plane.” For reasons unknown, I waved my hand in front of us and then, because some very intelligent part of my brain was now paying attention, I stopped myself from speaking further by gulping my Guinness. While I gulped, I searched for a harmless topic to discuss, half expecting him to excuse himself and leave me to my bird-accusations.

But he didn’t move. When I set my beer down—now half gone—I glanced at him. Again he was watching me, his eyes still warm and interested.

Huh.

“Do you—” he started.

“And how have—” I began.

We both stopped at the same time, sharing a small smile and a chuckle. My goodness, he really was excessively handsome, especially when he chuckled. His smile plus the low, deep timbre of the sound had that flutter in my stomach growing more pronounced.

He gestured to me and said, “Please. You first.”

“I was just going to ask, how have you liked your stay?”

“Dublin’s a great city, but this wasn’t my first visit.” He scratched his chin. “I have some friends here, so I travel back and forth a lot.”

“A jet setter then.”

His smile deepened, persisted, and my breath caught just above my rib cage.

Yeah. This is definitely a dream.

“I get around. I’m Broderick, by the way.” He held out his hand, his gaze seeming to grow more searching, like the revelation of his name might mean something to me.

My gaze dropped to his hand and I looked at it for a moment, then finally shook with him. “A fancy name for a fancy lad,” I said, unable to ignore the warm slide of his palm against mine, and how warm and solid he felt. “I’m Ophelia. It’s nice to meet you.”

“A pretty name for a pretty voice.” He continued holding my hand, not shaking it, but not letting it go either. “And it’s nice to meet you, too.”

“You liked the song?”

“It gave me chills.” His voice dropped to almost a whisper, the smile dropping from his face, replaced with a rough kind of sincerity that gave me a shiver.

I looked away, flushing slightly, and he immediately released my hand, allowing me to turn back to the bar. I wasn’t used to compliments, not from strangers, and most definitely not from random, jet-setting, sophisticated men. Then again, I rarely stuck around long enough after performing a song for people to tell me whether or not they liked it.

“Do you sing professionally?”

“It’s just a hobby.”

“A hobby.” He sounded disbelieving.

I wiped my thumb through the condensation at the base of my pint and blurted, “No. Actually, more like a compulsion.”

“A compulsion to sing?” Now he sounded intrigued.

“If I don’t—” I lifted my hands, motioning to my chest. “I can’t seem to breathe, and it weighs on me, like wearing a hundred coats. It’s a heaviness, a burden, but also like a blockage. I get all backed up.” I paused to laugh, wrinkling my nose at myself and all this oversharing. Maybe it was the beer. “Sorry.” I peered at him. “That sounds disgusting.”

“No, I get it.” He leaned closer, his expression intent and earnest, both easing and arresting a knot in my chest. “I don’t sing but I love music. I love listening to it, being around it. It feeds my soul.”

Again, we shared a stare, and a moment of quiet passed. Where had this man come from? He talked like he was in a movie. I’d never met anyone like him before. Maybe it was an American thing. He expressed himself so openly, without any self-consciousness or self-deprecation. And the way he looked at me, like he knew me, or was waiting for me to recognize him, it was all very . . . unnerving.

“Anyway,” he went on when I didn’t speak, leaning away now as though coming back to himself. “I just wanted to tell you that I enjoyed your song and I think you’re very talented.”

I blew out a breath. “That’s very kind of you but there are plenty singers out there with much better voices than me.” Ugh, what was wrong with me? Why couldn’t I just take the compliment?

“It’s not just about your voice,” Broderick countered. “The greatest singers aren’t always the best artists. The world is full of singers, but true artists are few and far between. The ability to connect with an audience, convey emotion, make the world feel the words—and more than just the meaning behind them, but live the experience—that’s what sets them apart. When you sang, I felt your loss. I felt the magnitude of it from twenty feet away. It moved me.”

His gaze dropped and he placed his feet on the ground like he planned to stand and walk away. A jolt of panic—that this man who seemed to truly understand how I felt about music might just disappear—sent a flare of heat climbing up my neck to my chin and cheeks and nose.

Before I quite understood the intent of my instincts, I stood first, jumping to my feet and stammering, “Thank you. It’s good to hear I’m doing something right. Here, as a thank you, let me buy you a drink.” Feeling oddly breathless, I lifted my finger in the air, attempting to get the attention of the bartender. I didn’t have money to be spending on drinks at pubs, but this was the first time in a long time that reality had come close to being as enjoyable as one of my daydreams. I desperately wanted the moment to last.

“If anyone should be buying someone a drink, it should be me.” Broderick covered my upraised hand and smoothly lowered it to the bar, like it was the most natural thing in the world. Normally, I’d get freaked out if a stranger initiated touch so quickly, but Broderick was strikingly genuine. I got zero creepy vibes.

Bringing my attention back to him, his fingers slid away. “But it’s late, and I imagine you have someplace to be.”

I sat back on the stool, content for now that he didn’t seem inclined to imminently depart. My relief had me speaking without thinking. “Actually, no. I have no place to be.”

He frowned at that, a flicker of confusion—or maybe concern?—behind his gaze. “Really? Nowhere to be on Christmas Eve?”

A light laugh slipped past my lips and I shrugged, picking up a cardboard coaster, fiddling with the edges, and feeling suddenly self-conscious. And silly. Maybe I should’ve let him leave. What are you doing? Go home. Get some sleep. This is a dream, and dreams never last.

A few seconds ticked past while I wracked my brain for some topic that would get us back on track.

But then, Broderick asked, “Do you ever perform on stage?”

I shook my head, relieved for the subject change. “Dark little pubs are about as far as my confidence will allow when it comes to performing.” I peeked at him again, and then rolled my eyes at myself and explained, “I have stage fright.”

He didn’t seem surprised to hear this, taking it in stride. “I’ve known a few people with stage fright. It can be overcome if you work on it.”

“Maybe,” I replied, unsettled by his scrutiny as I took another sip from my pint. I wasn’t used to talking about my singing like it was something I could actually do instead of cleaning hotel rooms for a living. It made me feel both weirdly scared and excited.

And yet, I didn’t want to allow myself to get my hopes up. Sure, I daydreamed, but there was still a logical part of me that knew that’s all it was. A dream. It would never be real.

I stared at the bottles on the shelves behind the bar and sensed Broderick studying my profile. Something about his attention now made the hairs on my neck stand on end. The earlier faint flutter in my stomach became a buzz. It seemed like a long time since anyone really looked at me.

“So, what do you call that type of song anyway?” he asked, once more breaking the quiet with his easy manner.

“It’s a traditional Irish ballad. My gran taught me lots of them. She used to sing, too, before she passed. If you think I’m good you should’ve heard her. There wasn’t a dry eye in the house when she sang.” I wanted to look at him again, so I did.

“I wish I could’ve heard her,” he said, sounding and looking sincere.

I nodded, swallowing thickly.

Broderick’s eyebrows drew together. I could tell he perceived there was something off with me. “I can leave if I’m bothering you,” he said. “Sometimes I just get so excited when I hear new music—”

“No, stay,” I interrupted. “It’s not you. My gran only passed away a few months ago, so I still get a little emotional when I talk about her.”

“Oh, oh.” He frowned, his handsome eyes turning sad. “I’m sorry to hear that, Ophelia.”

I liked the way he said my name, the way his accent sounded out the syllables. I felt him looking at me again, but I tried my best not to make eye contact because there was something really empathetic about him. He had those soulful brown eyes that could just look at you a certain way and pull all your suppressed feelings to the surface. Then before you knew it you were crying your eyes out in front of a stranger.

“It’s okay,” I whispered. “Gran raised me, so I just miss her a lot.” He didn’t speak, but instead reached out and put his hand on mine again. Like before, it felt so natural and genuine, it didn’t even occur to me to withdraw. “Gran used to make Christmas special,” I went on. “Now I feel so lost without her. I feel like everyone has somewhere to go except me.”

“That’s not true. There are others with no place to go.”

I knew he meant himself, so I asked, “What about your friends? They didn’t invite you over?”

“They did.” His smile made another appearance. “But I wasn’t in the mood to make small talk with strangers at their family Christmas. I couldn’t even get a reservation at a nice restaurant because I left it until the last minute. And even if I had gotten one, I would’ve been the sad dude in the corner dining alone.”

I laughed quietly. “Okay, so I’m not the only one. But it still sucks to be alone.”

Broderick nudged me with his elbow, lifting an eyebrow. “Hey. I’m not the ghost of Christmas past. You’re not alone.”

Feeling my smile persist, some reflex had me nudging him back. “Well then, neither are you.”


CHAPTER 2
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BRODERICK



“Here it is.” Ophelia moved her arm in a sweeping motion. “This is St. Stephen's Green.”

I looked at the grassy lawn—or what I could see of it—and the gravel path. “Wow.”

“Yes.”

“It’s green.”

“Very.”

“Even in the dark, in the middle of winter, it’s green.”

“Indeed.”

“Impressive.” I inspected Ophelia’s profile, adding, “And aptly named,” completely deadpan. She fought a smile. She’d been fighting smiles during most of our adventure this evening and she hadn’t laughed since we’d left the pub.

Finishing her beer with the world’s smallest sips, she’d offered to take me on a tour of her city after I admitted that I’d never gone sightseeing during any of my visits. I know, lame.

Presently, it was cold and dark. I was legit a complete stranger to her and we were arguably the only sober people on the streets of Dublin with the exception of the guitarist busking across from the park—whoever it was, from what I could hear they were good. She didn’t seem at all put off by the fact that I was a stranger, but she hadn’t allowed herself a full smile either.

Interesting. I wondered if she was nervous.

This woman with sad eyes had a grin that reminded me of sunlight peeking through rain clouds, and a laugh just as melodic and alluring as her singing voice. I was not deterred. I would ease her fears. Oh yes, I would make her laugh. Before the night was over, I would have her gasping for air, even if I had to resort to stories about my Aunt Clara’s potato salad.

“I applaud the name, Saint Stephen’s Green.” I turned to face her. “And, come to think of it, I like it when places are named literally, reflecting the location.”

She quirked an eyebrow, stuffing her hands in her pockets. “Why?”

“Then there are no surprises. Take Central Park in New York. No surprises there. You know what to expect and it delivers on both its centralness and its parkness.”

A small smile hooked her mouth to the side and I looked at her lips. They were nice lips, pink, full, a little pouty, and white puffs of air paired with her words as she spoke, “Yes. Sometimes the name can promise one thing, but reality is very different.”

“Like where? Give me an example.”

“Like . . .” she glanced over my shoulder as she thought it over, which meant I could study her pretty face. Intelligent eyes beneath dark lashes, oval face, pink cheeks, tendrils of blonde, curly hair peeking out from beneath her knit hat and framing her face. Yep. No denying it. She’s extremely pretty.

I’d noticed in the pub, she was the kind of pretty that was impossible to ignore. But the richness and emotive quality to her voice, and the palpable sadness she carried, had eclipsed any thoughts of her attractiveness at the time.

“Like Brussels.” She focused on me again, lifting her shoulders, bringing me back to the present. “Where are the brussels sprouts? If you go to a place called Brussels, I would think it should be covered in brussels sprouts. Right?”

What a goof.

“Have you been to Brussels?” I wasn’t going to fight my smile, it felt too good and her accent was fucking adorable. ‘Think’ was ‘tink’ and I wanted her to hear her ‘toughts’ all night.

Ophelia turned her head slightly, eyes narrowing. “No. But I’ve seen pictures, and nary a brussels sprout in sight. False advertising if you ask me.”

Grinning at her goofiness, I decided once and for all she had no idea who I was. Or, if she did know, she didn’t care. I couldn’t remember the last time I spent any time with someone who didn’t know me as Broderick Addams, record producer to rock stars and pop royalty rather than just Broderick, some dude.

It was nice to be just some dude again. Really nice.

“Anyways.” Ophelia turned slowly, her steps unhurried as she walked along the periphery of the park, inviting me to join with the tilt of her head. “I know where I’m taking you next, but we don’t have much time.”

Catching up to her, I let my arm brush against her shoulder. Her shoulder then brushed against my arm, and this was my version of acting irresponsibly. Other than our initial handshake, every touch thereafter had been way out of my norm. I wasn’t big on initiating contact, especially not with women—any woman—I’d just met. Growing up in Mississippi, I’d lost my accent, but I’d never lost my awareness of where I’d come from and what I looked like.

