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      For their undying patience, encouragement, love, and understanding, I dedicate my debut book to those closest to me: my beloved husband, two sons, mother, and aunt.

      

      And to my father, who always wanted to write under the name of Zeke Irwin.
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          Light Shone From Above

          Daniel Jones

        

      

    

    
      Never in my life did I believe in love at first sight. Hell, I didn’t believe in love. I tried it once, just to see if I’d like it. The experience didn’t work out so well. How was I supposed to respond when my fiancée took off with her best friend two months before our wedding date? Did I think it was fair to throw Rachael out? Hell yes. Did I regret not giving her a second chance? Nope, I didn’t see the point of tempting fate for another chance at heartbreak.

      All this nonsense about finding the one, where did it leave you? Divorced, at least half the time. I was a high priced divorce lawyer, I should know. I handled a very specific type of divorce, one that involved a shit ton of money. Evaluating businesses was my expertise, typically for the wives, figuring out the husband’s assets. Marriage was nothing but a money game.

      Take this poor sap presenting in front of me right now at the annual small business investment event sponsored by my alma mater, Harvard. Sean O’Brien and his wife, Brigid, pitched an investment in their new Irish pub. That’s a hard pass for me. And I’d give the couple ten years, max. I had a sixth sense about this kind of thing. Sean’s eyes reeked of desperation, and Brigid squinted at him like he’d better hang the moon or else.

      “What do you think about this one?” My old Harvard professor turned friend, Samuel Miller, muttered under his breath.

      “You know I don’t invest in restaurants and bars.” I lost interest and turned to my phone to thumb through news, the markets, anything more entertaining than this.

      When Sean’s pitch ended, I clapped like all the other investors in the room, then waited to pounce on the next opportunity. I watched the couple move back to their seats, and—hold up.

      A tall brunette in a red dress greeted them with a hug, all smiles and congratulatory. I had to look twice. She was stunning. As in my breath taken away, light shone from above, slamming me in the forehead, beautifully stunning.

      I said I opposed love and marriage, but I’m not dead. My eyes still work.

      “Who’s that?”

      Samuel followed my stare. “Ah. Maddie McComber, one of my interns at the legal aid bureau.” He smirked. “You need an intro?”

      I shook my head and tried to focus on the next business pitch. It was more my style, an old bank building turned into lofts and luxury apartments. Almost completed, the builders ran out of funding for the project. Yes, they’d get my investment, a decision I made within one minute of listening to them because I was that fucking good at what I did. Then I tuned them out.

      Stolen glances at Maddie were my entertainment for the rest of the event. My plan to approach her casually after it was over, including deciding which of my favorite opening lines was worthy of her, was thwarted when she left before I could reach her.

      I didn’t know how or when, but I needed to see her again. And I was a man with the means to make anything I wanted happen.
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          The Bar Encounter

          Maddie McComber

        

      

    

    
      There was one rule I lived by since I started tending bar at the new O’Brien’s Irish Pub. It was a rule I devised to protect myself from assholes who liked to hit on me, as if serving them drinks with a smile made me the easiest target for their pleasure. My rule was firm: I would not, under any circumstances, sleep with the regulars. Messing around with the regular customers was messy, believe me, because what happened when it was over? Drama. I’d been there, and didn’t need that.

      Sean O’Brien appeared by my side with the schedule. “Maddie, you got a minute? I want to check your availability for the rest of the spring semester.”

      I followed him into the tiny pub office, where I set my gaze on the sweetest photo of him and his wife, Brigid, and their adorable twin babies, each one sporting sprouts of signature dark Irish hair. They were the best reason for this pub to succeed, and I witnessed Sean working hard to make it happen everyday.

      It was Brigid I had to thank for giving me a bartending job after I’d advised her on legal and credit matters. Not long after, she and Sean found the funding through a private investor to open the pub of their dreams. It thrilled me when they called with the news.

      “How do you like working here so far?” Sean took the pencil from behind his ear and readied the point of it on the schedule next to my name.

      “It’s fine, each day is different, but the juggle is real. Between my classes and working, there’s little time for anything else.”

      He scratched at his beard and appeared to scowl over the schedule. “I was going to ask if you had more flexibility. I could use you on Tuesdays so I could spend a night at home with the babies. Brigid is complaining I spend too much time here as it is. She wants to take this ceramic class, or maybe it was jewelry making. Shit, I don’t recall. Ah, no need to worry you about my marital troubles. I’ll ask Barry if he can work another shift.”

      I chewed my cheek. My plan to become a corporate lawyer meant dual enrollment to complete both a law degree and an MBA. At this point, sleeping seven hours a night or working more hours were luxuries I couldn’t afford. And, looking at the photo of his babies, I also had a hard time saying no.

      “How about if Barry and I rotate the extra Tuesday shift? I might be able to manage it every other week.”

      “Yeah? That’d be a great help, Maddie.” A tired smile washed away the shadows on his pale face for a few seconds before returning to a stressed state.

      After confirming my hours, Sean returned behind the bar with me. “Busy night,” he remarked and set about to open a new keg delivered earlier that day.

      “Hey sweetheart, I’ll take a whiskey, neat,” a man called out as he arrived at the pub. I knew this guy and his premium drink order well after studying him once a week for the past month.

      Each time he stopped by, decked out in ultra-conservative but well-tailored pinstripe suits, he sat at the corner table near the far end of the bar, alone, rarely talking, other than to order his self-imposed two drink limit. His only redeeming quality was the way his dark hair swept to one side, calling attention to his perfect green eyes.

      “Is this scoundrel giving you a hard time?” Sean said it loud enough for the guy to hear and with a twinkle in his tired eyes framed by dark underage circles. “Can you handle the likes of him?”

      “I’ve handled worse,” I shot back.

      I reached for the premium brand whiskey bottle nestled behind the other non-premium liquors Sean kept in stock. With a new tumbler from the drying rack, I poured about two ounces of the dark amber liquid straight from the bottle into the glass. Perfect at room temperature of sixty-five degrees, no water, no ice, no mix, just the smooth, neat taste of Irish history.

      I set the fresh drink in front of him on a napkin emblazoned with the O’Brien’s Irish Pub shamrock logo.

      Before I could move my hand away, he reached for it. Our fingers brushed, setting my nerve endings on fire, and for a moment, I felt a blip in the timeline of our brief acquaintance. It wasn’t the first time I experienced such casual exchanges with customers, but the sparks from this were like the kindling to a roaring fire. It burned me from the first spark.

      I ignored what I figured was just my imagination. He had certainly made no previous effort to befriend me. Tonight was different though, even the air about him seemed to take on new energy. He downed the first drink fast, then caught me as I cleaned the tables near him.

      “Hey, sweetheart, bring me another and do me a favor? Send that blonde woman in the red dress at the bar a glass of champagne on me.”

      I chuckled. The blonde was a regular and had a boyfriend built like a tank.

      “That woman over there? Honey, you don’t want to do that. She’ll break your heart. And please, don’t call me sweetheart again.” There, I put him in his place.

      His face smirked. “Care to wager on that? Put your tip on the line?” He pulled out a fifty and laid it on the table. I eyed the cash. He was usually a good tipper, but this was the biggest I’d seen yet. “I say she goes home with me.”

      Wow, was he arrogant? Of course, I took that bet. And I had the most fun watching her shoot him down with a snubbing toss of her hair when the drink arrived. Her boyfriend had perfect timing, coming onto the scene not a minute later.

      I held back a chuckle when I went to collect my tip. “I guess I could have been nice and told you she had a boyfriend who owned a bodybuilding gym. You had some tough competition there.”

      Unfazed, he raised the stakes. “Okay, double or nothing?” He glowered, replacing the fifty with a one hundred-dollar bill. “Let’s see . . . Send the redhead at the table over there another glass of whatever she’s drinking.”

      I bit my cheek. I didn’t recognize the woman, and that hundred-dollar tip would be nice.

      I wavered while delivering another glass of white wine to her. I pointed, then she turned to look at him, held the drink up, and called out, “Thank you.”

      Watching him get up from his table to join her, I suffered over losing my tip. The jerk sent me a cool look, but I didn’t have to sulk long because a woman walked through the front door and joined them at the table.

      His face froze as the redhead greeted who I imagined was her lover with several kisses like they’d been apart for months, and this drink was just a formality to the love they would make later. The last laugh was on him, and I didn’t bother to hide my glee.

      I returned to my position behind the bar, serving a few more customers and keeping my eye on him, trying to size him up. He might be a handsome devil, but he was also the most cocky.  I’d yet to catch him in a smile, and I was sure none existed in his vocabulary of facial expressions. I imagined someone hurt him somewhere along the way, and he was far from over it.

      I laughed about our little game. Would he forget about it or concede, handing me the one hundred-dollar bill along with his wounded pride?

      He caught me mid-laugh and must have thought it was a signal to move closer because he excused himself from the women and approached the dark-stained and lacquered walnut bar, settling onto the green-leather clad barstool at the end. I almost wished he hadn’t, but banter with this guy might entertain me, and that tip would help pay my rent due in two days.

      “I see you laughing at me. I probably deserve it. Maybe you’re the one I should focus all my attention on instead.”

      Oh crap, this close up his eyes were on full display. He oozed cocky, sexy, and gorgeousness, and my rule could easily be forgotten. “I’m flattered, really, but I have to disappoint you because I’m not the kind of girl you take home for a random night of fun.”

      “Then what kind of girl are you?”

      “The marrying kind.” There. That would put him in his place because players like him never wanted to deal with the marrying kind.

      I learned long ago, when guys saw a tall woman like me with a figure like a swim suit model, all their common sense flew out the window. When I tended bar on Saturday nights, I even put on a ten-dollar fake engagement ring to warn off guys from hitting on me, but that didn’t prevent some of them from trying.

      It deterred him, for now. He started up a conversation with the man sitting next to him, so I turned to sneak a quick read in my Advanced Antitrust Law and Economics textbook on the counter behind me. Another passage highlighted in yellow. Another scrawled note in my notebook which, later tonight, I would retype on my laptop. Under constant pressure to survive these classes, I was thankful that Sean let me study as long as I took care of the customers first.

      “What are you studying there?” His voice rang out behind me.

      Okay, so he was persistent. I sighed while closing my book, leaving the highlighter inside like a bookmark. Clearly, he was making me the object of his desire at the moment and wouldn’t give up until I really put him in his place. Which could be fun, even if I had to use my time to answer him instead of studying. I held up the three-inch-thick textbook so he could read the cover.

      “Oh. Law student? What year?”

      “Well, it’s complicated. I started my law degree a few years ago, but soon after, I realized my love for corporate law.  Now I’m a dual major at Harvard to complete my MBA, and I’ll graduate in December.” I turned up my nose and flipped my long hair over my shoulder to let him see I was not some brainless bimbo. I was intelligent, respected myself, and going places.

      He held up his glass. “Lawyer, huh? Seems we have that in common. And I’m a Harvard Alumnus, so cheers.” The whiskey swirled at the slightest motion of his hand, catching the light on its gold hue as if it were flirting with me, daring me to keep the conversation going.

      With my hands on my hips, I shot back. “Hm. Don’t even think for a second this thing we have in common is going to get you into my pants.” The last word caught in my throat. Oh my. He surprised me with something that resembled a smile. For the first time, he showed he might be human. It was a quick flash of pearl white teeth, but one that briefly highlighted his dimples.

      “So, Harvard, is Professor Nicoletti still teaching that Antitrust Law class?” He nodded toward my textbook.

      Flattered by his nickname for me, Harvard, which was better than sweetheart, I indulged him in more conversation. And the hundred-dollar bill as my tip was still in play near his glass on the bar top.

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes. If it wasn’t a subject I liked so much, I’d drown in tears at how dry Nicoletti is. He’s such a pompous prick too, with the way he talks as if he’s better than every one of us.”

      “Oh yeah? I actually know him. He’s quite a funny character outside of the classroom. And he has a beautiful wife and kids. I’ve spent time with them out on Cape Cod. He’s been a good friend to me.”

      My face fell. “Oh God, please don’t tell him I think he’s dry. I’m hoping to graduate with honors. If Nicoletti found out I’d said anything about him . . .”

      A gradual smile spread across his face, with total dimples and a wink of his eye. “I’m messing with you, Harvard. The only thing I know about him is that he is indeed a dry prick.”

      I almost threw the bar towel I was holding at him. Okay. Yes, he was a cocky asshole. But one I sort of liked.

      Two hours later, we had talked off and on about all the professors we both knew plus my Harvard experience. A far cry from the assholery he tried to put on me earlier, this conversation was enjoyable.

      Somewhere beneath his I’m all that exterior resided a decent guy inside. At least, I liked to think a man was innocent until proven guilty.

      When he downed his fourth drink, he stood up to leave, and I almost regretted that he did. I held back squeal when he left the one hundred-dollar bill as the tip.

      “Listen, it pays to have connections in this city, especially among us Harvard alums. We have to stick together. Here’s my card. You ever need anything, call me.”

      “Sure. Thanks.” I reached for the card and tip while he flashed me another set of those dimples, which somehow translated into fluttering butterflies in my stomach.

      “See you next time, Harvard.”

      I gawked at him and his perfect suit walking away with his confident gate. His head turned to nod at me with another flash of his dimples before he reached the pub door.

      Damn, thanks to my rule, I’d miss out on a good time with . . . I read the name on his business card.

      Daniel D. Jones, Esquire.

      I didn’t know if I’d ever need to use it, but just in case, I stuffed the card into my pocket and went back to my regularly scheduled life.
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          Heaven Help The Son

          Daniel

        

      

    

    
      “Are you taking me out tonight, my boy? I’m back in town and I’d like dinner at Paddy’s Fish Fry, and maybe a drink,” my ma commanded, her Irish brogue booming in my ear when she called.

      Returning early from being a snowbird in Florida, she sprung this on me. Of course I wouldn’t let her down, because I was a good Irish son, and she was the only thing that mattered in my life. The guilt didn’t keep me from trying to get out of it, though.

      “Ma, I’m just getting home from work now, and I’ve got a new case starting in the morning. I have at least two hours of work ahead of me yet . . .”