The world saw me as a big, scary black man. Meanwhile, here I am, shopping on Pottery Barn for faux fur bathrobes and table linens. There were few things I enjoyed more in life than a beautifully set table. Add candles and a centerpiece and I was in heaven. I will sit at a table and eat shitty food if there’s a silver napkin ring, no lie. Don’t get me started on Martha Stewart Living, domestic porn at its finest.

“Where are you taking me?” I asked, not moving away from the subtle warmth of her body. In fact, I swayed closer, my arm brushing her shoulder again. I should’ve stepped away. I would, but not yet.

“You’ll find out when we get there.” She pulled her hand from her pocket, hesitated for a second, and then slipped her fingers into the bend of my elbow. 

Ophelia wore no gloves. She was probably cold. I didn’t want her to be cold. I covered her hand with mine. Hey, hey, hey, don’t give me that look. Just being a gentleman here.

Right.

Like every touch before, it unsettled. Yet, it also seemed perfectly natural. A lovely woman with the singing voice of a siren and a goofy sense of humor and a fucking adorable accent wanted to hold my arm and walk closer on a cold, clear night in a beautiful, ancient city? Twist my arm.

I wanted to hear her talk again, so I asked, “You’re from Dublin originally?”

“That’s right,” she said, and it sounded like, Dat’s right, where the word right had a bit more air behind it than how we Americans say the word, a cool lilt to the ‘t.’

“Have you ever wanted to live anywhere else?”

“Let’s see. . .” She placed her index finger on her chin, her lips twisting. “Maybe not live, but I’ve always wanted to go to Fiji.”

“Fiji? What’s in Fiji?”

“Gorgeous sandy beaches, warm weather, scuba diving—not that I know how—piña coladas, a hammock.” Her eyes lost focus while she told me her list, and then she laughed lightly. “I’d have to take a bath in suntan lotion, though. Otherwise I’d burn to a crisp.” The words were self-deprecating. “Yeah,” she added quietly, “maybe not Fiji.”

Her downtrodden tone made me frown. “Yes Fiji.” My firm statement drew her eyes. “You want to go to Fiji? Go to Fiji.”

Her smile a flash—there, and then hidden—she faced forward again. “Fine. Then maybe I will.”

“Good.”

“Good.” The smile crept its way back to her lips and eyes, and pretty Ophelia was suddenly gorgeous Ophelia, which had me biting back an offer to take her bikini shopping for Fiji.

The woman didn’t need any of that, and I didn’t need any complications. Truth was, I shouldn’t be with her now. I should still be in that little pub on South Anne Street, alone. I always spent Christmas alone out of choice. I never wanted to be with anyone but myself, and my thoughts, and my memories.

But there was just something about her that had drawn me in, that had made my usual choice tonight seem lonely instead of merely solitary.

“How about you?”

“Uh . . .” I frowned. “How about me, what?”

“If you could go anywhere, where would you go?”

The past.

I breathed a laugh, stopping a bitter smile. “Oh, I don’t know.” My eyes moved from the twinkling Christmas lights lining the park to the man playing the guitar now just a hundred yards or so away, surrounded by a decent sized group of spectators despite the lateness of the hour. “I’ve always wanted to ride the Orient Express.”

“Ha! Wouldn’t that be something?” Her arm squeezed mine and she skipped once, twisting to face me, our arms still linked. “What a glorious idea. I wonder if they run during Christmas.”

“They do.” I’d never taken it, never had the occasion, but I’d looked it up.

Trains were my favorite mode of transportation. First class dining cars set the best tables. Picturesque. Dark wood, Turkish rugs, white linen tablecloths, crystal, silver, and napkins folded like swans. Problem was, solo train travel was like watching a baseball game alone. Half the fun is the talking about it.

Ophelia’s quiet laughter had me looking at her. “What? What is it?” I’d finally made her laugh and I had no idea why.

“Oh, nothing.” She shook her head, laughing again. “I was just thinking, if we were in a movie, this would be the part of the tale where you’d suggest—if we’re both alone next Christmas—we meet on the Orient Express.”

“Or you could suggest it.” What was that? Why did I sound like that? My voice was all deep. Like, Barry White deep.

“Ha-ha.” She rolled her eyes, using our linked arms to tug me forward while whispering, “Hey, let’s stop for a moment, just until he’s finished. He’s so good.”

I agreed, so I said nothing, letting Ophelia bring us to a stop toward the back of the crowd. Didn’t matter much. I was almost a half-foot taller than everyone else so I could see just fine. The thing about the Irish is that—other than their Rugby players—they’re a small people.

Take Ed Sheeran for example: big talent. Also, might be a leprechaun. And Bono, he’s fun-sized. Betcha didn’t know he’s only 5’6”. This guy, the one who was playing now, also looked like he was about 5’6”. . .

I stiffened, finally recognizing just who was busking in the middle of the night in the middle of Dublin and exhaled a disbelieving breath along with a, “Holy shit.”

Ophelia stepped closer and I glanced at her.

She was fighting another smile, leaning in to whisper, “Right? And I think these other blokes are too drunk to realize who’s playing for them. Sodding eejits.”

There was laughter in her voice, and I also chuckled, but then stiffened again, ducking my head on instinct. If he saw me, our famous performer would definitely recognize me. I didn’t want that to happen in front of Ophelia. I was still just some dude. Maybe I’d never see Ophelia again after tonight, but we had tonight. I wasn’t ready to be Broderick Addams to her yet.

Just for tonight.

“Is this where you were going to take me?” I used her snack stature as an excuse to dip lower.

“No.” She turned wide eyes on me. “But do you want to stay and listen?”

“Nah. I can hear this guy on Spotify anytime I want.” I gestured with my head toward the sidewalk even as I turned. “Let’s get going.”

She followed and then quickly took the lead, sliding her hand down my arm to capture my fingers as we crossed the street.

“It’s just up here. Just a little bit further.”

Studying our hands, I asked, “Where are we going?”

“It’s a surprise.”

“And it’s open?”

“Yep.”

“On Christmas Eve? At midnight?”

She chuckled again, like something about my words was especially funny, sending me a look. “Oh yeah, it’s open.”

“Can you give me a hint?”

“Um.” She pressed her finger to her chin again, obviously debating how to respond. “How about, there will be singing.”

“A club?”

“Noooo.” She shivered, wrapping her arm around her middle and stepping closer to me as her teeth chattered. “Not a club.”

Without pausing to think, instinct had me wrapping an arm around her shoulders and drawing her near.

. . . What? She was cold, right? What was I supposed to do? Let her freeze to death? No. The arm around her shoulders and the bringing her body to mine was all about sharing warmth. That’s it. Anyway, she didn’t seem to mind. Ophelia snuggled against my side, her arm coming around my waist like we’d done this a hundred times.

We were strangers. It should’ve been weird. It wasn’t.

“We’re almost there.” She peered up at me, her eyes twinkling and excited as they lowered to my lips. “I think you’re going to like this.”

“You think so?” I muttered, almost adding, Well, you would know. But I didn’t, because that would be crazy (even though I thought it and my subconscious apparently believed it).

In the next moment, she was guiding me up steps and I realized as soon as the music hit my ears where we were. Well, maybe not specifically where we were. Rather, what kind of place we were in.

Sending her a look as she stepped away from my hold, she held my eyes for a long moment, dipping her fingers in water to the right of the inside door. She then crossed herself. Ophelia led me to the pew at the very back of the church, a smile teasing at her lips as she lifted her own voice to join the choir at the front in their hauntingly beautiful rendition of ‘Silent Night.’

She was right. I did like it. A lot.

Taking a moment, I glanced at our surroundings as the music filled the spaces around and within us. I was surprised by all the color, especially along the upper walls. Vibrant, giant frescoes in high contrast had been painted beneath arching windows. The ceiling was white or beige, impossible to tell without daylight, and green vines had been painted between the rafters, reaching from the back of the church to the alter.

Visually, it was louder, the art less muted but no less ostentatious than the Catholic churches I’d visited throughout Europe. But I decided I liked it better than St. Peter’s gold gilt, pastels, and white marble.

After ‘Silent Night’ came ‘Noel,’ then a hymn I’d never heard before.

Sliding my arm around Ophelia’s waist, I bent to her ear and whispered, “What song is this?”

“‘In the Bleak Midwinter,’” she whispered back, and I didn’t miss the way she leaned into me, staying put instead of shifting away after answering my question.

I also didn’t say what was on my mind, which was something like, Of course the Irish have a Christmas carole with the word ‘bleak’ in it. Nor did I sing. Singing was not one of my gifts to give. Instead, I listened to the choir, to the church goers surrounding us at midnight mass, to the gentle organ accompaniment. But mostly, I listened to the powerful voice—in every way a voice could be powerful—next to me and tried to anchor myself.

I couldn’t. She swept me away. The edges of reality blurred, and she was not a stranger. I knew her. We’d met before, so many times, and we were where we belonged—which was together, anywhere, but always now.

At some point the singing stopped and we sat, my arm along the back of the pew, Ophelia tucked against my side. Readings were read and still we remained close. But when the congregation stood once more, she tilted her head toward the back and mouthed, Let’s go.

Allowing her to lead me back into the night, the door closed behind us on the third Alajuela, shutting out the warmth and the song, but leaving us together, now.

Sending me a grin over her shoulder, she kept hold of my hand while climbing down the steps. “So, did you like it?”

Her voice was husky with use and I liked this new quality to it. In fact, I more than liked. It sent my blood humming to the four—or five—corners on my body, warm and thick.

I wanted her close again, so I stopped her at the bottom stairs, intending to simply tuck her under my arm again. But that’s not what I did.

Ophelia turned to face me, a questioning smile on her lips and the light of intoxicating happiness behind her green eyes. She gazed up at me, and I think she read my mind, because her grin quickly fell away.

But not the happiness. No. The happiness remained, mixing with anticipation.

Her breathing changed and she licked her lips, taking a shuffling step forward, her lashes fluttering until her stare lowered to my mouth.

My palms slid against her jaw, the soft, warm skin of her cheeks, and I tilted her head back. And I kissed her.

That feeling, that same feeling from earlier when I’d heard her sing for the first time—like my heart had been overwhelmed by a reality too big to be contained—arrested me. She was hot—her lips, her tongue—and yielding, but not uncertain.

I smoothed a hand down her side to her lower back, encouraging her to step more completely in my space. She did.

I threaded my fingers into her hat, pushing it from her head, sifting through the tangled curls at the crown of her head while she wrapped her arms around my neck, sucking on my tongue, making me even more crazy for the taste and feel of her.

Keeping friendly company on a lonely Christmas Eve was one thing, but this was no longer anything so simple or harmless. I wanted her and I wasn’t thinking. I wanted her and, if she wanted me, the greediness within said there existed no reason we couldn’t have each other.

“Where—” I pulled away to say the word, but not for long, wanting—needing—another taste before finishing the question. “Where do you live?” I lowered my lips to her chin, jaw, neck, biting and flicking the skin with my tongue. “Are you close?”

“Yes. Very close.” Stretching to give me better access and practically climbing my body, her nails dug into my shoulders through the thick layer of my jacket. Her breath hitched, her hands grabbing frustrated fistfuls of my coat. “Please. Please come over.”

“Absolutely,” I growled against her skin, my hands sliding to her backside, pressing her more firmly against me. I wanted her to know and feel exactly what was on my mind.

Ophelia gasped again, but she didn’t pull away, instead seeking my mouth for another hot kiss, sending any of my remaining good sense packing.

It was Christmas, after all. And I’d been so, so, so good this year.

Until now.


CHAPTER 3
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OPHELIA



“So, this is where you live?” Broderick asked, looking up and down the dark street.

“Yeah, sorry, I know the area is a bit dodgy.” I dipped my head.

“Hey,” he whispered, tipping his fingers to my chin. I brought my eyes to his and his look was intense, like he was reading my mind. “Not what I meant.”

I opened my mouth to say something, but words failed me. The way he spoke made the tiny hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Being alone with him, the energy around us had built and now it felt electric. All of my senses were heightened.

“O…okay,” I finally whispered back.

It was quiet as we approached my house. It would be an understatement to say I was nervous about him seeing the place. Now that the rush of his kisses had subsided, I was starting to second guess my decision to invite him back. Fortunately, it was late and Christmas Eve, so most of my housemates would probably be in bed or off with their families. Maybe I could pretend I only shared with three or four people instead of twelve.