      She cut me off. “Ah well, never you mind then. I’m sure I’ll be fine walking to Paddy’s by myself in the dark.”

      I would never hear the end of it if even so much as a rat crossed her path on the way to Paddy’s. There was no arguing with her, and I walked into my bedroom to change into jeans. “How long are you in town this time, Ma?”

      “Through the spring maybe, until Boston gets too hot. Or maybe I’ll stay until the end of my time here on Earth. Either way, just be sure to bury me in my blue dress and your father’s ring.”

      “Dad’s ring? Ma, the guy cheated on you and treated us like shit.”

      “Don’t you curse at me.”

      “I will not bury you with his ring.”

      “Daniel Declan Jones, you will bury me with his ring. It’s because of him you were born, my precious son.”

      If we were having this conversation in person, she’d pinch my cheeks as if that showed how precious I was to her.

      “I’ll buy you a new ring then.”

      “No, you won’t be wasting your money on me,” she ordered. Did the beachfront condo in Florida I paid for and the brownstone house on Beacon Hill I bought for her count?

      “I’ll be buried with that ring and I’ll not hear another word about it. Now, what time will you be around?”

      She did this every time she was back in town. She guilted me into taking her out for dinner and drinks at least once a week. And I had no choice but to be a dutiful son because Heaven help an Irish boy who didn’t obey his mother.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When Ma came to the door, I gave her a kiss on the cheek. “The sunshine agrees with you. And look at you, spry as ever.”

      I was proud of her for keeping up her looks as she aged. She colored her brassy red hair to keep the grays at bay, and she spent a fortune on special spa products to reduce wrinkles, at least according to my monthly credit card statement.

      I watched Ma claw her way out of depression long ago, and I’d pay for whatever she needed now to take care of herself. Besides, I was in a position of financial well-being, thanks to some luck in business and key real estate investments, and I had no one else to spoil. Taking it all to the grave with me wasn’t an option, so I spent it on things that mattered most to me. Like Ma.

      “Aw, go on. And look at you. I can see the stress running across your face.” She reached up and grabbed my cheeks before I could block her. “Now we best be off before the fish gets cold.”

      We walked two blocks around the corner to Paddy O’Neil’s place. She’d been dining there weekly for years when she was in town. A creature of habit my mother was.

      Old Paddy greeted her warmly when we entered, bringing Ma into a bear hug and scraping her cheek with his gray beard as he spoke. “If it isn’t Mary Jones returned from the sunshine state. How are you?”

      “I’m grand, and you?” Ma patted the man on his chest.

      Paddy ushered her to a table by the kitchen where I knew he’d take the chance to pop out and talk more with Ma throughout our dinner. I also had no doubt her face would light up at the sight of him each time. It was just what they did in this interesting friendship they’d kept over the years.

      “What’s the news?”

      “Well, nobody died today.” Ma’s familiar response meant it must have been a slow news day among her gossipy group of lovely retired ladies she consorted with at the local parish.

      “Aye. But did you hear about Fiona’s third cousin’s daughter and the wedding?”

      “Don’t tell me another fecking wedding for that one? Do you hear this, Danny? I’m going to have to shop for a new dress now. At least I still have my Florida color going.”

      I looked at Ma. She was as pale as Irish could be, with maybe a few more freckles spread across her nose, but I wouldn’t contradict her. She went through a bottle of sunless tanner every month to keep her Florida color, which didn’t amount to much on my credit card statement.

      The conversation between them went on, Paddy catching up Ma with all the parish gossip until our plates of fish and chips arrived. We could always count on Paddy to confirm the neighborhood goings-on beyond the supposed rumor mill. And it was a good night when there was too much news so I made it through dinner with no mention from Ma of her disappointment in my love life and lack of grandchildren.

      After dinner, I took Ma to O’Brien’s where I’d been visiting at least once a week, keeping up a conversation with Harvard. I even helped her think through some simulated legal cases she and her study group were tackling. If nothing else, tonight she’d be a good visual distraction from Ma’s chatter.

      When we entered the pub, I spotted Harvard right away and nodded to her. She was easy to notice, not just because of her height, but also because of her chestnut hair, which, being a fan of brunettes, was pleasing to watch, especially when she tossed her hair at me while shooting off snarky comments. It was those brief moments I expected and enjoyed every time I stepped foot into O’Brien’s.

      I guided Ma to take up a perch at the end of the bar.

      “Good evening Daniel, here’s your usual,” Harvard purred at me and already had my whiskey neat sitting in front of me like a good bartender should. “And hello. You must be the prettiest woman I’ve seen Daniel with yet.”

      “Ah, go on with yourself.” Ma shooed her away. I cringed inside, knowing that Ma hated flattery, yet at the same time, she lived for it.

      “Ma, this is Harvard. Harvard, this is my mother, Mary Jones.”

      “I do have a proper name, Daniel, if you ever bothered to ask me,” she addressed me before turning to Ma. “So nice to meet you. What can I get you, Mrs. Jones?”

      “Mary is fine, dear. I’ll have a pint.”

      Harvard served Guinness while I avoided the heat from Ma’s eyes burning into me.

      “By the way, how was your exam last week?” I asked because I was genuinely concerned about Harvard keeping up her grades, and also maybe to avoid Ma’s wrath that I knew was coming.

      “Grueling. But . . .” She teased me with a dramatic pause and cheeky eyes to match. “I aced it. Only because you really helped me piece together that case. So, thanks, Daniel. I owe you. This round’s on me.” She gave me a wink and walked away to serve other customers before I could object. She didn’t need to waste her money on me like that.

      Ma stared right into me. “Well, well, aren’t you the devil? I wondered why we came to this pub instead of my usual. Here I am, worrying if my son is off gallivanting around or if he’s all alone while I’m in Florida. But I needn’t worry at all.” She dropped her voice to a whisper and said, “Are you having S-E-X?”

      “Ma, it’s not like that. We’re just—”

      “Friends? A friend without a proper name, it seems. What were you, born in a barn? Did I teach you any manners? Is she even Irish?”

      “I come here to drink, not to find a wife.”

      “Huh. When did you last go to Mass? You’ll go with me this Sunday. We’ll pray that you don’t get this girl pregnant, and I’ll light a candle for a good Irish woman to come into your life. You know Debbie Sullivan’s sons have given her five grandchildren now. Five.”

      And there it was. The conversation about my lack of nuptials and zero sperm embedded into a wife. An hour later, Ma was still going on and on about how lucky Mrs. Sullivan was to be blessed with so many grandkids around. I breezed through two glasses of whiskey listening to this and ordered another when Harvard came by.

      Ma’s eyes grew wide. “You’re ordering another drink? God help us, what’ll the parish members think if they see you drunk and stumbling while walking home?”

      Harvard chimed in. “You’re right, Mary. He usually only has two drinks, and that’s it. What gives tonight, Daniel?”

      Shit. Both the women in my life were ganging up on me. Not that Harvard was in my life, but in the bigger picture, the woman to my right and the woman behind the bar were the only two women appearing regularly in it.

      “Since my son was apparently born in the wild, tell me your name, dear.”

      “It’s Maddie. Maddie McComber.”

      “Oh!” Ma turned to me like she just ate a canary. “Isn’t that just a good Irish name then?”

      I stood up because I’d heard enough for one night. “Actually, Ma, you’re right. I shouldn’t have another drink because I have work to finish up tonight. We should go. See you next time, Harvard.” I placed particular emphasis on the last word for Ma to hear.

      I headed for the door, and behind me, I could hear my mother apologizing to Maddie for her son being an arse with no manners.

      The walk home with Ma felt longer and colder than it should’ve.

      “She’s a looker, that one. Tall for my tastes, but good child-bearing hips. And you’ve been helping her with her studies? You should bring her around for dinner one night. Let me have a good look at her. What say you, Danny? Have you noticed her?”

      Oh, I noticed something new about Maddie every time I stepped into the pub. Tonight, in particular, the curve of her waist caught my eye. Maybe to some an odd thing to find attractive, but I’d studied Maddie enough to know every inch of her and that curve was better than any winding road through a valley. I’d ride that highway with my tongue if I got the chance.

      Yes, I thought about her on nights I wasn’t there, too, but Ma would read too much into it if I gave her those details. Acknowledging the attraction was all I could even handle for the moment, and I was sure the attraction was one-sided, anyway. What would a young, up-and-coming woman like Maddie see in a man like me?
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          The Trivial Pursuit

          Maddie

        

      

    

    
      Work plus trivia? Thank you. In celebration of St. Patrick’s day, Sean brought in a trivia game for the evening while we served all the green beer patrons wanted. I couldn’t have been happier. Filling my mind with useless factoids was worth nerding out on. Somehow my brain cataloged details, and it could call them forth at a moment’s notice, making me a solid trivia competitor.

      “What was Star Wars,” I whispered under my breath to the announcer’s question, “In 1977, this was the top-grossing movie.” And I smiled because I was correct without even checking.

      “And that concludes the movies category. Up next, biology.” The trivia announcer updated the trivia team details to appear on the large monitor, taking up a display at the back of the pub.

      It was full on this crazy night, even with Sean working the bar with us, the staff of four bartenders could hardly keep up. Daniel commented about it when he arrived. “Maybe we should bring trivia to the pub more often for a crowd like this?”

      I thought it odd that he said we, but didn’t have time to think much more of it.

      The announcer called out the first biology question, and a shiver of total glee spread through me.

      “How many muscles are in the human body?”

      “Six hundred,” I muttered.

      I saw Daniel’s eyebrows shoot up at me while he and Sean talked for a few minutes. I walked away and served a group of demanding young guys at the other end of the bar. By the time I circled back, Daniel was nursing his first glass of whiskey for the night with one hand on his hip. He had to stand, his usual barstool occupied, and I could see the objection written all across his face.

      Next thing I knew, he started a conversation with the couple sitting there, and a few minutes later, he handed over two one-hundred-dollar bills. The guy took the money, stood, and gave up his barstool to Daniel.

      “Did you just buy your way onto that stool?” I shouldn’t have been so surprised at his cockiness.

      He sat proudly. “Yep. Everyone has a price.”

      “Or maybe you could’ve waited your turn or taken a seat over there. Ever heard of delayed gratification?”

      “I like what I like and make no excuses for it.” His emerald orbs smoothed a path down the front of my green O’Brien’s Pub t-shirt and back up, pausing at my “Kiss me, I’m Irish” button as if leaving himself a bread crumb there to follow the trail again later.

      The warmth I felt from getting another trivia question right cranked up to a whole new level of excitement as I read way too much into what Daniel’s eyes were doing to me. The announcer calling out the next question was the only thing that brought me back to reality.

      “Next question: What body part does a Brannock Device measure?” which brought up all kinds of hoots and hollers from the crowd.

      “The feet. Created by a shoe store owner.” My answer came faster than any of the bar patrons on the trivia teams, even if Daniel was the only one who heard me mutter it. He hadn’t taken his eyes off me yet.

      I acted like I was unaware of his intense stare and loaded tumblers into the dishwasher while waiting for the announcer to confirm I was right. I was.

      Daniel remarked, “Harvard two, the rest of the bar zero.”

      I was on a roll.

      On the next question, Daniel thought he could outdo me.

      “The last question for the biology category: What’s the more common term for epistaxis?” The announcer repeated the question twice for the crowd, who all seemed stumped by this one.

      Daniel answered, “Headache.”

      I smiled at him. “I’m pretty sure the answer is nosebleed.”

      He pulled out a fifty, placed it on the bar. “Care to put your tip on the line? How sure are you?”

      “I’m positive I’m right.”

      And I was, as confirmed a few minutes later by the trivia announcer before he went on break.

      Daniel left the fifty on the bar for me. “Why are you such a genius?”

      “I’m not. I just have a photographic memory and recall facts easily. It’s a helpful skill while studying law.” I shrugged off his suspicious look.

      “Ah-hah. You memorized the trivia game decks.”

      “What? Hardly. Look, I love to read, and relaxing for me is watching documentaries and lectures on YouTube. I’m a nerdy girl, okay? I make no apologies for it.” He made me laugh at myself. Although I couldn’t take being teased in school, somehow Daniel’s teasing felt more like flirting, and that was okay.

      “I’m jealous. It took every ounce of my concentration to get through law school. Do you know how amazing you are?”

      “I’m far from it.” The heat rose to my cheeks, and I scrambled my brain to get away from his compliments. I eyed the fifty on the bar top between us. “You don’t have to leave such big tips here, you know.”

      “I don’t usually. Only for the bartender I like the most.”

      “Well, serving you two drinks is worth less than a half-hour of labor, which means you are grossly overpaying me in tips. You’re spoiling me. Really, Daniel, just a typical tip would be fine, hell even that’d be five percent more than most people pay.”

      “Are you saying you don’t enjoy getting big tips? I assure you, your service, your smart mouth, and your company are worth every dollar. Besides, I remember what it was like to be in school, surviving on peanut butter sandwiches and ramen noodles while studying so hard. The real world wasn’t so easy back then.”

      I saw a group of young guys across the bar motion to me for refills, but I ignored them to stay with Daniel as long as I could. “Sometimes I wonder if you live in the real world? Because from my point of view I see you in fancy suits, ordering expensive liquor, giving big tips. Makes me glad I’m going into corporate law if it means I’ll be like you someday, and all my money worries will fade away.”

      “If it makes you feel better, I didn’t come from money. Ma and I struggled after my dad left us.”

      I took it in, letting the surprise register on my face. “Maybe it does. I was raised by a single mom and then my grandma. It’s a special club all its own.” I diverted attention to refilling the olive tray for martini’s even though green beer was the house specialty for the night. I’d find any excuse to evade questioning about my past.

      “We have that in common then. To single mothers everywhere.” He raised his glass. “And, as for St. Patrick and all the luck of the Irish, screw him. I can’t speak for anyone else, but luck to me has only meant a four-letter word for work.” He surprised me by continuing to open up a little about himself.

      “Some might look at my life and say I got lucky, but the truth is my hard work paid off. I partnered with a good friend of mine, Buddy Rogers, right out of college, and we started up an online legal service business. We hustled our asses off building it, then sold it for a tidy sum.”

      “Not enough to retire early?”

      “More than enough. Buddy lives on a beach somewhere in the world, probably drinking beers and dating supermodels, but not me. I need a reason to get up every morning. I tried taking a couple years off, did some traveling, then returned to work in law because I enjoy it, and I need to be doing something.”

      “Let me get this straight. You could relax on a beach somewhere having the time of your life, but you’re here?”

      “Who says I’m not having the time of my life right here, on this barstool in the middle of Boston, with you?” Another long stare of his eyes burned into me, as if inviting me to lie in the green grass pasture there within them.

      The trivia announcer setting up the next category of business and technology trivia, along with Sean’s plea that I get back to work, pulled me away from the invitation in his eyes.

      I left him and managed the flirtations of others, and several orders, eventually escaping and making my way back to the end of the bar by Daniel.

      “Business must be my category because I’ve gotten every single question right,” he beamed.

      Another question came through the speakers. “What year did a startup reach the best IPO in the history of the S&P?”

      Daniel’s smile split his face and his eyes twinkled brighter. “Aha. Care to make a wager on this one?”

      “Um, no. I can already tell you’ve got the answer.”

      “Hm. Think you can read me now, huh? I knew you were a smart girl. You only bet when you’re sure you can win.”

      “Do you bet on things often? I’m wondering if this is some strange gambling addiction you have.”

      “No, I’m not a gambler, but maybe you bring out the risk-taker in me.”

      There it was again, a brief gaze long enough for our eyes to carry on their own conversation. One that searched the depths of our irises, circling around the colors, trying to figure out answers to the questions we didn’t want to verbalize yet.

      My brain formed one question from that gaze. Could I see myself with him? The sexy, older man, and one I found infinitely more intoxicating than any of the younger men in the bar tonight combined, was threatening to kill off my rule completely.

      I lucked out in having the early shift, and an hour later when the pub had settled to a more manageable pace, Sean let me leave. Knowing I faced a few hours of studying at home before I could even think of crawling into bed, I was ready to go and grabbed my things from the office.

      My camel-colored wool coat was a splurge I couldn’t afford two years ago and it normally warmed my skin against chilly March evenings in Boston. Tonight, I simply draped it over my arm. My insides didn’t need any help right now getting warm after conversing with Daniel off and on all night, heating me plenty.

      He caught me as I walked by him. “Off already? I guess that’s my cue to get out of here, too. Unless . . . Can I talk you into entering the next round of team trivia?” He got up from his seat and gestured to his stool. “I’ll even give up my seat for you.”

      My feet were killing me. It was tempting. “Sure, thanks. It’d be fun to see what it’s like to sit on the other side of this bar for once.”

      “Can I buy you a drink?” He asked, his voice smooth like the whiskey he drank.

      I placed my coat and bag on the back of the barstool then looked up at his height towering over me. For a tall girl who often dreamed of what it’d be like to look up into my man’s eyes, it was appealing. I always figured I was a big girl who needed a bigger guy, and he didn’t disappoint me at all in that department.

      He leaned an arm against the bar and faced me while we talked. Occasionally, my thigh would bump against his, a wicked treat being up this close and personal with Daniel.  His after shave or cologne or whatever the devilish scent was tempted me to reach out and touch him.

      What was I doing though, sitting here having a drink with a regular who I was finding myself attracted to? He made it so easy to forget my rule. Don’t sleep with the regulars.

      Rules were black and white, right? I wasn’t a gray area kind of person, but somehow he had me willing to perform due diligence and find out if there was any shade of gray to play with in this situation.

      Of course, we won the team trivia round and celebrated with a second Guinness. After that, though, I knew I could so easily get sucked into the gray and needed to exit. I made an excuse to leave and when he offered to walk or drive me home, I declined.

      “There’s plenty of people out tonight, walking the streets and having a good time for St. Patrick’s. Besides, I’m only a few blocks away. I’m used to the walk.”

      “Plenty of people, maybe, but all it takes is one to get the wrong idea about a single woman on the street and follow you home. Your safety is important to me. At least let me call you an Uber. I won’t take no for an answer.” He had his phone out in a flash, overruling my objections before I could plead a better argument.

      Out on the street, waiting for the car to arrive, I tightened my coat around me for my hands to have something to do amid my nervousness building. “This has been a really enjoyable night. In fact, one of the best St. Patrick’s I’ve had in a few years.”

      He waved his fist in the air and called out, “Screw St. Patrick!”

      “Exactly.” I laughed with him, drinking in the dark, hearty notes of his unrestrained laugh.

      A few minutes later, I waved at him from the back seat of the Uber car, thinking back to how far we’d come since the first time I’d seen him in the pub.

      He was nothing like the cocky asshole vibe he put off to everyone else. He was sweet to me, attentive, as if he saved the best of himself all week only for me. Then again, the gray area might be muddling my brain and lulling me over to his dark side thanks to two pints of Guinness.
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          Silent Partner

          Daniel

        

      

    

    
      I scowled in Sean’s office, pouring over the financial records to date for O’Brien’s Pub.

      “Six months in and you’re not yet breaking even? I know it’s difficult for a new bar to find its rhythm in a neighborhood like this, but I expected to see some hope of a faster return on my investment. What cutbacks can you make but still be operational?”

      Sean sighed. “Daniel, I swear, I’m watching every penny. The only thing I can think of right now is to reduce staff, maybe take up bartending myself to reduce expenses until we break even. I could let Maddie go. She’s available to work less than twenty hours a week and doesn’t have a flexible schedule like the others. She’d be the obvious—”

      “No—not Maddie. Look, I don’t mind continuing to cover payroll until things improve. I don’t think we need to go to extremes yet by cutting staff. How much will you need to cover payday today and the next?”

      “A few thousand.”

      After tapping a few buttons on my phone, I sighed. “I just transferred five. I’ll expect a report from you on how every cent of that is spent.”

      “I certainly appreciate having such an understanding and solid partner as you.”

      I glanced sharply at him. “Silent partner. You’re the one doing all the work.”

      “Then I’ll work on the numbers, and hopefully, you won’t be footing the payroll expense much longer.”

      I reached down into my laptop bag and pulled out two bottles of whiskey.

      Sean took them and stashed them behind the bar. He returned, shaking his head. “And maybe I can soon afford to buy your bottles of expensive whiskey. Although when you first told me to keep a bottle on hand for you in case you stopped by, I wasn’t expecting to see you here twice a week.”

      “What can I say? I enjoy checking on my investments.”

      “It makes me nervous with you coming around so often to check on us.”

      A knock at the door startled both of us, especially when it opened and it was Maddie poking her head inside.

      “Sean, I—Oh, Daniel? Sorry, I didn’t realize you were here. Should I come back?”

      “No, I was just in the neighborhood and thought I’d stop in and say hi to Sean,” I beamed at her like the breath of fresh air she was.

      Sean eyed me suspiciously. “Um, yeah. Right, we’re just shooting the breeze here. I’ll bet you’re here for payday, Maddie? Want your check?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Sean dug out his business checkbook. Maddie waited by the door while he filled one out. “I didn’t realize you and Sean were such good friends.”

      I couldn’t take my eyes off of her as she stood there. A jogging bra not entirely covered by an unzipped hoodie held court over low slung leggings, and her bare navel dared me to take it all in.

      It was the first time I’d seen her wearing such revealing clothes, and I suddenly realized my heart was beating faster, and my brain was wondering how I could erase the feet of distance between us.

      “Uh sure, just networking, you know. It pays to know people in this city. How are classes going?”

      “Good. I finished early today and went for a run to take advantage of this nice spring day.”

      Sean cleared his throat, shifting his eyes between Maddie and me. “Well, here you go, Maddie. Don’t spend it all in one place.”

      She walked over to take the check, moving right in front of me, where her closeness sent my heart beating off into unfamiliar territory. “Actually, that’s exactly where it’s all going. My rent is due today. I’ll be back for my shift tonight.”

      She lingered for a moment with her navel almost at my eye level, as if taunting me. My fingers dug into my seat cushion wishing they were experiencing the feel of her flesh.

      “I might swing by later after dinner. Keep my barstool open for me?”

      She chuckled. “Will do.”

      Sean eyed me after Maddie left. “Huh. I guess there’s another reason you visit so frequently. Is there something going on between you and Maddie?”

      “No, not particularly. Say, that trivia night you had worked well. Why don’t you come up with some special events like that by the end of the week? I’ll have a friend who works in advertising ring you to work up some ads for social media and community papers.”

      “Sure, yeah, that’d be great.”

      I got up to leave. “One more thing. Let’s continue to keep the fact I’m a silent partner . . . silent. I prefer it that way.”
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        * * *

      

      When I stopped in after dinner, I found a different Maddie behind the bar. Her denim skirt, with a slightly off-shoulder blouse, paired with cowboy boots, made me realize I had never seen her behind the bar in anything but jeans and pub t-shirts. It even looked like she was wearing a little makeup and curls in her hair.

      She was a natural beauty to me. I didn’t think she needed all of that extra stuff, but she was stunning.

      Why the hell was I thinking about her like that? She was Harvard. Just a… bartender. She was also younger than me by maybe eight or ten years. Not a huge deal in my book; I’ve slept with young women before. But some people have a problem with an older man dating a younger woman. And why was I thinking about dating when I don’t do relationships?

      Still, she looked beautiful tonight. And she had my whiskey waiting for me by the time I sat down, which in my book was worth every tip I always left her.

      “You look nice tonight. Special occasion?”

      She smiled. “Nothing in particular.”

      From the other end of the bar, a booming voice called out with slurred words and a thick Bostonian accent, “Hey you, sweet thing, can we get another round of beers down here?”

      I eyed the man and his two friends, each looking like county jail rejects. I was used to younger guys at the pub stealing Maddie away from me. It didn’t mean I liked it. And with this crew tonight, I could already tell the one calling out to Maddie was high on something, and his piercings through his nose and large gauges in his ears made him look scary enough to me.

      I’ve known plenty of interesting characters, and those things alone didn’t mean trouble, but added to this crew’s unshaven jaws and dirty clothes, reeking of the street, alcohol, and pot even with twenty feet between them and me, and I wondered if Maddie was silently shaking inside.

      After studying her mannerisms often over the past few months, I knew enough to know she was faking a smile and pretending to laugh at the nuanced jokes they sent her away.

      The toothless one of the three sent a loud hacking noise into the air as if he’d smoked six packs of cigarettes a day. As she walked away from them, the third one with a bandana on his head ogled her backside.

      I suddenly hated that she had to work through school like this and vowed to do what I could to keep the pub full of respectable patrons until she didn’t need this job anymore.

      Escaping from them, she came back to me as if she knew I was her safe haven. I was, even if I wasn’t ready to admit it aloud. If she needed me, I’d be there for her in a heartbeat.

      Maybe there was something growing between us, an attraction more than friendliness. I didn’t know how she felt, but I probably shouldn’t be entertaining these thoughts about her either.

      “Those guys giving you trouble tonight? Why don’t you let Barry tend to them?” My voice came out more agitated than it should as I looked around to locate the other bartender. I scoffed, finding Barry sitting at a booth flirting with some female patrons.

      She shrugged it off. “I’ve handled worse. I’m fine.”

      Still, I was uneasy over the next hour, keeping my eye on them and watching out for her. They grew louder and more boisterous, and I finally texted a detective friend of mine on the local police force. He showed up not long after and joined me for a drink.

      “Jace,” I shook his hand. “Thanks for coming on short notice.” I nodded toward the guys at the end of the bar but didn’t have to. Jace’s eyes zeroed in on them the minute he came through the door.

      “Shit. I know these guys, nothing but trouble. You were right to call me,” he said under his breath, and before Harvard arrived to take his order.

      “Harvard, this is Jace, an old buddy of mine.” I watched her eyes scan the scars on Jace’s neck, then she gave him a smile, the one where her face relaxed and tiny crinkles appeared at the edges of her blue eyes. I’d observed her enough to believe it to be her genuine smile, reserved for a lucky few. It relieved me to see it. Too many people judged Jace for the scars, left after an army tour in Afghanistan, and didn’t dig deeper to get to know the good guy he was.

      “Oh, it’s nice to meet a friend of Daniel’s. How do you two know each other?”

      I interjected before Jace could say more. “We go way back. Jace does some investigating for me.”

      “Guinness, please, thanks.” Jace eyed Maddie’s front then her back as she walked away.

      I’d worry about his interest in her, but I knew him well. “Forget it, man, she’s not your type. I know you go for shorter, petite women with their noses in books, and if they work at a library, even better.”

      “Let me guess, you and she . . . ?” His eyes gleamed as he nodded at me. He knew me well enough to know my type too.

      “I just visit here often, protecting my investment.” Keeping one eye on Jace and another on Maddie was difficult, which was why I drank alone most nights.

      “Right. Whatever you say. So what’s the plan here?”

      “Is there any way we can kick out the riff-raff? Give them a warning to never come back? I don’t want to see those guys here again.”

      “We need some probable cause. I’ll text a few guys on the beat tonight, see if they can hover around the street, and monitor these guys when they leave.”

      It wasn’t long before probable cause showed up. We watched two of them leave as Maddie tried to square up with the tattooed guy on their bill.

      He threw money on the bar. “Keep the change,” he yelled out.

      Maddie took the bill to the cash register and used a marker on it. “Oh, my God. This is counterfeit. Hey!” She turned, but the guy ran out. The look on her face was shock mixed with anger.

      Jace darted out the door behind him, phone in hand and already calling his buddies on the force.

      I walked behind the bar to reach her side. “Maddie? You all right? Listen, Jace is a cop; he’ll get those guys.” I put my hand on her back to console her but the shock of it. A slow burn sizzling from the palm of my hand up my arm was something I hadn’t felt with a woman in a very long time.

      “But the money? Their bill was over a hundred dollars. I should call Sean.”

      “I already texted him a half-hour ago. He’ll be here in a few.”

      “You did? I can’t believe what just happened.” Her hand went to her heart. The suddenly stricken, sad face she wore tore me up.