Broderick was silent as I scrambled in my bag for my key. I slotted it in the door and stepped inside. The aroma of too many dinners being cooked in the same kitchen immediately hit my nose. Then, the faint underlying scent of mildew. I chanced a peek at Broderick as he took it all in.

What was my plan again? Bring him back here and . . .?

Even if he didn’t notice the smell, he definitely saw the cramped hallway where an array of my housemate’s possessions were haphazardly strewn. Several bicycles leaned against the wall alongside shoes, boots, coats and all manner of personal items. The walls were painted a pale yellow, with damp spots marking the ceiling. Good thing the entryway light is broken.

Over the last few weeks my eyes had adapted to the mess, but now I was seeing it afresh through Broderick’s eyes and it gave me a weird pang of shame and embarrassment. I bet he lived in some swanky open plan apartment in Soho. Or a funky, hipster neighborhood in Brooklyn. Somewhere far removed from my own dank situation.

The kitchen light shone down the hallway and it sounded like one of my housemates had some friends over. Wonderful. Boisterous male laughter sounded and I glanced at Broderick again. His eyebrows were drawn, his lips a thin, straight line. I couldn’t decipher what he was thinking. Was he judging me? Pitying me? Trying to concoct some excuse to leave? To be honest I wouldn’t blame him.

“How many people live here?” he asked after a stretch of silence.

“A few,” I answered evasively and grabbed his hand to pull him into the living room. I gestured for him to sit but he didn’t look too keen. The sofa was old and moth-eaten, cigarette holes burned into the armrest. Empty beer cans were scattered across the coffee table, as well as some dirty cups and plates.

He probably thinks this is a crack den.

Why on earth had I invited him back here? Something came over me when he kissed me outside the church. I wanted more. I wanted one night where I could just forget about my life and lose myself in someone else, someone who lived far, far away and who I’d likely never see again. Just one night where reality and fantasy were the same.

“What constitutes a few?” Broderick went on, not letting up on his questioning. He finally sat and I stood by the coffee table, nervous. This was not going how I imagined. He stared at me, his gaze determined, not leaving me any room to change the subject.

“Twelve?” I replied, heart thumping, cheeks heating. Why was I so embarrassed? This bloke was a stranger. I didn’t have to care about his opinion of me, but for some reason I did. I cared immensely.

He blinked, and I saw the surprise flitter across his eyes before he schooled his expression. “How many bedrooms are there?”

“Three,” I answered honestly. It wasn’t like telling him the truth could do me any harm. I was a creature of interest, someone to distract him before he got on a plane and went back to whatever fancy life he led.

“That’s a lot of people for only three bedrooms,” he went on, his attention going to the chatter streaming in from the kitchen. “Are they all friends of yours from college or something?”

“No. I didn’t go to college. And we aren’t exactly friends. We all just live here. I stay out of their business and they stay out of mine.”

Broderick’s expression showed a hint of consternation. He leaned forward, elbows on his knees as he rubbed his temples. “But you know them, right? Please tell me they’re at least decent people for the sake of my sanity.”

I chewed on my lip, wanting to lie to make him feel better, but I’d told the truth so far so why stop now? “I know their names, but that’s about it.” I stared at him a moment. My answer didn’t appear to reassure him. In fact, it seemed to do the opposite.

Aaaaand now I felt defensive. Grrr. What business was it of his where I lived? We were strangers who’d decided on a whim to spend Christmas Eve together. He didn’t need to worry about me. I could be murdered in my bed tomorrow and it wouldn’t affect him one iota. “It’s all I can afford and it’s safer than sleeping on the streets, which is my only other option so…”

“Ophelia.” He said my name like I made him feel both outraged and powerless. Something about it caused an unexpected wave of emotion to rush through me.

“Don’t worry about me,” I sniffed. “I’ll be fine. This is only temporary. As soon as I have enough money saved, I’ll get a place of my own. I’ve been considering moving an hour or two away and commuting to work. The rents are much cheaper outside the capital.”

He listened to me speak and a flicker of something appeared behind his brown eyes. He opened his mouth, about to say something, when the living room door was pushed open. One of my housemates entered, bleary eyed and wobbly on his feet. He looked from me to Broderick, a can of beer in hand. I guessed he and his friends were the ones responsible for the empty cans scattered all over the living room.

“Amelia!” he said, loud and obnoxious. “Merry Christmas!”

Broderick looked to me, eyebrow raised as he mouthed, Amelia?

I shook my head, glancing at my roommate, whose name was Mikael. “It’s Ophelia, remember? And Merry Christmas to you, too. Do you know what time your friends will be leaving?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Whenever they run out of booze probably.” He flopped down on the couch next to Broderick and pulled a packet of cigarettes from his pocket, lighting one up. Mikael was far too drunk to realize how rude he was being.

“So, don’t I know you from somewhere?” he asked, turning his attention to Broderick, who appeared to be deciding whether or not to entertain the question. Before he had the chance to say anything, Mikael’s friends burst into the room, a bundle of noisy, drunken male energy.

Broderick met my gaze and we had something of a silent conversation.

Want to get out of here? His eyes asked.

Yes, please. Mine replied before I could stop them.

He stood from the couch, holding out his hand. I took it and he led me into the hallway. Mikael and company barely registered our departure. Broderick took charge, leading me up the stairs. I had a moment of panic, thinking he was going in the direction of the bedrooms to finish what we started outside the church, but then he surprised me when he said, “Pack up your things.”

My brow furrowed. “What? Why?”

“I have an apartment here.”

“You have an apartment here?”

“Uh, just one that I’ve been renting. I was supposed to stay for a few weeks, but business back home cut my visit short. The rent is already paid and I’m not going to be here so it might as well go to some use.”

I studied him, trying to figure out if I understood correctly. “Let me get this straight. You want to let me stay in your apartment for free? But you don’t even know me.”

He tilted his head, his eyes wandering from my chin to my cheeks. “I know enough.”

I lowered my gaze to the floor. “You should just get a refund. I could be anyone. I could be a maniac who’ll thrash the place and leave you footing the bill for repairs.”

He gave a low chuckle. “I’m pretty sure you aren’t a maniac, Ophelia. And besides, the rent is already paid and it’s non-refundable. So either you move in or the apartment sits empty. I know which one I’d prefer.”

I inhaled sharply. This seemed too good to be true. It seemed like one of the daydreams I’d have while scrubbing toilets and changing dirty bedsheets at the hotel. Some mysteriously handsome American stranger I meet at a bar offers me a place to live rent free. A place all to myself. I mean, there had to be a catch. But as I stared into Broderick’s bottomless, honest brown eyes all I saw was a kind gesture, human to human.

After sharing with so many other people, the prospect of being alone, truly alone, seemed like heaven. Why was he doing this? I was nobody to him. Emotion swelled within me, a mixture of gratitude and relief. A tear threatened to leak out, but I sniffed it back, my mind not quite made up.

But then he said, “Think of it like a Christmas gift. Merry Christmas.”

“Broderick—”

“Are you going to turn down a Christmas gift? Rude.”

That made me chuckle, and before I knew I was speaking, I said, “Fine. Okay then.”

“Good,” he nodded, seeming happy. Maybe it just made his conscience clear to know I was somewhere he deemed safe. The girl he met and kissed and swept off her feet for a night would be okay, for a while at least. Job done. Good deed completed.

“Now go pack,” he urged. “Make sure you don’t forget anything.”

He shooed me into my room and I made short work of stuffing my few possessions into a large duffle bag. When I re-emerged fifteen minutes later, Broderick glanced up from his phone.

“I ordered us a taxi. It should be outside in a minute or two.”

A lump formed in my throat. I still hadn’t gotten a hold over my emotions. In fact, they’d only grown worse as I’d packed and realized how little I had. There was nothing like being able to fit everything you owned in the world into a single duffle bag to make you feel small and inconsequential.

We stepped outside into the icy cold night and I felt shy all of a sudden. I could feel Broderick’s eyes on me, but he didn’t speak, didn’t ask with incredulity if one bag was all I needed to go live somewhere for several weeks. I started mentally making plans. In the morning I’d call my landlord and inform him I was moving out. That way I could save my rent money and get a better place when I had to leave Broderick’s apartment.

The lights of a car approached as the taxi pulled up outside. Broderick silently took my bag and slid the strap over his shoulder. I lowered myself into the warm car and wondered if the apartment had a bath. It was a luxury I hadn’t had in a while, since the bath at the house was always way too gross to actually use.

Broderick told the driver the address and I noted that it was in a particularly upscale part of the city. I watched the buildings go by, my attention on the window when I felt Broderick’s warm hand cover mine. I turned to him, his touch sending a spark of heat through me. Our eyes met and held a moment before I dropped my gaze, unable to handle the weird way we seemed to understand one another without needing to speak. I felt an odd connection to him from the very moment he approached me at the bar.

Like it was destiny.

I swiped away the ridiculous, errant thought.

“Here we are,” the driver announced. “That’ll be eighteen-sixty.”

Broderick paid the fare, then led me inside the building. It was a modern, newish apartment block. We took the lift up to the seventh floor then walked to the end of the long corridor. Broderick set my bag down and I looked around. The place wasn’t huge, but it might as well have been a mansion as far as I was concerned. It was clean and new and I’d be able to relax without the constant worry that one of my housemates was going to burst into the room. One thing was for sure, I was going to savor every last second of the next few weeks.

“Well, what do you think?” he asked, standing a few feet behind me.

I walked to the floor to ceiling window that led to a small balcony before turning around. “Well, obviously I’m used to some pretty high standards, but I suppose this will do,” I said, and he laughed.

“Goof.” He dropped his keys on the coffee table. “You can take the bedroom. It’s just through there. I have to leave in a couple hours anyway, so I think I’ll just power through and sleep on the plane.”

My smile fell and my chest squeezed. I hated that he had to leave so soon. I felt like I was just getting to know someone hugely important and now he was disappearing. I made a concerted effort not to let how crestfallen I felt show on my face.

“So, you never did explain to me how you’re managing to catch a flight on Christmas day.”

A faint smile touched his lips, his eyes seeming to twinkle with mischief, and he muttered, “You really don’t know who I am.”

I frowned at him. “Should I?”

He rubbed his jaw, letting out a small sigh. “No, I guess not. Not unless you’re in the music industry.”

My interest piqued. He worked in the music industry? I wanted to ask a million questions, but confusion kept my mouth shut. Plus, did it matter? I’d probably never see him again after tonight. We only had a few more hours and I didn’t want him to think I was only interested in him for his job, whatever it was.

A few seconds of quiet elapsed as we gazed at one another. It was weird, like we both liked looking at each other too much to admit how equally awkward it was standing here trading stares.

Once more, I entertained the idea of having sex with him. After all, I was beyond attracted to him and we had great chemistry. The sex would probably be fantastic. But something in me said no. The time didn’t feel right, which was absurd. If I never saw him again, now was the time!

But . . .

I’d only be lonelier if we had amazing sex and then he had to leave right after.

“Can I make a request?” he asked then, his low voice breaking the quiet.

I eyed him curiously. “What kind of request?”

“Sing for me.”

I looked around. “Sing? Here?”

“Sure,” he nodded.

Self-awareness pricked at me. It was one thing for him to hear me sing in a darkened pub, alone in a brightly lit apartment was another thing entirely. But then, he’d done something truly kind by letting me stay here and if all I could give him in return was a song then so be it.

“Um, all right. What should I sing?”

“One of your grandmother’s songs. Like the one you sang at the pub.”

I took a deep breath and meandered over to the window, no destination in mind, my back turned to him. I definitely couldn’t sing and make eye contact. That would be way too intense.

The apartment was so quiet you could hear a pin drop. I felt Broderick’s undivided attention on me. I closed my eyes and sang quietly, the first few lines of The Foggy Dew. Then, as I got further into the song my voice grew louder, filling the space. I forgot about my audience of one and allowed myself to be swept away in the story, in a time gone by when men fought passionately for their country, men who were dead and gone but whose bravery lived on in the music that was passed down from generation to generation.