      “Hey, it’s okay. Come with me.” I slipped my hand around hers and tried to ignore the sensation of the way it fit so right in mine.

      I yelled to Barry. “Get your shit together and watch the bar, man.” My agitated tone as we passed by should have been enough to strike fear in him.

      I led Maddie into Sean’s office and closed the door behind us. She turned to face me, taking a deep breath and sticking her nose in the air, appearing defiant. “Really, I’m fine. I just hope the police get those guys. Their faces are etched in my brain now. If they ever dare appear here again, I’ll call the police right away.”

      “Yes, exactly what you should do. That’s my girl.” I let that slip, but I was so dang proud of her for not letting this situation get her down.

      “Your . . . girl?”

      “Figuratively, of course.” Heat prickled across my skin as I realized the closeness of being in the office with her. Now her sweet fragrance consumed me, all the sweetness of a floral scent hitting notes of citrus.

      “I’m hardly a girl. I’m a twenty-seven-year-old woman, in case you ever wondered,” her voice ended on a note of sparkling sensuality and warmth. It was hard to ignore the meaning behind what I was sure she was intending.

      “Yeah, um, thanks for that information.” Shit. I could take her right here, right now, if she agreed, but something told me I shouldn’t cheapen it by a quickie in the office of a pub.

      The signs that she was interested were there. Her face tilted down with her eyes looking up at me seductively, likely any sane man wouldn’t ignore her. But I had to. If I took this further than a friendly bar thing, I’d ruin what we had, and seeing her in tears because of me . . . well, that’s something I avoided.

      “You did great out there, handled things like a pro. I think what we need to do is increase prices just a little, so we keep the good neighborhood crowd but discourage anyone else.”

      “We?” Her eyebrows came together in a confused look.

      In my haste and nervousness with her, I forgot about the silent part of my partnership in this venture. But it didn’t matter because just then the door banked open. A uniformed officer pushed forward a guy in handcuffs.

      “Been hunting you down for a few months, Johnny. I doubt you’ll be back on the streets anytime soon,” Jace called out, following behind them and filling up Sean’s tiny office.

      “What about the other two?” I wouldn’t be happy until I saw all three behind bars.

      “They got away for now, but my guys will catch up to them.”

      Johnny reared his head up, seeing Maddie. “And here I thought we had a special thing going, sweetheart, but you called the cops on me?” He pushed himself up against her, and I don’t know what happened next, but somehow my fist found its way into his stomach, doubling him over.

      Jace held me back as anger seethed through my teeth. “Don’t call her sweetheart.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, after questioning and taking down reports from each of us, Jace finally carted Johnny off in a squad car.

      Sean turned to Maddie. “Why don’t you go home for the evening? It’s been a tough night.”

      She resisted, putting on that same defiant air I saw earlier. “No. I’m okay, really. Besides, I have two hours left on my shift, and I can’t afford to lose the pay or the tips.”

      I spoke up. “Don’t worry, you’ll still get paid.” I avoided Sean’s eyes glaring at me. “Why don’t I give you a ride home?”

      She gave in, but only after a few more minutes of acting tough, then collected her things. Once we settled into my car, and she pointed me in the right direction, I sensed Maddie eyeing the interior of my BMW and saw her fingertips familiarizing themselves with the leather edge of her seat.

      “I suppose now I’ll be called for questioning when Johnny’s case comes up.”

      “Yeah, guess he messed with the wrong people tonight.”

      “Will Jace be able to catch the other two?”

      “I hope so. I’ll keep in touch with him and see. Are you sure you’re okay after what happened?”

      “Why is everyone worried about me? I’m fine. I can take care of myself.” Her hand squeezed the edge of her seat until her knuckles went white.

      “Hey, I don’t doubt that, but it’s okay to lean on someone from time to time.”

      She shrugged. “I’ve had no one to lean on, so there’s no use starting now.” She looked out the window for half of a block then deflected the conversation back to me. “I heard you giving your report to the police. I guess since you own the place, that makes you my boss, huh?”

      Shit. My secret was out. “No. I’m just a silent partner in the pub. It’s not the kind of business I typically invest in, but I like Sean and Brigid. I’m happy to help the young couple get started, but they’re the ones doing all the work.”

      “And here this entire time I thought maybe it was me you came to see. You own the pub, so of course you’re there for more important reasons.”

      “Maybe I visit the pub for both those reasons.” A brief glance at Maddie, to see her brush the hair from her face behind her ear, exposing the flesh of her neck, was almost my undoing.

      “Okay, whatever you say, boss.”

      I scoffed. She was making my lustful thoughts about her weird now. “Don’t call me that. And don’t tell anyone else. I prefer anonymity.”

      She pointed. “My place is the next block there, just on the left.”

      The trip to her apartment was too short for my greedy tastes. I wanted more of her time for me. Pulling up to the curb in front of her door, I realized I knew of this old building. I had made an offer to purchase it at one time, but the owner, Mac Gimelli, turned out to be scum, and I called the deal off. I regretted it now, knowing Maddie was living there.

      “I supposed next you’ll be telling me that fraternizing with the patrons, such as yourself, is against company policy?” She shifted her body toward mine in the seat,

      A feral urge to bring her closer had me swallowing hard to keep that notion away. Her eyes did more than glance at me, they danced brightly in the dark of the car with only a hint of light from the street lamps. The way her fingertips played with the necklace she wore was a treat for my eyes as well. Oh, to run my tongue along her collarbone. And a slight citrus scent teased my senses, my mouth watering for a taste of her.

      Was fraternizing on my mind? Fuck yes. But things were too close for comfort, and I needed to be the reasonable person between us and put things back on a path that didn’t take us there.

      It took every ounce of self-preservation for me to say, “I’ll see you next time, Harvard.”

      She appeared crushed for a split second, then covered it up with her fake smile. “Sure, thanks again.” She launched out of my car and reached her door faster than I could exit my seat.

      I watched and made sure she got into her apartment safely before I took off. I wanted her. And the eyes she had made at me, if I was doubtful before about the possibility of her feelings toward me growing, I wasn't anymore.

      Visions of Maddie scrambled in my brain, but others joined them there. Horrible memories from my past.

      Ma destroyed after Dad left her for another woman… Lying on the carpet for three days, sobbing, not eating, hugging me and holding me, saying all the crazy things she said to me . . .

      Don’t you be like him.

      Never give a woman a reason to cry.

      My hands gripped the steering wheel harder as another difficult memory returned. My heartache from catching Rachael cheating on me with her best friend in our bed.

      All reminders of the pain of love and why I didn’t do relationships. I couldn’t push this thing with Maddie any further.

      I pulled away from the curb and made a tough decision: lie low awhile before showing my face at the pub again, until this thing between Maddie and I died down. Even if it killed me to stay away.
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          The Internship Decision

          Maddie

        

      

    

    
      Every spring, the arrival of the internship offers felt like a rite of passage, but this year it was torture. I had five magnificent offers. The trick would be to figure out where I wanted to spend every minute this summer.

      Three of the law firms were in the city, which would be handy to get to daily. The other two were in the suburbs and not as convenient. I should eliminate both right away, but one of them just won a monumental case which could be valuable real estate on my résumé.

      A voice in my head said I should call Daniel. Maybe he knew these five firms and could strategically walk me through this decision, even recommending the best offer to accept.

      I pulled out his card from my wallet, now well-worn with the number of times I held it in my hands, and stared at it. A phone call would be so next level, right? Like taking things to a more personal familiarity that was greater than any barstool interactions. Not to mention the torture of hearing his voice in my ear sending sparks of tingles down to that greedy place between my thighs.

      Thanks to our bar interactions, my attraction to Daniel became real, but he hadn’t come around for the past few weeks, not since the night he drove me home. Maybe he was on a business trip? Every time someone entered the pub, I snapped my eyes to the door, hoping it was him, only to be disappointed.

      His absence didn’t stop our past conversations replaying in my mind every night where he was increasingly the object of my late-night desires.

      I liked to think he was sweet on me, but who was I kidding? This was nothing but a friendship sort of thing, one that remained confined to a barstool at the pub, and that was if he showed up again.

      As much as I adored every memory each square inch of his business card represented, there was nothing from him telling me how he felt. Besides, I had my own rule to follow.

      The pub door swung open, another person who wasn’t Daniel entered, and I told my disappointed heart it was no use wishing for something that couldn’t be. I tucked his card away and went back to stewing over my internship decision in between customers.

      It must have been my lucky night, though, because Daniel showed up at the pub an hour later. When he sat on his usual stool, my stomach did a flip-flop as he flash-mobbed me with his twinkling green eyes, his white teeth, and dimples, like he had amnesia and forgot he’d gone missing for a few weeks.

      He finished me off with his usual “Hey Harvard” in his deep, growly voice that I read way too much into. This time, my breath hitched while I imagined his voice was saying, “Damn girl, you make me want to crawl on all fours across the pub floor to lick your knees,” especially since I noticed his eyes raked down to my bare legs under my shorts.

      I shook the thought out of my head and prepared his whiskey neat, hoping he didn’t notice the pink in my cheeks coloring them.

      “What’s all this?” He pointed to my internship papers strewn across the end of the bar.

      I blew out a big breath. “Only the toughest decision for me today—where to intern. It’s my last chance to work a full summer at a corporate law firm before graduating. I received five offers, each one amazing, and I don’t know which to choose. I’ve been freaking out all week and tomorrow is the deadline.”

      “Why didn’t you call me? I would have helped you think through it.”

      I blinked at him. If only he knew the number of times I wanted to. Wow, he would have been okay with me randomly dialing him up about this? What were these games he was playing with me? He was a regular at the pub who didn’t show up for weeks and then suddenly made an appearance tonight looking so damn good, for once replacing his suit with jeans and a long-sleeved t-shirt tight enough to make out the curve of his pecs, and I’m just supposed to smile and pretend none of this means anything?

      “Harvard? Snap out of it. You okay?”

      I jolted. “Of course. And a phone call? What, like I’m some damsel in distress? I can make this decision on my own, just like I always do.”

      He put his hands up in surrender. Was that hurt appearing briefly in his eyes? “Hey, I know for a fact you can handle this decision.” He went back to nursing his drink while I grumbled off, feeling like a total bitch.

      After serving a few other customers, I circled back to my pile of papers on the bar. I sorted the papers and then sorted them again. All the while, his unavoidable eyes watched me, as if waiting for me to make the next move..

      I drew in a breath. “I’m sorry if that sounded abrasive. It’s just that I’ve had to work very hard to get to where I am, and no one has ever been around to help me.”

      “It’s not a sign of weakness to ask for help, especially from me.” His voice reached a new level of sincerity laced with a twang of lust, while his eyes covered me like a green blanket, inviting me into his warmth. Or my imagination galloped wildly again.

      “I’m nervous, and I’m overthinking this. Ugh. I just don’t want to make the wrong decision. And why would you want to help me?”

      “I told you before, we Harvard people look out for each other. Besides, drinking whiskey alone is no fun and I enjoy your company.” His sly smile and dimples dazzled me.

      He enjoyed my—wow; I read into that. How could I not? Should I bother to ask about the past three weeks of his absence like I was some kind of overbearing girlfriend? Nope, not going there.

      He continued. “So why don’t you tell me your options and I’ll give you my opinion?” The sincerity in his voice matched the look in his eyes, revealing something resembling genuine concern for me. I liked it. I needed it, but I couldn’t let myself believe that he had any intention besides friends behind it.

      I took a deep breath, then launched into my findings. “Okay then. After inputting all the data that I could find about each firm into this spreadsheet—”

      I unfolded my pride and joy, ten pages of data sorted, organized, and printed on paper, then each taped together like a puzzle piece into one massive data dump that would tickle any data lover’s brain.

      “—I came up with a scoring system and categorized the findings for each law firm accordingly. Then I wrote up a quick program to calculate the firm with the best score. And the result? The firm to intern at is Belgin, Greggory, & George, I think.” I announced with false surety until I saw him smirk, which had me second-guessing myself all over again. “Is that a no?”

      His eyes darted between me and my spreadsheet as he scratched his neck. “You really are nerdy, Harvard. Look, I know the guys there, total sharks who eat interns for breakfast. No, what you need is a solid firm with good people who will guide you on this very important step of your career. Now, let’s start over and think this through.”

      He plowed through my data for the next hour, both complimenting my thoroughness and teasing me about it at the same time. When he shared his insider knowledge of each firm, that personal information was the missing ingredient from my deep analytical dive. I held on to his every word as he recounted stories of the leadership and the people he knew at each one.

      Listening to him, of this much, I became certain—on some level he cared for me. Why and how much? I didn’t know, but it felt good to have someone watching over me, even if his care was only as a friend.

      I had no one else in my life to depend on. Mom was gone and Grandma was in a home with no clue who I was even if I visited more often. But somehow, someway, this strange and beautiful barstool relationship had become the one thing I could count on for the first time in my entire life. And that had to be enough because I didn’t see him making any other moves toward turning this into anything more.

      By the time he finished his drinks, I had decided. “I’ll spend my summer at the firm of Reinhold & Buckley in the city. Once again, I owe you. I’m on the right path thanks to your guidance.”

      He held up his glass to me for his last sip. “See. Having Harvard Law connections pays off.”

      That seemed to solidify the professional relationship between us, which was proving to be the one thing saving my last year of school. Yes, a professional relationship, that’s what this was.

      I could say it with conviction, as if finally naming it claimed it. Until he winked and stood up. “Well, see ya next time, Harvard,” he said, the sound leaving behind echoes of his dark, sugary voice in my head.

      After that night, he went back to his weekly routine of stopping by the pub often. For the final weeks of the semester, he continued to be there for me. Whatever kept him away before was apparently forgotten.

      He continued surprising me, too, like when I was stressing over studying for the final exam in Nicoletti’s class. He went out to a Starbucks two blocks away to buy us espressos and pastries that sustained us while he helped me study until the pub closed.

      A man wouldn’t do that and go to such lengths for nothing, right? There was something about the way he treated me respectfully, even though he was a cocky ass to everyone else, and I liked how he was quick to tease me when an opportunity arose, but he was also really sweet to me.