When the song ended and I fell quiet, a chill shuddered through me. I didn’t immediately turn around. The tension in the room was too thick. Tonight had been a rollercoaster of emotions and again I was on the verge of tears. It was a combination of the song, missing Gran, the strange, sudden connection I felt to Broderick, his selfless gesture, and the fact that he was leaving in a few short hours.

“That was incredible,” he said, breaking the silence, his voice rough. But I heard the awe in his tone and turned around. His eyes shone, and I wondered if he was feeling just as mixed up as I was right now.

“Thank you,” I whispered and he gestured to the space beside him. “Come here.”

I took a few tentative steps toward him and sat, my heart in my throat and my stomach twisting.

Fantastic sex, Ophelia! Come on!!

When he held his arm out, a warm smile on his lips and behind his eyes, it felt natural to lean into him and rest my head on his chest. I closed my eyes once more, listening to the sound of his breaths, his steady, reassuring heartbeat, and somehow—while still arguing with myself whether or not to give into temptation—I drifted off to sleep.

I came to with a start sometime later. Sitting up and glancing around the strange space. Memories of the night before flooded my brain and I cursed under my breath, clutching my forehead. He was gone.

My stomach felt empty and sick and I hadn’t been expecting that—not that I’d had time to expect anything. It was completely irrational, but I wanted to cry. I’d never met anyone like Broderick and, in retrospect, everything about him as seen through the filter of my dreamy recollections, felt once-in-a-lifetime.

Boo, Ophelia. Boo.

That’s right, I was heckling myself.

I should’ve had fantastic sex with him.

He made me feel seen in a way no one ever had before, not even Gran, and I was infinitely sad because I knew, deep down, I’d never see him again.

Glancing around the room—half hoping he hadn’t left, that he’d suddenly appear—I spotted a piece of paper on the coffee table. I picked it up and discovered he’d left a note.

My heart leapt.

Dear O,

I didn’t want to wake you, but it seemed rude to leave without saying goodbye. Last night was perfect. I’ll never forget it. Especially your sunbeam smile and your voice. You have a unique talent, Ophelia, a talent you need to share with the world. (Not just old dudes drinking pints in dark bars.) I’m leaving you the contact information for someone who I think will be able to help you make a start with a music career, if you’re interested.

Thank you for spending Christmas Eve with me.

Yours,

Broderick Addams.

My cheeks heated when I finished reading, my mind a whirr with hope and possibility, but also a strange sense of niggling doom because his name sounded familiar. But I couldn’t focus on that.

He thought I had the chance at a music career? The very thought made my insides go haywire. Then I looked at the note again and realized—again—that he’d signed his full name. Broderick Addams.

I gasped, and then I leapt—quite ungracefully—from the couch and then jumped on top of it as another kind of hope seized me. If he never wanted to see me again then he would’ve just signed with his first name. Including his last name made me feel like he wanted me to look him up! He wants to see me again!!

Or . . .

Maybe I was reading too much into it. I frowned at his last name. Ugh. What did it mean? And why did his name sound so familiar?

Without overthinking it, I pulled out my phone and quickly typed his name into Google. And then I dropped my phone as my ass fell back to the sofa and I covered my mouth.

Shite.

“Holy fucking shite.”

Broderick Addams.

God. I knew him. I knew who he was. Everyone knew who he was—well, everyone who followed music. Producer with Blackbird Records, he’d worked on some of the biggest albums of the last five years. Like, tens of millions of copies sold, launching new careers, rejuvenating old ones.

And I’d just spent the night with him.

And he’d kissed me.

And I was now staying in an apartment he’d paid for.

My heart beat fast, thrumming away inside my chest, my mind a mess, torn. What would I do? What should I do? All my dreams could become a reality. Broderick Addams believed in me, thought I had talent. He could make things happen, if I wanted them to happen.

But . . . Happy Christmas, indeed.

I touched my lips with my fingertips, remembering the kiss—our kiss—and I felt hot with confusion. Did like me for my voice? Or did he like my voice for me?

Be careful what you wish for, especially on Christmas. It might just come true.
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Exclusive Scene: Illusionist Seeks Neanderthal

Some time ago, before there was ever a Quinn or a Matilda, two curious souls crossed paths…

*Jay*

This prick isn’t gonna see shit.

He’s all up in my grill, bald head a shining, beady little hawk eyes following my every move. They always have the same idea, thinking if they keep their focus on my hands they’ll catch me off guard. Figure out the trick.

Wrong.

It’s the ones who stand back, outside the gathered crowd, only vaguely interested, that you’ve got to watch for. You ever been hanging out, waiting for a bus, or I dunno, standing outside a store waiting for your girl to try shit on, your eyes disinterestedly scanning the street, when all of a sudden you randomly spot some motherfucker slipping his hand inside a purse and stealing someone’s wallet? The same rules apply to illusion. You’re far more likely to see what I’m really up to if you’re not actually looking.

I was in Chicago, one of my favorite cities. I had a couple night club shows lined up but today I’d taken to the streets, mainly because I needed some extra cash to pay for my hotel. I never really made a whole lot from my gigs, a couple hundred dollars at most, but I figured if I just kept performing, kept on hustling, maybe one day I’d make it to Vegas. That was where you earned the big money.

“You’ve got a card hidden inside your shirt sleeve, don’t ya?” said Baldy, perspiration collecting on his forehead he was concentrating so hard. A decent crowd had gathered but this dude was killing my buzz. I didn’t get why some people couldn’t just enjoy the show, they wanted to know how you were pulling it off. And they were always disappointed when you gave them the truth. That’s why I never did. I hated the look of disillusionment in their eyes, much preferred the glittering excitement of mystification.

Shuffling the deck, I slid it back in my pocket and stepped away from him. “That’d be telling, buddy.” His lips firmed in annoyance but I decided to ignore him and move onto another trick. “Okay, I need a volunteer for this next one, anyone interested?”

“Me! I’ll do it,” said Baldy but I pretended I didn’t hear him, eyes scanning the crowd.

“I’d like to volunteer,” a tall, pretty red head who was waving her hand eagerly in the air enthused.

I smiled and gave her a quick sweep up and down, a silent interview if you will. Right off the bat I knew she wasn’t gonna work. I had to admit though, she was smokin’. Intelligent eyes, too. She had that whole sexy librarian thing going on. From what I could see under her dark green sweater, she had a fantastic rack, legs that went on for miles and a face that made fools out of men. I’d certainly have some fun unbuttoning all that prim and proper.

“Sorry, darlin’, but I don’t think you’re right for this one,” I said, my tone apologetic. “Someone else.” I moved my attention over the crowd and found a short guy with his hand up. Unlike the red head, this dude was perfect. I was just about to call him forward when prim and proper spoke up.

“Why not?” Her brow was furrowed and she looked disappointed, like a kid who’d just been told she was too short to ride the rollercoaster.

I gave her another once over and reconsidered. There was something about her that made me feel bad, something that made me want to give her what she wanted.

“What do you do for a living?” I asked.

Maybe this could work. Maybe. I already had a fair idea of her profession, the top three possibilities being a statistician, an economist or an accountant.

What told me this, you ask? Well, a number of things, but we won’t get into those now.

“I’m an accountant.”

Booyah. Unfortunately, though, my first guess was correct. This trick just wouldn’t work with her.

“I’m sorry. I gotta go with this dude,” I said, nodding over to the other guy who’d volunteered.

She appraised me curiously. “Why?”

“Just the way the cookie crumbles.”

“I’d really like to know,” she persisted.

“Stick around and maybe we’ll talk,” I told her, then moved toward the man. I had no idea why I’d said that. People asked me questions all the time, but I never offered explanations. This woman, though, I liked the look in her eyes, if that made sense. Nevertheless, she didn’t seem too happy with my brush off, folding her arms over her chest. I didn’t really intend to reveal anything to her, but I did want to talk to her some more. Maybe she’d be open to joining me for a drink in one of the many bars that lined the street.

Pulling a pen and a piece of paper from my pocket, I handed them to the guy. “What’s your name?”

“Ben,” he answered, seeming a small bit nervous now that everybody’s attention was on him. It was perfect.

“Okay, Ben, think of an object. Any object. Picture it in your head. You got one?”

“Yeah.”

I watched him intently. “All right, not that one. Change it. Now change it again. One more time. Right, now you can safely say there’s no way I could know what it is, right? In fact, go ahead and pick a different one. This is the last time, I promise. You all set?”

He nodded. “Now, I want you to draw it for me. I’m gonna go stand over there with my back turned so there’s no possible way I could see.”

I walked away and he immediately started drawing. Turning, I counted to twenty in my head. “You done, Ben?” I called over my shoulder.

“Yeah,” he replied.

“All right, now I want you to fold that bad boy up and put it in your pocket, somewhere I ain’t gonna get my hands on it.” Once he’d tucked the paper safely inside the back pocket of his jeans, I pulled a five-dollar bill from my wallet and handed it to the red head.

“Do me a favor and go grab me a paper from the newsstand, would ya, gorgeous?” I asked and a small blush colored her cheeks.

She looked away and I could see that something I’d said caught her off guard; her response a squeaky, “Okay.”

I enjoyed watching her walk away, my eyes roaming that shapely behind. When she returned she handed me the paper, neatly folded in half. Her pretty eyes were alight with interest and I could tell she was getting a real kick out of all this. She might not have been a good candidate to volunteer, but she was the ideal spectator. I could tell she was bursting with questions but was holding them all back. Sometimes the human desire to be surprised trumped the need for knowledge, even in a woman as curious as this one.

I shook out the news rag then very carefully opened it to reveal a folded piece of paper inside the middle page. Some interested mutterings sounded from the onlookers while Ben swore under his breath, “What the hell?”

Removing it, I handed the rag back to the red head then unfolded the paper so everybody could see. A drawing of a pineapple was revealed and Ben swore some more.

“Check your pocket, buddy,” I said, a grin tugging at the edges of my mouth. I fucking loved this part. Ben slid his hand in his pocket, coming up empty. “It’s gone,” he breathed.

I held up the drawing. “Is this what you drew?”

He nodded fervently. “It’s not just what I drew, that’s my drawing…how the hell did you…”

I shot him a wink then raised my hands in the air. “I give you the beauty of illusion, ladies and gents.” They all started clapping and whistling, while a bunch of people came forward to drop some cash in my hat. They had no clue how much I needed it.

After a minute the crowd dispersed, and I picked up my hat, folding it in half and shoving it in my backpack. When I glanced up only one person remained and a grin tugged at my mouth.

“You wanna go grab a drink with me?” I asked, eyeing her.

She checked her watch. “I’m on my lunch break. I have to be back at the office in forty minutes.”

“I’ll make sure you’re back in thirty-five.”

“I’m involved. With a person. Who is my boyfriend . . .” she went on, then cringed. It came out awkward, like she was trying to convince herself that spending time with me was a bad idea. “Not that I’m implying that you’re inferring anything, I just like to be honest about statuses.”

I wasn’t an idiot. I knew what people saw when they looked at me. Tattoos, baggy jeans, scuffed boots and the premature grey patches under my eyes that spoke of living rough and too little sleep. By contrast, this chick was nothing like me. Maybe that’s why I liked her.

“I’m not asking to get hitched. Just one drink,” I cajoled. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

I saw her lips twitch and knew she wanted to smile. Yeah, she was charmed. How could she not be? I was a charming bastard when the mood took me, even if I did look like a street thug.

“Okay, fine,” she relented. “No need to invoke Dr Pepper. Just one drink though.”

“Just one drink,” I said and held my arm out. She hesitated a long moment then carefully took it. “Now I’m in the mood for some cola. Did I just subconsciously suggest that to myself or did you?”

She smiled and let out a small giggle. “You do know Dr Pepper isn’t technically a cola, right?”

“I did not,” I grinned.

“Well, legally speaking, it isn’t,” she went on, her face animated. “Up until the 1960’s the drink was confined to the South and Southwest, because Coca-Cola and Pepsi had already built their respective networks of independent bottlers, and those bottlers held the exclusive contracts to turn the syrups into colas and distribute nationwide. In order to get around this, there was a federal court ruling in 1963 that declared Dr Pepper’s unique flavor marked it as not actually a cola product, hence allowing nationwide distribution. Much to Coke and Pepsi’s dismay, obviously.”

“Obviously,” I echoed.

Seriously, where had this chick come from? Who got this jazzed up about the definition of cola? I was in love already.

A moment of quiet passed between us as I led her to a decent looking cocktail bar and opened the door. She stepped through, casting her gaze to me over her shoulder as I followed her inside.

“You’re not going to tell me why you wouldn’t pick me to volunteer for your trick, are you?”

I pulled out a stool by the bar and gestured for her to sit. “Why do you want to know?”

She chewed on her lip. “I don’t really like not knowing things.”

I glanced at her mouth then back up to her eyes. “Yeah, I got that.”

“Is it because of my job?”

“Your job?”

“You asked me what I did for a living, and after I answered you seemed to decide definitively that you didn’t want me for the trick,” she explained.

I rubbed at my jaw. “Tricks like the one I did today work on suggestibility, and some people are more suggestible than others. There isn’t one simple answer as to how I determine a person’s suggestiveness. It’s more a collection of factors.”

“Such as?”

I chuckled. “You’re not letting this go, are ya?”

She smiled and shook her head. It was cute. I let out a deliberating breath and leisurely let my eyes run over her. She really was nice to look at, and the sexiest part was she didn’t even know it. “Well, in your case it was a matter of not being nervous enough. Usually, when I single people out, particularly in an environment where they have to come up on stage, they get nervous. It makes them a whole helluva lot more suggestible than a calm person. You were too calm for me to suggest anything to you, because you were far too absorbed with curiosity about my tricks to be nervous about being put on the spot. It’s also the reason why sociopaths don’t make for good volunteers. They don’t get nervous,” I joked and she paled.

“I’m not a sociopath,” she said fervently.

Christ, now I’d offended her. “I know that. That wasn’t what I was saying. I’ve had my fair share of experience with head cases to know you’re not one of them,” I told her, my voice unexpectedly sincere.

She studied me a moment, and it wasn’t often I felt like someone was really seeing me, but right then it felt like she did. Her expression turned a little sad. “Yeah, tell me about it.”

I eyed her. “Your sister or your mom?” A pause as I took in her expression. “No, wait, your old man?”

She sucked in a breath. “How did you…”

I tapped the side of my head. “I see more than most people, Janie.”

Now she gasped. “I never told you my name.”

Reaching forward, I picked up the lanyard that hung around her neck and flipped it over. “Pretty easy to figure out when it’s right in front of me,” I smiled, allowing my knuckles to skim her be-sweatered chest ever so slightly. I thought I saw the tiniest tremble go through her.

She put her hand to her forehead and rolled her eyes at herself. “Duh. I’m an idiot.”

I shot her a perceptive look. “We both know that’s not true.”

For the second time she blushed at me. I liked it. Turning to grab the barman’s attention, I ordered a beer then looked to Janie. She fiddled with the hem of her sweater, glancing overhead at the cocktail menu. I knew she’d made her choice when she sat up straighter. “I’ll have a margarita.”

I smiled. “Letting loose, huh?”

“If you think one margarita is letting loose, you should come to my knitting group sometime,” she replied.

“Oh yeah? You like to get tipsy while making mittens and shit?”

She shook her head. “Well, I don’t actually knit, but anyway, that’s a whole other story. The point is, I’m tall. It takes a lot more than this to get me drunk,” she said as the barman got to work on our drinks. I leaned my elbow on the counter and studied her. I had to admit, she had me intrigued. There was this mixture of innocence and worldliness about her that appealed to me. When the barman set her cocktail down in front of her, I watched as she took a sip, bringing the salted rim to her lips. She tipped her tongue to it ever so slightly and my balls stiffened.

Quit looking at her mouth, ya perv.

I cleared my throat. “So, you like being an accountant?”

She shrugged and set her glass down. “I know what you’re going to say, it’s unusual for a woman to pursue a math based career.”

I frowned at her sudden defensiveness. “That’s not what I was gonna say at all. In fact, the whole ‘girls don’t do well at math’ thing is a form of cognitive bias.” She wore an interested expression so I explained further. “If you tell someone that the majority of people fail a certain subject, then that person is already more likely to fail because the idea has been planted in their noggin. It’s what they call a stereotype threat. There’s this study I read about once, where they took two groups of men and women and gave them a math test. The first group was told that men usually outperform women in the test, and the second was told that both genders typically performed equally well. You wanna guess what the outcome was?”

Janie’s eyes lit up. “The women performed worse in the first group and better in the second. I’ve read that paper. “Stereotype Threat and Women’s Math Performance” by Spencer, Steele and Quinn, 1998.”

She paused then, looking embarrassed that she knew all the specifics. I thought it was awesome. Shooting her a wide smile, I clinked my glass to hers, “See, I knew there was a reason I liked you.”

She glanced at the bar top. “I read. A lot. I read a lot of things.”

“Yeah? Me, too.”

For a second we just smiled at one another. Then Janie asked a question. Actually, she whispered it, first glancing from left to right as though someone might be listening in. “Are you a member of The Magic Circle?”

This surprised a laugh out of me. “You’ve heard of The Magic Circle?”

“Of course,” she answered like it was obvious. “I thought you must be a member since you won’t tell me all the reasons why I’m not suggestible enough for your tricks. Each member of the organization undertakes an oath not to reveal their magical secrets to anybody except for other members under pain of expulsion from the circle.”

I grinned. “Where’d you hear that?”

“I read it on Wikipedia,” she answered simply. “It all sounds very exciting, in my opinion, like Harry Potter or something. You should apply to join.”

“Nah, too much like a cult for my liking. Besides, I’m too cool for that shit. The circle is full of stuffy Brits.”

Janie giggled, a wide smile on her face. She was too fucking cute when she smiled like that. I leaned a little closer and elbowed her in the arm. “Hey, I know I said I wasn’t asking to get hitched, but you ever picture yourself marrying a guy from Boston?”

I know, I was a shameless flirt.

Janie inhaled a sharp breath and grew flustered as she straightened in her seat. “Um…I…I don’t think so.”

I lifted my beer and took a swig. “No?”

She shook her head, her gaze focused intently on her margarita now.

“Well, maybe it won’t be to me, but I can definitely see that for you. There’s a big, manly Bostonian in your future, Janie Morris, you mark my words.” I was teasing her now, but it was fun. I liked seeing her blush.

She shifted a little. “So, um, what’s your favorite cognitive bias?” she asked and I chuckled loudly.

“That your way of changing the subject, sweetheart?”

She didn’t answer my question, instead she kept on talking. “I think mine has to be the Dunning-Kruger effect.”

“Oh yeah?”

Janie nodded. “It relates to how the less we know about a certain topic or skill, the better we think we are at it. The more we learn about things, the more we realize just how little our knowledge base actually is. I find it fascinating. Like, you get all these teenagers playing video games set in war zones, and the games teach little to nothing about actual combat, yet you’ll get all these gamers going around thinking they could be real snipers, or dispose of bombs, or take down a terrorist organization. I remember when I used to spend the weekends playing Street Fighter when I was growing up. I actually felt a little like I could kick someone’s ass at the end. In reality all I was adept at was tapping buttons at an alarmingly speedy rate,” she finished.

“So, illusory superiority, right?”

“Right!” Janie exclaimed, a grin taking shape. “Now tell me yours.”

I rubbed at my chin, thinking about it. Seriously, I know I joked about it earlier, but what exactly would it take to get this woman to hitch a ride to Vegas with me and get married? What’s your favorite cognitive bias had to be the best conversation starter I’d come across in a while.

“You ever heard of the Just World Fallacy?” I asked and Janie shook her head. “It’s like in the movies, where everyone always gets what they deserve in the end. People think that the world is ultimately just, so that when something bad happens we can say that person deserved it. That their previous actions were the cause and therefore they only got what was coming to them. In real life, though? Well, we’re all just a bunch of monkeys flinging our shit around and there’s no moral to the story. A lot of the time bad stuff happens for absolutely no reason at all.”

Suddenly I was staring glumly into my beer, realizing I’d just depressed the fuck out of myself, and probably Janie, too.

“Sorry. Now I’m making your fun margarita hour into dreary Tuesday.”

“No, no,” Janie was quick to reassure me. “I actually find you incredibly fascinating and engaging.” Right after she said it she clamped her hand over her mouth as though embarrassed. “Oh my God. I didn’t mean to say that out loud.”

I winked at her. “I thought you were too tall to get tipsy off one cocktail?”

“I’m not too big to admit I was wrong,” she responded with a self-deprecating smile.

“Will do you something for me?”

She eyed me curiously. “What?”

“Come see my show tonight.”

Janie glanced away and started rifling through her purse for something. “Uh, well, I have plans tonight. With the person,” she mumbled.

“The person?”

“With which I am involved. The boyfriend.”

“That’s cool. Bring him with you.”

“I don’t think…”

“Give me your number and I’ll text you the address,” I cut her off before she could finish.

“I don’t own a cell phone.”

“Why not?”

She stuck out her chin. “I don’t believe in them.”

God, this woman, could she be any cuter? “You know what, I’m gonna use that one sometime. I don’t own a car. Maybe if I go around telling everyone it’s because I don’t believe in them they’ll think I’m enlightened instead of broke as fuck.”

Janie barked a loud laugh and she slid a bill onto the counter. “I really do have to get back to work now,” she said, wiping tears from her eyes as I picked up the money and placed it carefully back her in hand. She jumped a little when my fingers brushed hers.

“Drink’s on me,” I told her.

We shared a look and then she withdrew her hand. “It was a pleasure to meet you…oh crappers, I just realized I don’t even know your name,” she said in horror, like she’d been incredibly rude not to ask.

I gave her a warm look. “My name’s Jay Fields, and it was a pleasure to meet you, too, Janie Morris.”

Her gaze drifted over my face, and for once I couldn’t tell what someone else was thinking. Maybe I’d been too distracted by all that gorgeous, curly red hair. It was twisted up in a bun and I was struck with the urge to see it down.

“You should wear your hair down. It’s too pretty to be up like that.”

The compliment made her blush again but she didn’t say anything, just ducked her head, gave me a final wave and made to leave. I’d moved fast, so she’d already gotten to the door by the time her bun unraveled. She paused midstride, glanced at the hair that had fallen around her shoulders and muttered to herself as she turned back to me, laughing. Sleight of hand could be useful for more than just magic sometimes.

I grinned and held up the hair tie for her to see. She shook her head again, shot me a parting smile, and went on her way.

*Janie*

“So, he’s a magician?”

I nodded, glancing between the street map and the building’s address.

“Janie, if you had a phone you could just Google the address. Why don’t you just Google the address?”

“There is no accepted definition of the word ‘Google’ other than as an American multinational technology company specializing in Internet-related services and products. You want me to ‘American technology company’ an address? That makes no sense.”

“You know what I mean, smartass. I want you to do a search on the magical internets, on your cellphone—”

“I don’t have a cellphone, but you knew that. And there is no such thing as magic.”

“And yet, here we are. On our way to a magic show.” Marie shivered as a gust of wind had us stopping and bracing. We waited for it to pass before continuing.

“I don’t understand. The building should be right here.”

After I’d left Jay at the bar earlier today, I’d belatedly realized he never gave me the address for his show. Disappointment filled me. But then, later on, as I rummaged through my purse for a napkin, I found a neatly folded piece of paper that turned out to be a flyer for the club where he was performing. Again, he’d bamboozled me. I had no clue how he’d managed to slide it into my bag without me seeing.

“Do you want me to American technology company the address or not?” Marie whipped out her phone.

“Not. People located addresses for centuries prior to the advent of Google.”

“Or, they died in a tragic mugging on the streets of Chicago and were mourned by their cats. Forgive me if I’d prefer to use a little cell phone magic instead.”

There is no such thing as magic, I repeated in my head.

Sleight of hand, meticulously planned scenarios and outcomes, subliminal influencing and cold reading. That’s all it was. And yet, there was something mysterious about Jay Fields. Something truly…well, magical. I’d spent less than an hour in his company and already I was eager to see him again, eager for him to marvel and astound me. He was captivating, and just like a magnet, he pulled me in.

The main reason I wanted to see his show, however, was because today was the first time in a long time that I’d actually felt excited. Lately, a lot of things had been bringing me down; my job, my relationship, so I just wanted to spend tonight being entertained. Let Jay tap into my imagination and sense of wonder like he’d done with every person standing on that street today.

“So, Jon had to work late?” Marie questioned, tugging up the collar of her coat to defend against the cold.

“Yes, we were supposed to have a date, but you know him, he’s a workaholic.”