      No matter how hard I tried, no matter my rule, my habit of reading too much into his actions, his words, and his eyes wasn’t going away.
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          The Facebook

          Daniel

        

      

    

    
      I ran into Maddie for the first time that summer at the offices of Reinhold & Buckley. My old college roommate, Phillip Buckley, was a partner there, and I knew he’d pass along my warnings to all the guys in that office: Maddie was off-limits, and they would show professional respect for her work only.

      I did some work with Phillip and we had some clients and cases in common, so I knew I’d be able to stop in through the summer to see her, er, them. Not just checking on her, but with legitimate business.

      As I tried to greet her with all the professionalism of colleagues, my chest was bursting with pride observing her there holding her own. It was a bonus to see her in a working context that didn’t involve the pub.

      “Ms. McComber,” I used my professional voice on her.

      “Well, Mr. Jones,” she greeted me with a natural energy I almost didn’t recognize, a difference from her usual smile saying, I'm stressed trying to serve fifty customers at the pub.

      “How is Phillip treating you? Good, I hope?”

      She looked right in place there, wearing a navy-blue dress with a conservative feel. Her dangling pearl earrings caught my eye, as did her hair up in a bun, putting her neck on full display and enticing me to touch it as if it were polished silver. But I refrained.

      “I think she’s quickly finding out that I’m the biggest asshole on the planet,” Phillip yelled out from his office.

      I leaned into her, “Nah, I have him beat there.”

      After a brief chuckle and a bright smile, she turned to me. “He’s been amazing, letting me shadow him in every meeting so far. And now I have a list of research to do, and I’m co-creating a presentation for a new client. He’s keeping me busy.”

      Phillip exited his office, and we joined our clients in the boardroom. I could tell Maddie impressed him, because he wasn’t usually this fond of interns. He included her in the meeting and deferred to her often. But I wouldn’t expect anything less from my Maddie.

      Yes, I thought of her as my Maddie. I had nursed her through the last semester, encouraging her, molding her to be the best that I knew she could be. Here she was showing the world what she was capable of. It was sexy as hell to see her confidence soar. And that was dangerous for me, especially with the mounting pressure from Ma to find a good Irish woman to settle down with.
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        * * *

      

      I asked Sean to give me Maddie’s schedule all summer. I knew when she worked and planned my life around it as much as I could. Not in a stalker way, although maybe it was slightly creepy. I could no longer stay away, and a little taste of her was all I needed to sustain me. And that was the growing problem. I wanted an actual taste of her.

      My attraction to Maddie multiplied so that I couldn’t even concentrate on whatever Ma was saying one night at the pub. She droned on about the church ladies or the single Irish women her friends knew.

      “Beatrice’s niece is arriving from Ireland next week. She comes from excellent stock, that one. Been taking care of her young cousins in Dublin, the perfect training for motherhood. I think I’ll have her over for dinner and you’ll come too. What do you say, Danny?”

      I remained silent. My eyes were feasting on Maddie’s ass as she was bent over, fiddling with the beer taps below the counter in front of me. Ma slapped my arm to get my attention. She knew right where I was looking, sharp as a tack as she was.

      She motioned to Maddie, who finished the task at hand, then went out to wipe the table tops down around the pub. “So, what’s holding you back from asking this one out, my boy, hmm? You need to get a grip, mister Daniel Declan Jones. How are you going to know if she’s the one when you’re just sitting on your arse at the bar?”

      “Nah, I’m not good enough for the likes of Maddie McComber.” I winced as soon as it came out of my mouth.

      Ma slammed down her Guinness, causing it to plop a bit of the beer out on the bar top. “What’s this? Mind your head, I think you’ve got a screw loose. You’d be good enough for anyone. They’d be lucky to have you. You’re good-looking, you have a job, and you have money. I read Cosmo in the doctor’s office, and those are the top three things women look for these days.”

      “Does Cosmo say anything about my particular skill of charming and disarming the pants off half the women in Boston?”

      “Oh, you scoundrel. You keep it zipped up, young man. Quit being an arse and giving your old Ma a heart attack. You know what you should try? The Facebook. Debbie Sullivan made me join The Facebook, and I have ten friends now. Maybe that would work even for the likes of you?”

      On paper, or in Cosmo, Ma was right. Maybe I was a good catch. But I knew the truth. I could hurt a woman just as my dad had hurt Ma, and I knew what it was like to be hurt by someone. I’d lived on both sides of the pain and now remained comfortable in the middle where I had nothing to do with hurting anyone at all.

      My heart sheltered in place, and so did everyone else’s. Life was simpler that way. Besides, Maddie McComber deserved better than me. She deserved the romantic guy who would bend the earth in half for her just so she could walk across it. I knew I didn’t have that in me. Did I?
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          Leveling Up

          Maddie

        

      

    

    
      The heat in the middle of summer had a way of simmering things to the surface, causing tempers to flare or lovers to ignite. While Sean and Brigid could be overheard having a yelling match over expenses in the pub office, a couple of regulars announced their engagement at the opposite end of the bar.

      Daniel paid for champagne to be sent to them as he sat at his usual barstool—a vision I’d become so used to seeing while working there that it didn’t feel the same without him.

      “I give them a good thirty years together,” he nodded to the couple. “I have a sixth sense about these things.”

      His cocky smile flashed my way would normally have my stomach doing flips, but my attentions were taken away by the noise of something crashing in the office. Brigid emerged rushing out of the of pub onto the street with Sean trailing close behind.

      I winced, nodding toward the door. “Do you have a sixth sense about them?”

      He shook his head. “They have a fifty-fifty chance. Speaking of which, I took on a new case today that makes me question the whole concept of marriage entirely.” He winked at me. “It could even convince you to change your mind about being the marrying type.”

      To protect clients, we knew we couldn’t share details of active cases, so I didn’t even ask, but sometimes we talked in funny hypotheticals. “Let me guess, the guy was fooling around, and the wife found out, and she lopped off his penis with a kitchen knife?”

      His eyebrows reached his hairline. “Shit. Don’t tell me you’d resort to that kind of thing if your husband cheated on you?”

      I leaned an elbow on the bar, making sure my cleavage was in full view, then used my best, sultry voice. “Not a chance, because my man wouldn’t have time to be looking at other women.” I bit my bottom lip while his eyes followed my finger along the neckline of my red blouse, displaying more cleavage than I usually showed at work. I watched, delighted to see those green eyes of his took in their fair share of my ample, deeply exposed flesh.

      His tongue slipped past his lips, the tip focused on the center of the bottom lip. I knew the sound of a growl and one definitely escaped his throat. “What exactly do you do to keep your man’s attention?” His voice hit my ears in a sound of a dark, sugary mixture that screamed lustful to me.

      I peered out at him beneath my half-lidded eyes, doing my best to pretend I was some sultry babe. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      He cleared his throat, then loosened his tie.

      “Are you getting hot in here?” I teased him, lifting the corners of my lips into a smirk. He downed his drink and barely set the glass back on the bar before I reached for it and covered his hand. We both froze. His warm hand beneath mine sent a thrill shooting through me, tingling down to my toes and back to my brain before I could think again.

      The longer we stayed like that, the more his eyes dilated, as if the realness of this conversation had him on edge. But his voice remained calm as he said, “I am curious though, how many men have you kept busy?”

      “A couple. No biggie.” I shrugged it off, more for myself than for him.

      “So, two? Two men that you’ve entertained. Are we talking about longish types of relationships? Serious stuff?” He let go and slid his hand from under mine, and if it wasn’t for the glass, my hand would be jelly.

      The new line of questioning was bringing us into uncharted territory that was slightly uncomfortable. I had to admit I wondered about his own past conquests.

      “I had one boyfriend who lasted through most of high school. There had been another boyfriend during my sophomore year of college. I’ve had other dates here and there, but nothing serious.” I started drying off a rack of tumblers with a bar towel, which was a mistake because my hands shook.

      “How about you? How many girlfriends have you had?” I prepared myself for the census of women he’d pull from his head, being the player I suspected he was.

      “I had one in college for a while. It didn’t end well. Actually, I’ve rarely involved myself in anything resembling a relationship since.”

      I almost dropped a tumbler. My eyebrows creased together to exclaim, “Rarely?”

      A shake of his head and a shrug of one shoulder confirmed what he said. “I don’t see what the point is of complicating things in my life with relationships, in fact, I don’t like to label things at all.”

      What the hell was happening right now? Was I lusting for a man who didn’t do relationships?

      “Okay, so I’m a friend, at least I think that’s what we are—”

      “Exactly. See how complicated it gets by labeling things? You’re just Harvard, a woman who works at a pub I frequent. That’s it.”

      “Nothing more?” Daniel couldn’t possibly break my heart anymore right now, and I tried to conceal it by diverting my eyes and wiping down the ice chest lid.

      “Shit. That’s not what I meant. Harvard—”

      “But haven’t you, in your own way, already labeled me as Harvard?”

      “It’s just a pet name.”

      He might deny this all he wanted, but his eyes drilling into me with concern had me believing there was more to us than he was ready to admit.

      “Okay, Barstool Guy. I guess I see where we stand now.” To protect itself, my aching heart pretended he was nothing more than a customer to me. I left him with a rolling of my eyes and a flip of my hair as I tended other patrons.

      That was the end of our conversation. He left after that, just one glass of whiskey and walked out, leaving me to wonder if I’d ever see him again. Would he not show up for another three weeks again?

      Great. Convinced I’d ruined a good thing, our friendship or whatever this was, all because I wanted something more like a relationship with labels, something black and white like a girlfriend and boyfriend. And isn’t this exactly why I set the rule for not dating the regulars at the pub? Who needed this angst when I had a job to do and a life to carve for myself? Damn him and damn Fate for bringing him into my life like this.
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        * * *

      

      The clammy, hot walk home after work matched my mood because Daniel Jones had a nasty habit of distracting me from my life plan, and he didn’t even know it. Was I falling for a hotshot lawyer who rarely did relationships?

      I’d be better off letting go of any further thoughts of him, which was easy to think but hard to do.

      I was still stewing about it when I left the sidewalk to descend the steps to my basement apartment. I noticed the lightbulb above my door that had burned out two weeks prior remained unfixed. The damn landlord was such a sleaze bag. I made a note to get on his case tomorrow by phone. I hated my apartment, but it was all I could afford.

      A shift in the shadows as I was about to unlock my front door  took me by surprise. Someone lunged at me, and it was only when I put my arms up to block him and knocked off his hoodie that I saw who it was.

      The friend of Johnny’s with the toothless grin had his arms around me, pinning me with a strength belying his scrawny stature. I screamed and struggled against him, trying to recall in a split second everything I had learned from a campus self-protection class.

      “Because of you, Johnny’s back in jail, you bitch. Now you’re going to pay,” he screeched.

      Then I remembered to stomp on his foot, which despite my aching feet, was very effective in making him cry out. He released his arms long enough for me to open the pepper spray on my key chain and point it at him as he lunged toward me again. I stunned myself with my quick reflexes, and the next thing I knew, I made a direct hit, spraying the stream into his eyes.

      His hoarse smoker’s voice hit the air, and he rubbed his eyes. “Ow, you fucking bitch!” The stairs made him trip with more curse words seething out. “I’ll get you. I’ll be back,” he threatened, then stumbled up the rest of the way and ran off.

      With shaking hands, I somehow unlocked my door, launching myself inside, and locked myself in. A chair positioned under the doorknob did little to make me feel any safer.

      I ran around and turned on all the lights and made sure I was alone in my studio apartment, then grabbed my umbrella as if it would protect me.

      Sliding down the wall opposite my front door, heaving breaths turned into ugly cries. The walls caved in on me, making my already shoebox-sized apartment feel smaller and monumentally scary.

      For a fleeting moment, I considered calling Daniel. He was the only person who felt close enough to be a friend, but I wasn’t even sure of that after our earlier conversation.

      It was just me, as always, alone in the world, something I had become accustomed to but never asked for. I wanted more from life than this dark and empty loneliness. My cries turned to sobs and I did something I rarely allowed myself time for. I felt sorry for myself, for the lonely hand that life had dealt me.
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          Hero Mode

          Daniel

        

      

    

    
      Who was the biggest asshole on the planet? Me. Telling Maddie that the only label I had for her was Harvard—what was that? I was certain she took it like she was just some run-of-the-mill pub server but she was so much more.

      Hell, I divulged more details of my life to her during my pub visits than I did to my damn therapist, and at a fraction of the cost. If Harvard was the label I had for her, then it was a label filled with the utmost respect along with my deepest desire to have all of her for me.

      These games in my head drove me insane. One part of me kept up pretenses of just a casual acquaintance. Another part of me dreamed up deeper scenarios of having something meaningful between us, along with about a million sexy things I wanted to do to her. But I couldn’t let on that she meant so much more to me than just a friend.

      Fuck, I wanted her, but knowing either of us would end up hurt meant I had to do something fast to get Maddie out of my system.

      I did the worst possible thing I could have done, a nosedive to the lowest rung on the ladder. I flirted with Christine, an intern at my office, and set up a drink date for later, with every intention of fucking her by the end of the night, with the sole goal of proving to myself that I could get Maddie out of my head. My desire for her didn’t have control over me.

      One random hookup would get my head on straight and my life back on track. It would make my cock a less lovesick guy. I could start tomorrow fresh, knowing I was back on track to being the asshole of the century. The only trouble was I had to go to deposition meetings all day at Reinhold & Buckley, where Maddie was working.

      I planned to avoid her. I purposely didn’t seek Maddie in the office, nor did I ask Phillip about her, but it didn’t matter because her name came up, anyway.

      “What’s the matter with your girl, Jones?” Phillip started in after I arrived, barely giving me time to set my briefcase down in the conference room.

      “How do you mean?” My heart sank. Fuck the part of me that was still Maddie-consumed needing details.

      “She didn’t show up for work today. When we called her, she said she had an emergency last night and would be back in tomorrow. It surprised me. Up to now, she’d been exactly as you said, the best damn intern we’d ever had. But halfway through the summer and she pulls this? If she can’t handle the pressure now, what does that say about her future career in law?”