Marie studied me in a way that made me self-conscious. “How’s everything been going with you two?”

“It’s been fine,” I replied, not really wanting to talk about the man in my life.

My main squeeze.

My significant other.

My other half.

These days he certainly didn’t feel like the other half of me, or in any way significant. In fact, he merely felt like the person with whom I shared a bed, a bathroom and kitchen/lounge facilities.

I loved him but, well, something was missing. Maybe it was never there to begin with. Or maybe I just needed to accept that it was a real-life relationship. Real-life relationships were nothing like relationships in movies starring Kate Hudson.

Marie arched a brow. “Just fine?”

“Fine is good. Fine is better than not fine. Fine is better than very many things.”

“Janie, the fact that you’re using the word ‘fine’ so much makes me suspect things aren’t fine.”

“We’ve been together a long time,” I said. “And when you’re with someone a long time, things are no longer exciting, passionate, electric or a whole host of other adjectives. When you’ve been with someone a long time, things are usually fine, and so, that is what they are between Jon and I.”

“You’re talking in circles,” Marie griped just as the door opened to a building we passed. It was a black door, non-descript, and didn’t appear to lead to a business. However, when it opened, a loud round of cheers and clapping rang out, before a familiar Bostonian accent said, “And that’s why I don’t buy microwaves from taxi drivers no more.” Laughter ensued.

“Weird punchline,” Marie muttered as I grabbed her elbow and pulled her inside.

“This is the place,” I said as we stepped into the dark club. It was one of those bars that people only knew about through word of mouth. Pretentious, yes, but obviously a good marketing tactic since the place was packed. When people thought something was exclusive, they tended to want it more. It was psychological. Like, if someone told me there were only five hot dogs left in a hot dog stand, I’d automatically want a hotdog more than I did a minute ago.

Actually, now I did sort of want a hot dog.

“This is it?” Marie asked, not sounding very enthusiastic about being pulled into an unmarked building.

“Yes, look! There he is,” I replied in a hushed voice and pointed to the stage where Jay stood doing a card trick for a woman in the front row. He wore the same jeans from earlier and a black tank top. Now I could see the extensive tattoos that covered his arms, and though I’d never been particularly attracted to that sort of look, I had to admit they suited him.

Marie looked from the stage and then to me. “Okay, not what I expected.”

“What did you expect?”

“I don’t know. Some guy in a dickey bow pulling a rabbit out of a hat.”

“I guess that is what we imagine when we picture a magician.”

“He’s a bad boy,” Marie said, pointing her finger at the stage. “I never knew you were into bad boys, Janie.”

“I’m not. I have a boyfriend. Jon, remember?”

“And he’s cocky,” Marie went on, ignoring my statement. “Look at that smirk and those dimples. The poor woman might as well hand over her panties right now.”

The woman she referred to was the one Jay had roped into volunteering for his trick. I briefly wondered what she did for a living, still unsure if I was disgruntled or flattered that I wasn’t suitable as a volunteer. I liked to imagine it was because I was just too darn smart.

“He’s not cocky,” I replied. “He’s confident. Cockiness implies arrogance.”

“Well, too much confidence can lead to cockiness,” Marie said. “It’s a fine line.”

“Ladies, there’s an $8 entry fee, but I’ll let you in for $5 since you’ve missed a lot of the show,” said a man in a black blazer. Neither of us had noticed him sitting by the door.

“Yes, sorry, we got a little lost. You don’t make this place easy to find,” I said, keeping my voice low so as not to interrupt the show. I rummaged in my purse for some money and handed him a rumpled ten. He gave us two ticket stubs and Marie and I quietly made our way to some empty seats at the back.

We brought our attentions to the stage when Jay spoke. “For my next trick, I’ll need another volunteer,” he said and scanned the audience.

Marie nudged me with her elbow. “You should do it.”

I shook my head. “I don’t make a good volunteer, apparently.”

She frowned. “What? Why?”

Before I could respond, Jay said, “You, the red head at the back, you had your hand up, right?”

I blinked. Jay was staring right at me, confident smile in place. How had he even seen me back here? And I definitely hadn’t had my hand up. The slight twitch of his lips told me he knew well and good that I hadn’t.

“I think you’re mistaking me for someone else,” I called out.

“Aw, don’t chicken out now,” Jay teased and people started turning their attention to me, whispering and speculating.

I straightened. “Somebody once told me that I don’t make a very good volunteer for magic tricks.”

“This isn’t your typical magic trick. You’ll be more of a spectator than a volunteer,” Jay pushed, undeterred.

“Go on,” Marie whispered giddily and nudged me out of my seat, “get your butt up there.”

Disgruntled, I stood and wiped my sweaty palms on my skirt, suddenly nervous. I tried to recall if I’d ever been on an actual stage before. Maybe in a childhood school play.

I walked up the rows until I reached the stage, but there were no steps leading up. Jay reached down and took my hand, his magnetic eyes meeting mine. They dazzled me, made feel like a kid stepping into a funfair. A jolt went through me at the feel of his palm. When was the last time Jon had held my hand? I honestly couldn’t remember. A second later Jay led me to the center of the stage where there was a narrow bench. It was the only set piece, the rest of the area being empty.

Jay gestured for me to sit then pulled a newspaper out of his back pocket. They seemed to be a favored prop of his. He sat next to me, his thigh resting against mine and I wondered if it was intentional. Soft piano music started to play. Carefully, he unfolded the paper, first taking one sheet and spreading it out on my lap, then taking another and spreading it out on his. He continued in this vain, speaking as he worked his way through the paper.

“The Victorian art critic John Ruskin once said that a little thought and a little kindness are often worth more than a great deal of money. When I was a young kid, I didn’t have a home. I slept on the streets and in abandoned buildings, and sometimes the only thing that kept me from freezing to death was a bit of old newspaper that I used to cover my body.”

Both our laps were covered in newspaper. Something in my stomach unfurled at his unexpected, yet casually spoken words. He’d been homeless? A sense of sadness filled me up just to think it.

Still talking, Jay continued spreading the newspaper out over our laps until he used every sheet. Then, he began to carefully fold it, starting at the outer corners and working his way in.

“Someone might’ve left their newspaper on a park bench, not realizing that later I would find it and use it to survive another night. Maybe you could call that unconscious kindness. They had no clue they were helping me by leaving that paper behind. Then you have conscious kindness. One day I was performing magic tricks on the street, and a smartly dressed woman dropped a hundred-dollar bill into my hat. That hundred might’ve been a drop in the bucket for her, but to me it meant I could go buy myself a sleeping bag and food to last the next two weeks. It meant survival. The sleeping bag was cheap, sure, but it might as well have been a four-poster bed at the Four Seasons compared to what I was used to. Her kindness that day was like seeing a flower bloom when you’ve been traipsing through an arid desert, because you know that means water is near.”

I was captivated by his tale of hope, the soft piano music tinkering at my heart strings. I was so transfixed that I only now realized he’d folded the sheets of newspaper in a way to look like a bunch of flowers. He held them out to me, but before I could take them there was a rustle and a beautiful white dove emerged from the paper. I gasped. It flew out and landed on Jay’s hand. My pulse thrummed, it was so unexpected.

“Her kindness was a miracle. It was a white dove flying out of a bit of tatty old newspaper. People don’t need much. Sometimes we just need someone to be kind to us. One act of kindness can transform our lives. Often, our inclination is to hoard what we have, keep it all for ourselves, going to no use, when there’s someone out there whose entire world could be changed if we gave them just a tiny portion of what’s ours. Tupac Shakur said this world is a gimme, gimme, gimme, everybody back off place. He asked how one person could have $32 million dollars and another person could have nothing,” he swiped his hands around his dove and it disappeared. Wow. “And yet the person with 32 million can still sleep at night. I guess what I’m trying to say is, the only way the world will ever get better is if we’re kinder, if we share a little of what we’ve got but don’t need, with the next person who hasn’t got it and does need it. After that day when the lady gave me that money, things started to slowly get better for me. It was the starting point to me getting off the streets. So, there’s your proof.”

As he spoke, Jay tore the newspaper flowers strip by strip. Pieces of paper fell to the floor like so much confetti, until only one folded and torn piece was left. “Kindness worked for me, and maybe it can work for you, too,” he finished, then unfolded the paper. There was an audible gasp, because somehow, he’d managed to tear it in a way to form the words “Be Kind”. He threw the paper into the audience, took a bow, then walked off the stage.

I sat there, enthralled, as the audience gave their applause. I couldn’t move, was still absorbing his speech and the beauty of the act, the meaning of his words and the simple truth of them. This was the first time I’d felt true wonder since I was a kid. When I realized I was still sitting there, slack jawed, I got up, and instead of climbing off the stage I walked in the direction Jay had gone.

I found him backstage, placing his dove in a cage before taking a swig from a bottle of water.

“That was beautiful,” I breathed, snagging his attention. His smile lit up his face, and there was an energy about him, a kinetic field that shimmered and pulsed.

“Glad you liked it, Janie.”

“Why did you ask me up on stage?”

He gave a little grin and lifted a shoulder. “Felt like you needed a thrill.”

Hmmm, maybe I did. I certainly felt…I don’t know, more alive somehow. But still, I sensed that wasn’t the reason. “I don’t believe you.”

“Maybe I just wanted an excuse to charm you. See if you’ll take me home with you tonight. My hotel’s been feeling a little lonely.”

My mouth fell open. I closed it. “I told you, I have a boyfriend, and we live together, so—”

“But if you didn’t live together…” Jay arched a suggestive brow. Perhaps Marie was right about him being cocky after all. He threw his hands up. “Relax, I’m joking. I’m just happy you decided to come. I was a little disappointed when you didn’t show.”

“I was late because this place is so ridiculously difficult to find.”

“Why didn’t you just Google it?”

“I…” I trailed off, not wanting to get into the whole Google thing again. “I don’t have a cell phone, remember? Anyway, I just wanted to say that I think you’re very talented, and I wouldn’t be surprised if you make it big one of these days. I only caught the end of your performance tonight and it gave me serious chills. Good chills. The kind you get when you’re reminded of a fond memory, not the kind a cat gets when it’s frightened. Did you know that we inherited goosebumps from our animal ancestors? When cats are scared, they get goosebumps and their hair stands on end to make them look bigger, and therefore more threatening to the predator that’s frightening them. Anyway, I’m getting off topic. What I mean is, your act is incredible, and I want to make sure you know it. Plus, your message really struck a chord with me, and with a lot of people in the audience I’m sure. You’re not just doing magic tricks, you’re making people think. And making people think is important. People don’t think enough these days, if you ask me.”

“Janie.” Jay’s voice was a seductive whisper.

“Yes?”

“Shut up for a second.” His eyes glittered as he took a step forward, placed his hands on either side of my face, and kissed me right on the lips. With tongue. My heart stuttered, and I wobbled on my feet. I was dumbstruck and tingling all over. One hand left my face so that he could wrap his arm around my waist, probably to keep me from toppling over, which I was thankful for. I’d taken my fair share of swan dives in my time and they weren’t pretty.

What was pretty was Jay’s warmth, and the soft, sure pressure of his lips on mine, the wet slide of his tongue on my tongue. I closed my eyes and surprised myself with a girlish moan. I rarely moaned, and certainly not girlishly.

He smelled good, too. Like cloves and manliness. Unwittingly, I reached up and wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him to me, wanting to prolong the kiss. When Jon kissed me, it didn’t feel like this. When Jon kissed me, I felt a surprising amount of nothingness. Right now, I felt a surprising amount of everything-ness.

Jay was alive in a way I’d never experienced before.

Wait a second, Jon!

In a rush, I pushed away from Jay and wiped my hand across my mouth as though that might erase the amazing kiss we’d just shared. As though it might eradicate the guilt that started to niggle at me.

I wasn’t a cheater. I would never cheat, but…

Hell. I got swept up in the moment, and getting swept up in moments was the downfall of many a lady.

“I think I have a crush on you,” Jay purred with that mischievous grin I was coming to recognize.

I wagged my finger at him, feeling breathless “That was…that was…”

“Phenomenal, I know.”

“Oh, my goodness, you are cocky,” I blurted, flustered.

“I prefer the term unquietly confident, or loudly self-assured, but cocky works, too,” he said, stepping toward me again. I took a step back. He kept coming at me and I kept moving away until my back hit a wall.

“Hey, I get it. You’re taken, but I couldn’t help myself. You’re a very tempting woman, Janie Morris.”

I laughed then, because no one had ever described me as tempting before. Cute, yes. Chatty, sure. Clever, of course. But never tempting. I was flattered, I couldn’t help it. I liked the way he saw me. He saw me in a way most people didn’t, and it was a tiny bit intoxicating. Okay, a lot intoxicating.

I needed to get a hold of myself, go home to my boyfriend and forget about this mesmerizing man, this magician who had very much cast a spell over me.

And I didn’t even believe in magic.

“You know, it’s too bad I gotta leave and go back to Boston tomorrow. If I was sticking around this boyfriend of yours would have himself some serious competition.”

I giggled, unable to help being charmed. I folded my arms across my chest, probably to keep from grabbing him and kissing him again. It was wrong. I knew that. But Gloria Estefan was right, the bad boys made you feel so good. “I’m sure he would. If I ever come to Boston, I’ll be sure to look you up.”

“And if I ever come back to Chicago, you better believe I’ll be darkening your door, Janie Morris. Your door will be so fucking darkened you won’t know where to turn. Or look.”

That didn’t even make any sense, but I was still laughing. Jay had wacky sense of humor and a funny way with words. He came forward, pressed a soft kiss to my cheek before whispering, “I guess I’ll see you around. Promise you won’t forget about me?”

He was gone before I had a chance to reply. I didn’t see which way he went, but I was suddenly aware of my hair around my shoulders. I reached up, unable to find my hair tie. Why that little…

He’d let my hair down again, and I hadn’t even seen or felt him doing it. His sleight of hand really was up to scratch. That was two hair ties he’d stolen from me now. I was going to have to start keeping a tab.

I definitely didn’t need to make the promise though, because there was no way I’d forget him any time soon.

“There you are,” Marie exclaimed. “It took me forever to convince them to let me come back here and look for you.”

“I was talking to Jay,” I replied, still a little flustered from his kiss and sudden departure – and hair accessory theft.

“Oh, where’d he go? I was hoping to ask him to come for drinks with us. I want to pick his mind about the trick he did with the dove.”

“He’s gone. I’m not sure we’ll be seeing him again, not for a long time anyway.”

Marie seemed disappointed. “Well, that’s too bad.”

“Yeah, it is.”

I had a feeling Jay was one of those people who never settled anywhere. He flittered into your life, left a big impression, and then was gone almost as quickly as he came. Like a fairy god-mother, or a genie in a lamp. Only I never got my three wishes. Just a kiss I’d be dreaming about for many nights to come.

Marie slid her arm through mine. “Come on, let’s go to the bar. The first two lemon drops are on me.”

As she led me through the club, something on the floor caught my eye. It was a piece of torn up newspaper, but when I bent down and picked it up I realized it wasn’t just any old bit of paper. It was the same one Jay had thrown from the stage, the one the was shaped into the words “Be Kind”. Without thinking, I folded it up and put it in my pocket.

He had my hair ties, it was only fair I got to keep a memento of this most unforgettable and magical night, too.
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*Ronan*

I’d just finished doing fifty chin-ups when the phone started ringing.

And if that wasn’t the opening line of a narcissistic arsehole, then I didn’t know what was. I’d spent way too much time around privately educated, privileged rugby brats, and their ways had finally rubbed off on me.

At least I didn’t say I was getting my pump on.

Anyway, I’m not a narcissistic arsehole. However, I might be a bull-headed idiot with too short a fuse who lets his temper get the better of him when there just so happen to be paparazzi hanging about, but that’s a story for another day. Or you could go out and pick up a tabloid.

Yeah, I was going through a bitter patch, but I had every right. I was sick of my private life being splashed all over the papers. Somehow, I’d never connected the idea of being good at a sport with the possibility of becoming a “celebrity.”

I understood my role; I did my best for my league and for the sport. I knew what rugby needed from me, and I wasn’t planning on letting anyone down. But if there was one thing I hated in this world, it was people who wrote about other people’s personal lives for a living. Those people could all do with taking a dive off a very high building, in my opinion.

You see, bitter.

Picking up a towel, I wiped the sweat from my neck then went to pick up the phone. My little sister Lucy’s face was flashing on the screen which made me less hesitant to answer. I thought it might be my publicist, Sam, with some new instructions on how I could clean up my public image, and I was in no mood for that shite.

“Luce, how’re you doing?” I said as I held the phone to my ear and looked out at the Manhattan skyline before me. Some people might have been well up for living in a penthouse apartment in the center of New York, and yeah, it was my choice to come here; but I hadn’t anticipated there would be nowhere to drive. Driving was one of the only things that kept me sane. Me and my 1969 Chevy Camaro and the open road. No stress, just miles and pure freedom. Ah, that was the life.

I should have done my research.

In order to make up for the lack of driving, I’d been working out more than usual, which was always a good thing when you played professional rugby for a living. Well, technically I was suspended from the team; but fingers crossed I’d be back in a couple of months, and I wanted to return fighting fit. You wouldn’t think it to see the dark, moody eyebrows I was sporting, but I was a silver-lining sort of bloke. It wasn’t my intention to be irritable; life had just dealt me a crap hand lately.

“Morning, bro. You sound out of breath. Did I catch you at a bad time?” Lucy replied. There was something about her tone that put me on edge. Usually she was cheerful and upbeat. The girl was full of sunshine. Right now she sounded hesitant, and, almost as if I was having a moment of foresight, I knew I wasn’t going to like the reason why.

“Timing’s perfect. How’s everything at home?”

“Oh, you know, the usual. Ma’s still spending too much money on clothes. I’m trying to teach her that material possessions don’t equal happiness. It’s a work in progress.”

Ever since I’d made the big time, my mother had acquired expensive tastes. I didn’t mind. My mother and my sister were the only real family I had. If my money could give them a good life, then I was all for it.

I chuckled softly. “It’s not like she’s snorting cocaine, Luce. She likes dresses. What woman doesn’t?”

“There are so many things wrong with what you just said, I don’t even know where to start, Ronan.”

My smile grew. I always enjoyed baiting her. “What? Girls like pretty things. It’s a known fact.”

“You know what, I don’t even feel bad about what I have to tell you now. Take out your computer. There’s something you need to see.”

My smile vanished and was instantly replaced with a frown as I walked through the penthouse to find my laptop. I flipped it open and brought up a new window. “What is it this time? Has Brona been spreading her lies again?” I asked.

“No, no, it’s nothing like that. It’s actually kind of funny. I read this blog all the time because I love the girl who writes it. At least, I think it’s a girl. It could very well be an old bald fellow in a basement with a pet rabbit. It’s called New York’s Finest, and you were featured on Saturday. Only get this, she thinks you’re Colin Farrell. How hilarious is that?”

My frown slowly disappeared as I typed in the name of the website and brought it up. Being mistaken for a famous Irish actor when you were in fact a famous Irish rugby player was positively whimsical when compared with some of the PR disasters I’d experienced of late. Then the article popped up, and I was frowning again.

There was a picture of me standing by the bar at my mate Tom’s restaurant last week, signing autographs for a couple of women. It looked like it had been taken from a low angle, as though the person who took it was sitting at a table. It was a completely unexceptional picture until you factored in the plethora of red arrows that surrounded it, each one pointing to some perceived flaw in my appearance.

Apparently, I chose my outfit while drunk, my footwear was disturbing, and my cock and balls were on display. I scowled and tried not to get pissed. I was going to give myself high blood pressure if I didn’t quit getting so worked up about the media. Still, it was irritating how this blogger had totally ripped into what I was wearing. Clothing for me was all about function. I wore what was best for training purposes and gave not one iota of shit what I looked like.

Scrolling down, there was a short article written by someone who referred to themselves as The Socialmedialite, who called me both a leprechaun and a hobbit, and then went on to suggest I invest in a cup. Well, when I say “me,” I mean Colin Farrell because that’s who this person thought I was, which is ridiculous because I barely even look like him.

“Oh, you so look like him, Ronan,” Lucy disagreed down the line, and I realized I’d said that out loud.

“I don’t. This blogger is an idiot if she can’t see how much I don’t look like him. I bet she does her research on flipping Wikipedia, the amateur.”

I scrolled down the page to the next post to see she’d snapped a photo of Bradley Cooper getting out of his car in workout clothes. There was a wet stain on his pants that was obviously sweat or spilled liquid. Nevertheless, The Socialmedialite had composed an article containing a list of possibilities as to how the stain had occurred. Some of the stories were way too detailed which made me think she was in serious need of a life. A number of readers had even commented below with their own scenarios. One person thought his personal groomer had tried to foist a bottle of clove oil on him to shave his face, and Bradley had swiped away the offending article, stating he would never shave off the source of all his sexy power, thus resulting in the stain.

Seriously, some people.

“This site is ridiculous,” I muttered while Lucy snickered in response. “It’s not even funny. And sausage is more German than Irish.”

“What are you talking about? It’s hilarious. It objectifies men in the same way women have been objectified for centuries. Turnabout is fair play, you know.”

“It’s stupid. And anyway, I’m way too tall to be a hobbit.” I stood up and walked over to look at myself in the mirror. At five feet eleven inches, I thought I was a decent height for a man.

“Oh, wow. Vanity, thy name is Ronan. She’s already getting to you, isn’t she? And she called you a hobbit because of those godawful shoes you were wearing.”

“My trainer suggested them,” I grumbled. “Don’t you have your yoga class to be getting to this morning?”

“Yes, I do, cranky. You’re obviously taking this all the wrong way. Don’t you know that the ability to laugh at oneself is the most desirous quality of all?”

“Not really in a laughing mood these days, Luce,” I replied gloomily and pulled a bottle of water from the fridge.

I could hear her sigh down the line. “I know. I’m sorry. I was trying to cheer you up. Promise I was. How is everything in the Big Apple? You settling in okay?”

“Don’t apologize. I’m a grumpy old bastard. And yes, I’m settling in fine. My car arrived yesterday which was kind of a cruel joke since all I can do here is sit in traffic. I should never have let Tom talk me into taking time off in New York. I wanted to go to Canada, get lost in the mountains or something.”

“Yeah, that would’ve been cool. But at least this way you get to go see the naked cowboy.”

“I don’t know who or what that is, but I think I’ll pass.”

“Spoilsport. I was looking forward to a picture of the two of you. Anyway, I’d better get going.”

“Okay, take care, Luce. I love you.”

She made a kissy sound into her phone that nearly deafened me. “Love you, too!”

The moment I hung up, my phone began ringing again, and this time it was Sam, my PR agent. I briefly considered ignoring the call but knew he’d have a fit if I didn’t answer. The man was more highly strung than Margaret Thatcher on the rag, God rest her.

“Sam, what can I do for ya, bud?”

“Oh, it’s more a matter of what I can do for you, my friend. But first, did you see you were featured on New York’s Finest Saturday?”

Seriously, I felt like I was stuck in Groundhog Day, and that film always got on my tits. “Yeah, my sister already had the good grace to inform me.”

“Well, I don’t know why you sound so glum about it. This is a big deal, Ronan. You’re virtually unknown over in the States. This could be the thing that helps you crack America. I can just see it now, a picture of you reclining in a pair of tighty whiteys advertising for Calvin Klein on the side of a skyscraper.”

“Fuck, man. Are you a psychic? How did you know that’s my one true dream?”

I could practically hear him pursing his lips in irritation. “I’m going to ignore your sarcasm because I have more news, and I don’t have time for your pissy attitude. I have a friend who works for Davidson & Croft Media there in New York, and they’re just itching to meet you. They think they can re-brand you. Clean up your image. You know, turn you into the David Beckham of rugby.”

“Again, do you have a crystal ball, because this shit is positively clairvoyant.”

“They want to meet you today at one. I’m emailing you directions,” he said impatiently.

I glanced at the clock. “It’s already half past eleven. I have to shower, and the traffic in this city is a nightmare. Can we re-schedule?”

What I really wanted to say was, Can we forget about it altogether? But I still had some sense of professionalism, and yeah, I guessed working with this agency could probably do me some good. It would be like pulling teeth, but I knew anything worth doing was usually difficult. I ended the call and went to hop in the shower. I was in and out in less than ten minutes and made quick work of getting dressed. When I walked by my computer, I noticed that the website was still open, and I had a sudden urge to vent.