      Fuck. She seemed fine last night, didn’t she? Did our conversation and the way I left things have anything to do with this? And there, I just proved, yet again, how I wasn’t good enough for Maddie. I let things get too far.

      I knew things were developing into something between us, and I encouraged them because I couldn’t get enough of her. And now look, she’d missed a day of work, poor form for the success of an internship. The last thing I wanted was for her to lose her shining star trajectory among the circles of law in Boston because of me. I had to fix this, but an agonizing day of depositions ahead of me meant I couldn’t do a thing about it until the evening.

      I stood up Christine and drove to Maddie’s apartment after work. I found a choice parking spot on the street, but I debated for about a minute. I could keep driving, keep my distance. But fuck I needed to know she was okay.

      Now that I was there, just a minute away from seeing her again, I had to. On approach, I noticed right away the shattered bulb outside her door. My protective vein throbbed. I had a mind to call Mac Gimelli and threaten him. Maddie was living alone in a building like this without proper outside street lighting—I was going to make sure Mac received an earful from me.

      I knocked. I knocked again. I wasn’t sure what I’d find when the door finally flew open, but it certainly wasn’t Maddie’s tear-stained face, unkempt hair, and wild eyes. She wore a wrinkled version of the red blouse and jeans she had on last night, holding a closed umbrella like she was going to take a swing at me when she threw open the door.

      “Harvard? Whoa. What’s going on?” I wanted to gather her up in my arms and help her through whatever this was, but I knew if I had her in my arms, our bodies fully touching, it would throw everything between us out of balance. It would tip the scales to the side of some sort of labeled status between us, and that could be the end of whatever this was. Relationships only ever ended in hurt.

      At first, her eyes blazed with a wild-looking hatred, but softened after she realized it was me. She lowered the umbrella and took a few steps back, stumbling over her feet and doing a slow-motion landing against the side of a small, blue couch. I took that as a welcome and stepped in, closing her door behind me. I rushed to her side. The pale skin and hallowed eyes weren’t my Maddie’s usual look.

      “Harvard? Maddie? What’s happening?”

      She lunged herself into my arms, and the next thing I knew, she was shaking uncontrollably and crying into my chest. I didn’t know what she was going through, but whatever it was, I wanted to beat the shit out of it. Even if it was me who caused her this anguish.

      I settled onto the floor and brought her body against mine, letting her cry it out. My only thought was of my ma. This was the level of pain she went through because of my dad, and it wasn’t something I wished on Maddie because of me.

      Some time passed until her breathing calmed and the shaking subsided. Her body settled into mine like she molded into every curve and space of me in a perfect fit. My body and mind went to war between wanting to reject her and wanting to keep her.

      “What are you doing here?” She whispered in such a fragile voice, it made me want to protect her even more.

      “Phillip said you didn’t show up today. I came to check on you. Tell me what’s going on. Does this have anything to do with our talk last night?”

      She lifted from my arms and I let her, even though I wanted to pull her back in. Her eyes blazed again, and I readied myself for a scolding from her about me and all my hang-ups around relationships. Instead, she relayed the story of her attacker.

      I almost wished she hadn’t told me. My pulse sped with adrenaline in my veins, like a prizefighter primed for his opponent. “Why didn’t you call me last night? I would have come right over. Maddie you shouldn’t have been alone after that.”

      “I’ve had no-one for so long, only me. And yet, I’m really tired of being alone. I thought I could handle this. I’m sorry, Daniel.” She leaned her head against my chest again and balled my shirt into her fists.

      My own hands balled into fists rubbing on her back. I wanted to take this guy out, whoever he was, for doing this to Maddie. And if I couldn’t find him, then I’d take it out on Mac over the damn light bulb. But most of all, I wanted to take care of Maddie and do everything in my power to keep her safe.
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        * * *

      

      I went into full problem-solver mode, starting with a call to Jace, who showed up an hour later to take a statement from Maddie. While she talked to him, I tried to fix her tea and something to eat. But I wasn’t surprised to find all she had was ramen noodles and peanut butter. I ordered Chinese delivery instead. Jace pulled me aside before he left.

      “From the description, it’s Johnny’s brother, Ricky, I’m sure of it. I’ll get my guys on it right away. You want me to have the beat cops watch her apartment for a while?”

      I looked over at Maddie, huddled on the couch wrapped in a blanket and nursing her tea. I glanced around her tiny apartment, which was cozy enough, but she deserved better. “Sure, but I’m going to put her up in a hotel and see if I can find someplace safer for her to live.”

      Jace looked over at her, then back to me before leaving. “She’s lucky to have you watching over her. My case load is full right now, but we should catch up soon.”

      He left, then I brought the food over to the coffee table. I knelt before her. After brushing back hair out of her eyes, I took her tea cup and set it down. “Hey, I need you tell me why you’re alone. Where are your mother and grandmother? Do you need me to call them for you?”

      Peering at me, looking like a mix of sleep deprivation, stress, and worry, her feeble smile spoke volumes before she told me. “My mom passed away from multiple sclerosis when I was young. My grandma took care of both of us but it took its toll on her health.” She breathed in deep and put on a face that was probably meant to appear braver than it did. “She taught me to be independent. I’ll be okay. In time.”

      Her eyes focused on mine and I wanted nothing more than to be a hero for her, to show up for her, even if I was far from the kind of man who deserved her. I wished I knew the right words to say to ease the uncomfortableness of this situation. I was much better at doing things than talking. It didn’t stop me from reaching out to take her hands and trying. “Hey, I’m here for you. And you will be, more than okay.”

      It took a little coaxing, but Maddie finally packed a bag. Putting her up in a hotel for a couple of weeks was intended for her safety, just as much for me to know she wouldn’t be at her old apartment if the attacker returned.

      The next thing I tackled was a series of threatening calls to Mac, which ended in Maddie getting out of her lease. Then I convinced her to rent a new apartment in a well-managed and secured building just two blocks from the pub. It was also closer to the subway so she could get to whatever law job was in her future.

      When I hired a moving company to pack up and move her stuff into the new place, she put her foot down, reciting the growing list of expenses I’d been incurring on her behalf.

      “I’m going to pay you back every penny,” she admonished me with a look on her face that read like worry, as far as I could tell, when we used FaceTime to chat after work.

      Maddie would not be paying me back if I had any say in it. It was payment enough she was willing to let me help her, to get her into a safer neighborhood and building. “Don’t worry about it. That moving company—they owe me big time for legal work I’ve done for them on the side. Oh yeah, and I spoke to Phillip. Did he tell you?”

      “Yes, he’s fixing my record on the internship for missing a day. I still can’t believe you and Phillip went to school together. Really, everything you’ve done for me is too much, Daniel.”

      It probably wasn’t a good time to mention the new couch waiting for her in her new apartment. I saw her old furniture and figured she was due for a new one. Jeez, I couldn’t stop doing things for this woman. “Hey, you needed help. I’m glad to be there for you. I just hope you’ll be safe after all of this.”

      “I’m fine. You’ve done more than anyone in my life, ever. Really, Daniel, you’ve been amazing through all of this.” The sultry and vulnerable look she was giving me . . . If I could reach through the phone right now and pull her to me, I would. I wanted nothing to diminish her light.

      “I’m not the amazing one. You are, Harvard. Maybe you deserve this attention and more.”

      The more we talked leading up to moving day, with so many details to arrange, our texts and conversations took on a life of their own, going from the details about the move into hour-long talks where our banter reached beyond flirtation. Each time I heard her voice on FaceTime and watched her smile and laugh, it led me further down a path directly to her, a path I didn’t want to come back from.

      The entire time, while this was all happening so fast, I questioned my motives. What was my goal here? Was I getting off on being her superhero and saving the day? I didn’t have it in me to be everything a woman like Maddie deserved in a man. Did I? I wasn’t a romantic guy and didn’t keep girlfriends. Labeling relationships wasn’t my thing. But I was there for her.

      I couldn’t ignore how she looked at me like I was her savior—and how much I lived for that. It complicated things. On second thought, maybe the word complicated was the perfect label for whatever this was between us.
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Moving and Spanking

          Maddie

        

      

    

    
      My new apartment. Three words I didn’t think I’d be saying so soon after what happened.

      Early Saturday morning, the mid-summer heat of Boston was already thick, prompting me to skip the hot coffee while purchasing muffins and pastries at the bakery down the block from my new apartment.

      I entered the entry code into the old, converted brick bank building, now a secured building with loft-style apartments, then rode the elevator up to the third floor. I read the sign hanging in the elevator, an operating license given to MYER, Inc., whoever that was. Daniel said the owners were old friends of his and he was able to negotiate a good monthly lease on my behalf.

      Satisfaction came at the sound of my key turning in the lock of my new, inside, and very safe front door. I walked in. The sight of my new apartment with its large living room and updated kitchen made me turn a twirl after I put the pastry box on the counter.

      “I’m home,” I squealed out, the echoes bouncing off the walls vibrating back to my ears. This place smelled like new and was enormous compared to the tiny shoebox I formerly called home. I loved the one interior brick accent wall uncovered from days long gone in the original architecture. I was in love with my new apartment.

      For the first time since the attack, the sense of security had my mind at ease.

      I opened the sliding door and stood on the tiny balcony, viewing Boston’s skyline barely peeking up over the buildings down my block, until I couldn’t stand the heat another minute. Once back inside, after taking another tour of the three bedrooms, I admired my bedroom the most with its own bathroom.

      How Daniel talked me into this three-bedroom loft was beyond me. When he told me his plan of finding two roommates so the rent wouldn’t be much more than I was already paying, I trusted him. He had been there for me countless times, so I should, even though the idea of signing a lease and having to deal with roommates scared me.

      While I waited for Daniel to arrive, I leaned against the kitchen counter and skimmed through the list of roommate applicants he texted me yesterday. He already received inquiries from an ad he had placed in a local community paper.

      Taking cues from a spring seminar I completed about Landlords and Legal Issues, I first noticed what type of work the applicants listed. An actor—too inconsistent. A street performer—please. A server was next on the list, but she was a no because I knew the life of living on tips and it wasn’t easy. None of these seemed like the right fit.

      The knock at the door startled me out of the applications and I rushed to look through the peep hole. Even through that tiny glass circle, his eyes drew me in to a little secret only I knew. Maybe he didn’t recognize it yet, the connection we had, but I did.

      “Good morning, Harvard. Don’t you look at home here already?” Daniel walked in, holding up two iced coffees, which were condensing from the heat outside and now dripping on my floor. “Vanilla or caramel?”

      “My hero.” I reached for the caramel. “In more ways than one. Really Daniel, you’ve done so much for me this week. The words ‘thank you’ aren’t enough.”

      He eyed the pastry box on the counter. “Tell me you have a lemon cream puff for me from Polly’s Bakery down the street, and we’ll call it even.”

      “Are you familiar with Polly’s? I got a few flavors of cream puffs since it was hard to decide.”

      “Oh, yeah, Polly’s Bakery is a well-known establishment in this neighborhood.” As he reached around me to dig into the box, I didn’t shy away. I let the closeness of him, and the fresh-shaven scent that lingered around him, take me away into a brief daydream where we woke up to mornings like this.

      He shifted to look at me and I lifted my gaze to study his smiling eyes crinkling at the edges, a far cry from his scowl the first time we met in the pub. He looked so comfortable, so natural being in this space with me. Was this what it felt like to live with a guy? I added his quick wink and dimples to the growing list of things I’d like to see more often in my life.

      A few minutes later, as we sat on the floor, sipping and munching, I let reality set in. “I’m a little nervous about the pool of roommates.”

      He swallowed his third cream puff before speaking. “Oh, I have a recent development to tell you about. A client of mine transferred ownership of his bookstore to his niece yesterday. She seems like a nice young lady. Her name is Lily, and when she mentioned needing to find a new apartment in the area, I told her about you. She also has a good friend willing to go in on a place with her. They’re both BU graduates, steady jobs. I asked them to stop by tomorrow to meet you.”

      Here he was, showing up again to save the day in the latest comic book of my life. Unbeknownst to the man who didn’t do labels, he earned Hero in my book. “Wow. College grads with paychecks and are already friends? That’s more my style. Of course, money will still be tight for me until I pass the bar and get a job in corporate law somewhere.”

      “Well, I could talk the landlord into giving you another discount off the rent until you graduate.” He looked down at his plate and played with the remaining bite on it, shifting it about.

      “What? Daniel, no. This is all too much, like a dream. Everything is falling into place a little too easily, and I’m waiting for something bad to come along to bring me back down from the clouds. Besides, I need to pay you back for all of this.” I waved my hand motioning around the apartment while he was still experimenting with the crumbs. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

      He shrugged his shoulders. “Why don’t you accept that sometimes good things happen to the right person. You deserve all of this.” His eyes locked with mine and I swore I saw a softness there that I hoped he reserved only for me. Whatever this was between us was growing stronger by the day. He had to sense that too?

      I didn’t have time to delve into this with him further because the moving guys arrived. They brought my things in, one by one, slowly filling the large space with my boxes and boho-style used and mismatched furniture. It all looked cozy and homey in my last apartment, but here? Not so much.

      “This modern-style apartment makes my old stuff seem tiny and out of place. Are you sure you didn’t want this new couch?”

      “Nope, I told you I’m redecorating, and it doesn’t work for me. I’m glad to get rid of it. And I’m sure the longer you live here, the more you’ll grow into this place. Besides, who knows what your new roommates may bring with them.”

      We tried to stay out of the way of the two guys hauling things in, and when they finished, I started moving obvious things around, like the bin of sheets to the bedroom, the box of pans to the kitchen.

      Daniel followed me, keeping up a fun banter at first. Then I got smart and had him doing as I ordered, hanging pictures, putting up shelves. He even put my funky Swedish magnetized strips up in the kitchen above the stove to hold a few knives, not that I did much cooking, and another set above my desk to hold important papers.

      He also tolerated having to redo one set of magnets after I complained he had the magnetic poles set the wrong way, so they were repelling instead of attracting.

      “Don’t you recall science class in elementary school? See, there’s a north pole and a south pole that clearly attract each other.” I chided him and modeled the magnets for him, looking up to find he had the goofiest grin on his face.

      “Okay, okay, we both know you put the smart in smart ass.” He added another wink to my growing collection, and I fell for him, because I’d been falling for him from the moment we met. And now, here, together in this apartment, I wished he was the one I was rooming with more than anything.

      Shaking away those thoughts was no use being in such close quarters with him through the day, his after shave like air freshener in whatever room he was in, his hearty laugh and taunts making the butterflies in my stomach dance.

      Often amid our work, we’d pass by each other in the hallway or shift past each other in the kitchen, and each time he delivered a smile, more dimples, and a wink that had me buzzing and daydreaming.

      At one point, I peeked out from the bedroom, where I finished putting my bathroom things away, and found he had set up my television, old DVD player, computer, and Wi-Fi.

      “Daniel! I’m all moved in. And I can even watch a movie tonight, thanks to you.”

      “Yeah, I see you have quite the collection of legal movies. Legal Eagles, Dark Waters, The Firm. There was a DVD still in your player. The only empty box was this one, the classic and my all-time favorite, My Cousin Vinny. Let’s see if I hooked everything up properly.” He pushed play on the remote before I could cross the room to stop him.

      “No!” I shouted.

      Suddenly, moaning sounds and the accompanying images appeared on the screen that had no resemblance to Marisa Tomei and Joe Pesci and was the furthest thing from My Cousin Vinny.

      Instead, what appeared was a masked man in a tuxedo standing behind a scantily clad woman in a French maid’s uniform. The man was holding a paddle and swatting the maid’s bottom as she bent over. Crack! The paddle landed hard on her behind with a louder moan heard from her lips.

      Daniel cocked his head to the left and stared, followed by a growing smile that told me he would never let me live this moment down.

      I lunged for the remote, but he blocked me with his muscular arm and laughed. “Oh, no you don’t. I think we’ve been working hard all day. Come on, Harvard, it’s time for a movie break and this looks like a nail-biting scene.”

      I backed away. “Turn it off, please.” Not only was I thoroughly embarrassed, but when his bicep pushed against my chest, I craved more of him touching me. Once again, that meant whatever this was between us took another turn toward something more. At least for me.

      He patted the rug for me to sit next to him. “Don’t worry about it, Harvard. We all have our own little kinks. So, you’re into spanking, no big deal.”

      His back was against the couch, and his long legs stretched out in front of him. My eyes didn’t go to the spot he patted on the rug but to the spot between his legs where I could nestle between them and lean against his chest. Oh, my cheeks were flaming.

      I tried to explain it away. “That porn flick was a leftover from a college friend’s bachelorette party.” I manually removed the DVD and put it back in the case. I found the real My Cousin Vinny DVD and put it in the player.

      He wasn’t buying it, and his dimples ran deep. “Well, possession is nine-tenths of the law. I see the attraction, though. I mean, as lawyers, we advise people about the consequences in their legal dealings, but spanking is a little extreme and not a typical best practice. Although, I’m not opposed to a little corporal punishment where it’s warranted.”

      I plopped on the floor next to him. Not touching, but close enough to feel him. “Stop teasing me. I’ve never watched it.”

      He was still laughing. “Come on, Harvard. You’re aware of the penalties for perjury, right?”

      “I plead the fifth.” I crossed my arms over my chest and one leg over the other, signaling the end of the conversation.

      He set his attention on the movie, but several minutes later, I still wasn’t concentrating. My heart raced because just three inches away sat the man who turned me on like a bonfire.

      Daniel laughed at something in the movie, then stretched his arm around behind me on the couch. His hand landing at my shoulder, pulling me into his side, created a firestorm in me and I didn’t know how to fight it.

      “Think you’ll be happy here, Harvard?” He looked down into my face with a relaxed-looking smile.

      “Mm-hmm.” I wanted to eat him up. Almost as quickly, he removed his arm from behind me and his face stared straight ahead, watching the movie again.

      It didn’t stop me from imagining climbing on his lap and showing him the consequences for teasing me. I wanted him in at least a dozen compromising positions, but I didn’t know what was going through his mind and he wasn’t making any more advances. Every minute subjected to the closeness of Daniel’s body was making it difficult for my imagination to keep him labeled as a friend.
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Magnetized

          Daniel

        

      

    

    
      After the long, hot day of helping Maddie get set up in her new place, I was beat. I craved a shower. Being in her space, around her things, inhaling the scent of her—I was going nuts. I needed to stop eyeing her long legs in those cutoff denim shorts.

      It didn’t help that I brought her in closer to me during the movie. I sat there, shoulder and thigh touching hers, shallow breathing in and out, barely what I needed to sustain myself.

      She didn’t know how quick my pulse was because of her. She didn’t know the restraint I showed by not pulling her onto my lap and kissing her.

      It was exhausting. But she was all moved in, she was putting things away, and for the first time in days since the attack, she was smiling without the edge it left behind. It made everything worth it.

      We finished the movie as the sun was setting, then I plugged in the lamps around her apartment, careful to hide the cords behind furniture. With the apartment lit up in a warm glow, I caught her humming to herself in the new kitchen while she put dishes away. I leaned against the kitchen entryway and enjoyed the view of her there, making a home and seeming cheerful.

      For one moment, I was at peace. Then the scene hit something primal inside of me, sending a shock wave down my core. My urge to wrap her in my arms and feel her body was too strong. It tore at my insides, not being able to act on impulse and pull her in for a hug any time I wanted. Fuck my stupid life because I never wanted a woman so badly, and I hated it.

      The asshole version of me tried to escape this place that was feeling like home sweet home with her in it. “Well, I guess you’re all set then. I should get going.”

      “What? I thought I’d order some Chinese food for dinner. I mean, it’s the least I could do for you. Although I owe you more than that. You’ve gone over and above anything I ever expected from a fr—” She cut herself off.

      I knew the word that would fill in her blank. If ever I was going to use a label, she would be the only one I would do that with. “Friend?” I supplied.

      “Yeah.” She put down the dishes in her hand and stepped closer to me, a mere two feet away. I wished she hadn't, because her feminine floral scent wafted up to me. The urge to take her into my arms was even more powerful now.

      “Harvard, please . . .” My guttural, throaty reply came out as something so dark sounding that I knew which part of my body was taking over.

      “Daniel . . .” The sound of her reply matched mine.

      Two feet apart was a mile too much. My body caved in and moved when I didn’t want it to and reached for her as she entered my space. Her arms encircled my waist.

      My hands rested on her back but weren’t content to stay there. They strayed up into her dark hair and pulled, so her head lifted to mine. The yellow flecks in her eyes glowed brighter in the blue, visible even under half-lidded domes. Her teeth biting into her lower lip, her head cocked, displaying her pale neck that screamed for me to taste it. All of her waited, tempting me to make the first move.

      “Harvard, maybe we shouldn’t . . .” My brain objected, fighting for control, but it was one lucky bastard because my body overruled it.

      “Sh. Daniel, don’t fight it. We’re like those magnets, drawn to each other. Opposite poles with a force so strong we have to become one.”

      There were too many words coming out of her mouth when all I wanted was to kiss her. “Quiet, Harvard. I’m going to kiss you now.”

      “Mm. I’d like that. And how about we shower together? We’re both a little sticky from the heat and moving all day.”

      Fuck me. My eyes grew wide at the mystery of her. In all my experience with women, I couldn’t think of another so perfect for me. I leaned down to meet her lips and hovered over them.

      She was right. We were like two magnets because the moment her lips attached to mine, the invisible force pulled us into each other’s bodies.

      In the embrace of our first kiss, with my heart surging blood to my greatest extremity, I forgot all about the shower. Now that we arrived at this spot, rushing things seemed ludicrous.

      I took my time warming her up because the road to get here wasn’t a one-night hookup; it had been several months of buildup. Several evenings at the pub of teasing and banter and getting to know everything there was to know about her. The only thing I didn’t know until this very moment was how her lips melted on mine like sweet honey and how much her body set me on fire.

      I parted from her lips slowly. “I thought a lot about having you, but a shower hadn’t crossed my mind.”

      She gave me a coy look. “So you’ve thought about me, about us, together?”

      “What do you think’s going through my head when I’m drinking at the pub?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Law stuff, money, power, world domination.”

      “Well yeah, all the above, but you top the list, Maddie.”

      A grin on her face like she won the biggest prize of all preceded her leading me into the bathroom. My brain made one last effort to warn me. Should I stop this before it’s too late?

      She undressed in front of me, and that was it. My mind stopped working. A little strip tease, I did not know she was capable of, fed into my hungry desires. Her Harvard t-shirt crumpled to the bathroom floor followed by her shorts shimmying down her legs.

      She did that thing again with her face, pointing it toward the floor but pushing her eyes up to look at me in a smoldering embrace. I took all of her in, walking my eyes down her body and back up. And when she removed her bra, then her panties, I held hard onto the full view of what I was getting myself into. Fuck, my heart was in trouble.

      She entered my arms and our kisses ignited at a feverish pace, and I had no more arguments for why we shouldn’t let this continue. In fact, I rested my case. For tonight. One night with her was all I needed until tomorrow’s judgement.

      My shirt gathered in her fists and joined her clothes on the floor. Fiery kisses continued as we helped each other tackle my jeans, unbuttoning, pushing them down. She pulled the elastic of my boxers over my cock and the poor guy was finally free to show her how much he cared. 

      She took one look down at him. “Damn,” she whispered.

      “Is that a positive thing?”

      “Ooh, yes.” 

      By the time we were in the shower, I was molten lava inside, burning for her while she primed me for the greatest release of my life. The act of stepping into the shower together already gave me a preview of my life after this. Tonight wasn’t just any lustful transaction, although lust had a lot to do with it, instead it was a memory I expected to feast on time and time again whenever I was starving. Tonight she was all mine. Tomorrow was another story.

      It would be the little details of this encounter that would spark future flashes in my brain, so I catalogued everything. The citrus scent of her body wash enticed me as if I had picked a tangerine from a tree myself. As she poured the soap onto a thick sponge, I made a note of the brand name so I could be sure to always have a bottle on hand.

      She bathed me under the warm water, spreading the soap over my body with the sponge, lingering over the details between the ridges of my six-pack abs. I flinched and flexed. Her eyes widened every time my muscles rippled under her touch. Yeah, her response made my sunrise trips to the gym worth it. 

      Holy fuck. She teased my body with that sponge, but when her hand finally cupped my balls I almost shot off into space. I pushed on the shower walls for leverage to remain upright. And what followed, with both her hands running a marathon up and down my cock, slow paced at first, then sprinting to the finish until she released me. Breathless. She kissed my lips and all I could do was breathe back into her the life she just gave me. And now it was my turn to reciprocate.

      I took the sponge from her and returned it to its perch on the shower tray. “I crave your skin. No sponge required.” 

      She poured soap into my waiting hands, eyeing me with a gleam. “I can’t wait to feel what you do with these.” Her voice was hoarse and sultry, sending all the right messages to my ears.

      “I’ll show you exactly what they’re capable of.” I pressed her into me, making my demands with my tongue deep down her throat. My hands squeezed the flesh of her ass. Fuck, she was soft in all the right places. My slick hands finally got their opportunity to trace up the curves of her torso with a smoothness like silk.

      Finding her breasts, I lingered briefly there on her peaks of perky nipples, then continued deeper down where my hand found her mound to run my fingers through.   

      While my mouth greedily explored her neck, she moaned into my ear, “Mmm, Daniel.” Shooting stars entered my vision, and my ears struggled to hold on to the sound of my name on her lips.

      I dipped into her slit when she opened herself to me after leaning her leg high against the shower wall. This was it, the moment I’d sought. My fingers connected with the center of her fire, and the heated wetness within her depths consumed them. Her clit formed the perfect nub for me to play with, to tease, to rub, and prod until she was gasping for air. 

      “Fuck baby, come for me.” Only two things could be better than feeling Maddie grind against my hand, and I planned to do plenty with both my mouth and my cock in her bed after our shower. All my energy was suddenly multiplying, and I was ready for an all nighter with her, if she let me.

      “Yes, Daniel. Don’t stop.” She forced my exploration into ragged strokes, vibrating against her clit. I wouldn’t stop until I had her on that ledge, falling over to the other side, but I was hard again, so fast, and dying to please her with more of me. I released my hand from her clit, leaving her gasping and looking perturbed. 

      “Hold on tight, baby.” I picked her up by her ass, her long legs swung around me and our mouths collided. With her back against the shower wall, the head of my cock already found her opening. “I need to be deep inside you,” I both commanded and asked on her lips.

      She nodded, giving me the key to her pleasure. If I could lock it away somewhere forever, only for my access, I would.

      And that first entry, slick as we were from water, from soap, me already dripping mixed with her wetness, landed at her deepest point. Both of us groaned as I stretched her tight walls. It was perfect.  

      “You’re perfect.” I held her up, rigid right there, not daring to move, finding her lips to devour once more. 

      She moved her hips against me, but I couldn’t take it. “Don’t move, Maddie, I don’t have a condom on,” I warned, not ready to end this first pleasurable entry so fast. Just needing a moment, holding still within her . . . locking our eyes. Smoldering blue eyes stared back at me, a veil of heat and longing and desire and . . . all-knowing exactly what was happening between us. She scared the shit out of my heart. 

      I released her and put her down, then turned off the shower. Snatching out a couple of condoms from my wallet, I grasped her hand, leading her to bed. I needed to taste her, to bring her to that ledge again, to fill her . . . and to stop overthinking this.

      It was just sex. We were good together. This night would be amazing. Deal with tomorrow in the morning. But right now, I was drunk with her; nothing could restrain me from having all of her.
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Beyond Reasonable Doubt

          Maddie

        

      

    

    
      A contradiction, that’s what Daniel was. One moment sweet, the next intense, and the next demanding. I wasn’t complaining. We were finally together, and this night meant everything to me, more than I could let him know. I didn’t want to scare him away. Now that he had me on a beautiful edge, I longed to finish with him. Together.