It seemed like my life was being controlled by faceless people sitting behind computers writing stories about me, and I was sick of it. Sam always coached me to have a “no comment” policy on this kind of thing, but I wanted to have my say for once.

Months of silence meant I had a lot to get off my chest, after all.

So I sat down in front of my laptop, opened up a fresh email, and began to type. Fuck it if I was late to the meeting. If these people were so eager to see me, they could wait.

March 10

Dear Socialmedialite,

Just thought I’d enlighten your vacuous little mind as to a few things.

	I’m not Colin Farrell, I’m Ronan Fitzpatrick. Go look me up. It’ll make for some colorful reading.
	Your fixation on the minute details of the male form leads me to believe that one, you have no life, and two, you have not been laid in a loooong time.
	I think that if you’re going to make these kinds of judgments on the appearance of others, then you should at least be open about who you are. Anonymity is the choice of cowards.


My suggestions:

	You actually do your research and make sure that when you think you’re getting a picture of Colin Farrell, it’s actually Colin Farrell. FYI: Ear-wigging on the conversation of a group of giggling women does NOT constitute research.
	Go out and have a drink. Talk to a guy. Let somebody fuck you. You’ll be amazed by what clearing those cobwebs can do for your frame of mind.
	Put up a picture. Tell everyone who you are. Let’s see if you can handle people criticizing your looks the same way you criticize theirs.


You’re welcome.

Ronan Fitzpatrick

And send.

That felt good.

I quickly made a note of the address Sam had sent me and then went to catch a cab. Arriving at the agency’s building, I stared up at the high-rise before walking in and announcing my presence to the receptionist. She was a slim, attractive blonde and immediately gave me the glad eye after she took in my appearance. If I was the same guy I was at twenty-two, I’d have been in there like swimwear. Unfortunately, I was a cynical, disillusioned twenty-seven-year-old with no patience for women and their wiles. Right now, all I was on the market for was no-strings sex. For years I’d been faithful to Brona, and then she’d gone and shoved my fidelity in my face by shoving my teammate’s cock down her throat.

But maybe Brona did me a favor. My vision was now remarkably clear. These women were all glittery, seductive eyes and shallow propositions. All I could see was another version of her: superficial, dim-witted, materialistic fame-whores, looking for a place to hitch their star, only out for what they could get. Not surprisingly, that was enough to deflate even the most determined hard-on.

“I’m looking for Davidson & Croft. Can you help me out” —I glanced at her name tag before finishing— “Stephanie?”

She smiled, all white teeth and glossy lips, before giving me instructions to take the elevator up to the twelfth floor. When I finally reached the busy offices, a handler was waiting for me—more glossy lips and white teeth. I checked out her arse as I was led to a room where several people were sitting around a table, dressed in smart business clothes. I looked completely out of my place in my dark brown leather jacket, boots, jeans, and a plain black T-shirt.

They all stood the moment I entered, and a short woman who, I shit you not, looked like Danny DeVito in drag came and offered me her hand.

“Mr. Fitzpatrick,” she said in a voice that was surprisingly feminine, given her appearance. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Joan Davidson, and these are my associates, Rachel Simmons and Ian Timor. Come, have a seat.”

I sized her up quickly. She was definitely the one in charge; there was just something imposing—almost intimidating— about her despite her size.

“Same to you, Joan. And you can call me Ronan.”

I nodded hello to Rachel and Ian before sitting down as instructed. A moment of silence ensued as I cleared my throat, leaned forward, and steepled my fingers in front of me on the table.

Joan tapped a finger on her chin as she contemplated me. “So, Ronan. I have to say, I’m very interested in working with you. I’ve been in this business for a long time, and I love a challenge. I’ve been acquainting myself with the details of your career, and what I’ve learned leads me to believe we could make a big difference working together. So, what would you like to achieve with us? I want to know your vision so that we can help you actualize it. We like to tailor the experience here at Davidson & Croft to the individual.”

I let out a long sigh. “I’ll be straight with you, Joan—my agent back home sprang this meeting on me just over an hour ago. Publicity isn’t my thing. I’m an athlete, and I don’t get the whole media circus that’s been surrounding my life lately. I just want to play rugby and be left alone.”

“Well, that’s positively boring,” Joan chuckled, soliciting grins from the thus far silent Rachel and Ian, and a glower from me. “And being left alone isn’t an option, I’m afraid. You’re the bad boy of rugby, the one all the girls swoon over.”

I grimaced. “Yes, I understand what’s expected. I’m aware of what the league is hoping to accomplish through me, but I’d like for it to be about how I play the sport on the field.”

She continued as though I hadn’t spoken, “The problem is you’re a little too bad right now. We need to make you clean bad, acceptable bad. We want you to be Mark Wahlberg, not Charlie Sheen. We want to reform you. Think Robert Downey, Jr., but younger and without any prison time.”

Rubbing at the back of my neck, I replied, “You see, this is the problem. All of what you just said went right over my head, love.” I was playing dumb, and it seemed that Joan was shrewd enough to sense that.

“You hospitalized one of your teammates, Ronan.”

My jaw tightened. Who did this woman think she was speaking to? “So what?”

“That’s not a good thing.”

“That’s rugby.”

“Usually it’s supposed to be an opponent, isn’t it? Not one of your own.”

I shrugged. “Usually. But this time I made an exception because he slept with my fiancée.”

She waved me away. “There’s no need to be defensive. I’m here to remedy you, not incite you.”

I blinked at her. She was here to remedy me?

Joan smiled. “Look, what you did was bad, but it’s not the worst thing you could’ve done. The more time that passes, the more people will forget. And you’d be surprised how easily that can be done. We get you seen going on a date with a much-loved actress, maybe giving a donation to a charity or two, and the tarnish on your reputation will begin to disappear. What do you say?”

I frowned at her and worked my jaw. This whole thing was making me itch, and I needed to get out of there. “I say I need to take a piss.”

Joan didn’t bat an eyelid at my harsh response. “Very well. The bathrooms are located at the end of the hall, the blue door on the right.”

The one named Rachel stood like she was going to escort me to the head. I glared at Joan, who apparently understood my irritation because she waved at Rachel to sit and shook her head.

I swiftly rose from my chair and left the room. Stomping down the hallway, I stopped midway to the end and ran a hand over my face. I was ridiculously tired. I wasn’t sleeping like I used to. I thought that spending a couple of months in a place far from where I came from would work, help me to detach from everything that had happened. Too bad my brain didn’t know how to shut off.

Finding the bathroom, I quickly relieved myself and then began to make my way back to the meeting. I was passing by what looked to be the staff break room when I paused, considering ditching this whole thing and heading out to Tom’s place for a while.

Glancing through the door, I saw a dark-haired woman sitting at a table. I noticed she had a cup of tea in front of her as she brought a cream cake to her mouth for a bite.

Her full lips curved to one side in a pleased smile laced with blatant anticipation. I’d never seen someone look so hot for a confectionary before. It was kind of sexy; and I’m not sure why, but it made me smile the first full-on smile I’d had in weeks.

Then she opened her mouth, setting the soft, sweet cake on her pink tongue, and I nearly groaned. Kind of sexy transformed into fucking hot. I didn’t know this woman at all, but I briefly wondered if she was up for a bit of no-strings fun.

I must have made some movement to alert her to my presence because she looked up quickly, big brown eyes widening when she saw me. She swallowed just as a glob of cream fell from the cake and plopped right onto her top.

I chuckled, mostly to mask my voyeurism, and took a step into the room. “Messy bastards, those éclairs.”

She just kept on staring at me, her eyes getting bigger and bigger by the second. I waited a few beats for her to say something, but she seemed stunned to silence. Fuck, I could tell she recognized me.

Of its own accord, my gaze wandered over her form, or what I could see of it: lush hips, full-figured but not fat. She wore a brown skirt, black tights, and a big gray top, her dark brown hair in a neat bun. Her clothes were plain. As I took in her face properly, though, I realized that she didn’t need any glitz. She was incredibly striking in a very natural way. Especially since her cheeks and the ridge of her pretty nose were turning bright pink.

Lowering her eyes, her black lashes a stark contrast to her peachy skin, she picked up a napkin and began furiously rubbing the cream from her top. She was just making matters worse. I walked over to her, knelt down, and took the napkin from her hand. She actually flinched when I touched her. Jesus.

“Let me help. The idea is to dab, not rub,” I said, getting all up in her space. I sneaked my hand under her top to pull out the material so that I could clean it. My knuckles brushed against her stomach, and I heard her suck in a harsh breath. Her skin was beautifully soft. I dabbed at the fabric, and the air in the room seemed to thicken. It lasted only a moment before she tentatively pushed my hand away from her, grabbed the napkin, and pulled back.

“I can manage on my own, thank you.” Her tone was impeccably polite, her cheeks now full-on red. She was definitely embarrassed. I had gotten a little too close. When I was drawn to someone, though, I often forgot about boundaries.

“I’m Ronan,” I said and presented my hand. Her gaze flickered to it for a brief moment, and I watched as she gathered a deep breath, almost like she was summoning courage. She fit her fingers in mine quickly, giving me a firm shake.

Her hand was soft and warm. It also shook as she withdrew it hastily.

“Annie,” she said, so quietly I almost didn’t hear. Her eyes barely settled on mine before she looked away again. Her lovely, pale throat was working without swallowing.

“It’s nice to meet you, Annie.” Christ, she was pretty. It was too bad she looked like she was going to have a heart attack if I didn’t leave soon.

Her skin was flawless, radiant. But her clothes became a source of irritation; she might as well have been wearing a tent. I wanted to see the shape of what lay beneath.

She also seemed a tiny bit apprehensive. Perhaps she thought I was a psycho who beat up his friends and put them in hospital. I never knew what people had read about me or what they believed.

When she had gotten most of the stain out, her eyes shot to mine, and there was something guarded and defensive in them, almost like she was bracing herself for a fight. “Can I help you with something?”

Deciding to hell with it, I went all in. I hadn’t felt an attraction to anyone in months, so I wasn’t going to let her slip through my fingers. “Your number would be a good start,” I said in a low voice.

Her eyes widened again, and it was obvious I’d caught her completely off guard. Quickly, the vulnerability was gone; it was replaced first with flustered confusion and then hardened resolve. “No.”

Her single-word denial made me frown. Before I could ask Annie if she was already seeing someone, Joan walked into the room. “Ah, Ronan. I thought we’d lost you on your way back from the bathroom.”

“Just getting to know your lovely employee here,” I said, giving Annie a flirtatious wink. She looked like she wanted to flip me the bird, but she couldn’t since her boss was standing right there.

“Oh, Annie is our brightest and best,” said Joan with an expression that showed she truly respected the woman. Then she paused for a second as though struck by a thought. “You know, tell me if this sounds crazy, but I just had an idea.” She glanced at me. “Ronan, you said you were clueless when it comes to publicity, and Annie here is a whiz at cultivating a popular online presence for our clients. I think I need to pair you two up. Annie can teach you the social media ropes, show you how to play the game, while our team gets to work on revitalizing your public image.”

“You know what, Joan, I think that’s a brilliant idea.” I beamed at her. Of course I did. If it meant spending time with this gorgeous Annie, then I’d suffer through the nausea that social networking presented. And honestly, in a way, her rejection was refreshing. Most women saw my wealth and my fame and instantly had dollar signs flashing in their eyes.

Annie didn’t seem so keen on the idea of teaming up, and okay, maybe I could understand her hesitation. I’d practically groped her under the guise of helping her get out a stain, but still, she looked like she found me about as appealing as second-hand underpants.

She cleared her throat, which I noticed was still red with embarrassment, and spoke up. “I’m very busy at the moment, Joan. Perhaps somebody else could help.”

Joan waved away her protestations. “Nonsense. Tell Rachel to take some of your workload, free up your schedule. I think you two will work well together. I just have a feeling.”

There was something in Joan’s expression that brooked no further argument, and Annie seemed resigned as she nodded her acquiescence, her big brown eyes flickering to mine and then to her teacup.

Joan clapped her hands together. “Wonderful! Come with me, Ronan, and we’ll figure out a schedule.” As the tiny woman led me from the room, I gave Annie one final heated smile.

This day was looking up already.

Keep reading ‘The Hooker and the Hermit’ Here!

Or take a look at the entire Rugby series Here!
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