      His body joined with mine under the sheets. My legs wrapped around his body, greedy for more of him. But he held back.

      “Are you in a hurry? Got somewhere to be?” He chuckled, sweet to me again.

      “No hurry at all.”

      “Good. As far as I’m concerned, Harvard, we have all night, so I’ll have you as I please.” And there was his demanding side.

      I was about to say something that was probably snarky but his mouth set upon my nipple and all that came out was “Oh” as his tongue swirled around it making it pucker harder. He kissed to the other side, taking the other nipple in a hard suction and finished with the scraping of his teeth. I arched up to him. So intense, the contradiction again.

      He lingered on my lips longer as if to prove his point about taking his sweet time, then kissed every part of my face in gentle little taps with the clicking sound of a kiss, each one claiming a spot.

      My earlobe and neck came next on his buffet of places to kiss, continuing his path down my stomach. It was lovely, the slower pace, but now that he’d arrived down where I wanted him, I shivered and spread my legs further, assured of what was next.

      The intensity ramped up with his tongue lapping at my dripping slit and finding my clit. A happy sigh escaped me while he devoured me like a dessert. I bucked and moaned and arched my back. This is what I was waiting for, all his attention on me, pleasing me, getting me back to the point I was previously—almost there. I gripped the sheets. 

      “Tell me what you need, Harvard.”

      “Don’t stop this time,” I warned. 

      After a flash of a grin, the devil, he buried his head between my legs, granting my wish. I cried out, and he didn’t stop until my orgasm was ready to spill over. Adding his fingers to the mix of pleasuring me, it was more than I could contain. I released it all on him, my body pulsated around his face as he lapped it up and groaned.

      I calmed my heart and breathing down to the feel of his kisses on my inner thighs when he grinned up at me again, looking very much satisfied. Happy with himself.

      “Someone’s confident,” I sighed out, completely content.

      “That I pleased you? Yeah. I am.” He rose and reached for the condom to put on. I was ready for him.

      “Let me show you how confident I can be.” I pushed him on his back and straddled him, grinding hard against him, with my body still humming.

      “Mmm. Think you have what it takes, Harvard?”

      “Beyond a reasonable doubt. I can handle the likes of you, Daniel Jones.”

      “Well, then it’s time for your north pole to invade my south pole,” his sly, devilish grin appeared again.

      “Now who’s the smart ass?” I laughed and nabbed a pillow to playfully hit his chest, but he grabbed it to put behind his head.

      “Show me what you’re made of, Harvard.”

      I positioned myself, gently gliding down upon him. His length filled me so well, all conversation stopped while I tilted my head back and caught my breath. And then I gasped when he grabbed my hips and bucked up hard into me, in and out, deep in a steady rhythm.

      Ramped up to his intensity again, I met his thrusts, our bodies moving against each other fluidly to a beat of our own making. Steadying myself on his chest, my eyes searched for his, but he wasn’t looking at me. He was looking away.

      “Daniel . . .” Cupping his cheek, forcing him to look, I locked my connection with him while our bodies rocked together. If he wanted to claim me right now, there would be no question. I was all his and didn’t even want to think that he might not be mine.

      It was a shock even to me, but after all this time, I had fallen for him. Every part of me, of my soul, was his for the taking. All he had to do was join me on this path where I had no doubt we were headed, off into the sunset, hand in hand. I wanted everything with him. There had to be a way to make my feelings known.

      “Harvard, I’m close,” he groaned with a voice of liquid silk.

      I took over, grabbing his hands with mine to use as leverage. I rode him hard until my thighs ached, and finally my pleasure was rewarded when he growled out and released his own ecstasy inside of me. 

      I collapsed on top of him. We were both out of breath. His arms wrapped around me, brought my ear to his chest, and our breathing matched pace. Our breaths and heartbeats drumming along, the only noise, fading eventually to a slower pace.

      This was the moment some might choose to proclaim their feelings. I wanted to, but the contradiction of our pacing through the sexy romp, the highs and the lows, where we were yesterday to where we were now . . . I held back.

      I wanted to know that he’d be mine tomorrow, but he was quiet, just rubbing his hands on my back. How to break the silence or crack the surface of his armor was still on my mind when we both drifted off to sleep, wrapped in each other’s arms.

    

  







            13

          

          

      

    

    






You Just Did

          Daniel

        

      

    

    
      Waking up early Sunday morning next to Maddie after the night we had was better than any of my best moments in life so far, like the day I graduated Harvard, or the day Buddy and I sold our company for millions. Maybe it wasn’t a big list, but even if those two events combined, Maddie beat them by a mile.

      Was I falling for her? After Rachael, I never expected to put myself through the hell of loving a woman again. Here I was, though, in Maddie’s bed, with her curled up next to me like she belonged there.

      The thought scared the shit out of me because I was sure I would figure out how to fuck things up somehow. My dad did that to Ma, tore her to pieces, then Rachael did the same to me.

      Love equaled pain, so what made me think a relationship with Maddie would cause anything different? No. Protecting her—and me—from that pain had to be my mission, at all costs.

      The asshole in me returned, and I shifted to leave the bed, but she turned into me. Her head landed on my bicep as if it were a pillow. Her breasts nestled against my pecs, soft and warm. And her leg draped over mine like a weighted blanket. Screw my brain for not handling the emotional beats my heart was sending it, and fuck you, cock for standing back at attention.

      “I’m hitting the shower,” I whispered and yanked myself out of there as if a shepherd’s hook grabbed me by the neck. She answered with a sleepy moan.

      Escaping the warmth of her body under the covers was like turning away from the glow of a fire on a chilly fall night. Entering the cold air-conditioned room on my way to the shower was the perfect torture to remind my brain what an ass I needed to be for Maddie’s sake.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I emerged from the shower with a solid plan. Get dressed and act like last night wasn’t the single most perfect night of my life with a woman. Make an excuse to leave for taking Ma to church. Actually, take Ma to church to pray for the return of my dark soul because somewhere in the middle of last night, Maddie McComber captured it.

      Afterward, I’d spend the rest of the day at Ma’s house, locked up in her guest room away from the world, since I was momentarily homeless after moving my shit out of my recently remodeled three-bedroom apartment in the old bank building I owned.

      Yep, for a guy like me who swore off any kind of relationship, I sure went to a lot of trouble this past week to move mountains for Maddie to take over my apartment. And she didn’t need to know all that or the lengths I went to so she would be safe. Her safety was important to me, and knowing she was living in my building was all the security I needed.

      It was a good plan until I couldn’t find my shirt. A quick hunt, and I realized it was on Maddie’s body in the kitchen that was previously mine, where she was frying up eggs and bacon with a large side of coffee. She was humming to herself again, some cheerful tune about sunshine that I recognized.

      She looked happy, and my throat tightened like a noose. I chased the stupid thought out of my head that this could be our home together. As if caging in this vision of her before I ruined it, I reached my hands to rest against the top of the doorway. “Hey Harvard.”

      She turned to see me and let the savage blue waves within her eyes roll over my chest and torso like she didn’t get enough of me all night. Walking to me with a half-smile seductively curved up, she reached out and teased my stomach with her fingertips trailing along my waistband. She stopped to play with the undone top button of my jeans.

      “Hey yourself,” her voice cooed, warm and sultry, daring me to put aside my plan for an asshole morning-after escape.

      I stayed the course and brushed her hands away. “Hope breakfast wasn’t too much trouble because I promised Ma I’d take her to church this morning. I gotta run.”

      Her crestfallen face didn’t break my heart one bit. It shattered it completely. She pulled away and then took the pan off the stove. “Oh, okay. Sure. But, we haven’t talked about the money. I need to know what I owe you, Daniel. You’ve done so much, and I don’t know how, but somehow I’ll pay you back.”

      “You just did, last night. Thanks. Now give me back my shirt.”

      In all my life, that had to be my shittiest move ever. I even shocked myself by hearing the words. Then I received a glimpse into what a pissed-off Maddie looked like. Red rose into her pink cheeks, hiding what few freckles usually lived there. Her blue eyes turned into hazel monsters, blazing with a sinister amber heat in the centers when she locked those monsters on me.

      In the middle of the kitchen, she removed my shirt, taking it up and over her head and revealing her naked body underneath. My breath caught seeing her beautiful body in the nude like I didn’t just spend the night before in the shower with her, slathering every inch with liquid soap while memorizing every detail. She threw the shirt at my face and pushed past me.

      “Fine, then go!”

      I turned to watch her backside walking into the bedroom. She slammed the door behind her. My hand reached up to pound my forehead while I scolded myself for the ass I truly was. Then I realized my shoes were still in her bedroom, so I couldn’t leave.

      I waited several agonizing minutes, frustrated because I wanted her again so badly, but scolding myself that this had to be it between us. Better to leave now when she’d get over the hurt faster. If I let this go on, let Maddie get deeper into me, the hurt that was sure to come later would be even more devastating.

      History would repeat and I couldn’t let it. I knew at some point, once Maddie got into the corporate world, offers from eligible men would pour in, men who knew how to treat a woman. She’d get over me fast enough, and that was one hell of a thought for me. Pacing the living room and looking through my phone notifications did little to help dissuade the thought of her with other guys.

      Maddie came out a few minutes later, her tone of voice flat when she spoke. “Oh. You’re still here?”

      She reappeared wearing a slip dress in royal blue with spaghetti straps. The hem fell halfway down the thighs of her long legs. A brief question had me pause. Was she naked underneath that too?

      I shook my head, trying to figure out what to say. There was nothing that might let me leave on good terms with her instead of like this. When a knock came at the door, I entered her bedroom to retrieve my shoes.

      I heard her open the door and exclaim, “Hello!”

      Returning to the living room, I saw two young ladies, one I recognized as Lily. “Oh, hello again.” I tried to don a professional state and made introductions to Maddie. Lily announced that her friend’s name was Cassidy. An awkward pause came over the group as the three women stared at me.

      “Are you two living here together?” Lily darted her eyes between us.

      “Oh. Um . . . no,” I stammered.

      “No, we’re just, I mean, we . . . I actually don’t know what we are.” Maddie glanced at me, clearly questioning how to answer. I had no idea either.

      I reminded myself again why I was doing this. She deserved better than someone like me who couldn’t commit to anything more. I was incapable of change but capable of inflicting so much hurt.

      To save the moment and my sanity, I saw my exit. “Nope, not living together. Not anything. I’m going to let you ladies talk.” I paused and turned at the door, taking one last look at her. “See you around, Harvard.”

      I got out on the street in the heat and ran. Beads of sweat ran down my back by the time I reached Ma’s apartment. For ten blocks, I scolded myself. What an idiot I was to ruin whatever I had with Maddie, and I wasn’t ready for the aftermath.

      She was all mine for one night, and now I had to live without her. I wanted to text her so fucking bad to apologize, but I didn’t. If she truly was my magnet, then I felt lost without the pull of her in my life the second the apartment door closed.
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The Worst Enablers

          Maddie

        

      

    

    
      My last day on the job as the summer intern for Reinhold & Buckley arrived, leaving me both relieved and annoyed. I worked through so many opportunities and responsibilities, made an ecosystem of connections throughout Boston and beyond, and soaked everything in like a sponge. It was a great summer of work.

      I was ready for my final fall semester at Harvard, because after seven long years of rigorous academics, I ached for a career in the real world. The summer internship gave me a glimpse into the life I’d been striving toward.

      At least now I had my last semester in view, like the light at the end of the tunnel. Graduation was on December fourteenth, and I circled it in red on every calendar and planner in my apartment. I even downloaded a countdown app on my smartphone to keep a daily watch on the hours, minutes, and seconds until graduation. I was ready for it.

      There were only two problems. The first was having four months of classes to get through yet, and the second was the pain Daniel left me with. If it weren’t for my two new roommates keeping me occupied and entertained, my mind would spend the weekend with nothing to do but obsessing over the confusing situation.

      When I arrived home from my last day of work, Cassidy was waiting with a pizza and a bottle of wine. “Hey girl. Congrats on finishing the summer internship. It’s time to celebrate!”

      Lily chimed in, “And what else do any of us have to do on a Friday night?” She pulled a pan of chocolate chip cookies from the oven. It’d been about a month since they moved in and already I couldn’t get through a weekend without several of Lily’s cookies.

      “I never need a good reason for a glass of wine and cookies, but it makes me feel better about drinking and pigging out when there is one.” They laughed. I still couldn’t believe my luck at finding perfect roomies who were turning into friends.

      I had never put much effort into friendships before, keeping to myself, studying so hard these last seven years to get where I wanted to be in life. And now I counted Lily and Cassidy as two people I cared about.

      I changed out of my navy blue dress and into comfy jeans and a t-shirt, ready to chill for the evening. “This is great. Just what I needed to not think about Dan—” I stopped myself and put my hand in the air like I was stopping traffic. “Nope. I will not say his name. It’ll just send my brain into overload. Right now, I’d rather not have to think too hard until Monday when classes start up for the semester.”

      Cassidy put down her glass. “I know how you feel. Breakups are hard. I’ve been there and done that. Once. I hope I never have to again.” She looked away, and Lily and I exchanged glances, having already been on the receiving end of a Cassidy crying breakdown one drunken night two weeks prior. “Fate can be so cruel, you know? I thought Bronson was it for me. Love at first sight, honestly. Once we started talking, and then started dating, I just knew he was the one. Hell, I felt it so deep I even gave my virginity to him. And he got along so well with my dad, too. But even the most perfect relationships can have cracks.”

      “What happened to split you two apart?” After glancing at Lily, who was shaking her head, I almost regretted asking.

      “What didn’t happen is probably a better question? His family tried to come between us. He could have been a major league baseball player, too, but they had other plans for him. He didn’t care, though, because he loved me. If it weren’t for our car accident… We might still be together.” Her eyes glazed over and I wanted to hug her, and if I let myself, I could match her wet eyes with my own troubles.

      “And that’s why I stick to book boyfriends.” Lily eased us out of the dark shadow that came over the conversation. “I can have every guy I fantasize about. You both should try reading romances. They’re very satisfying. I could loan out a book or two from my personal collection, and there’s an endless supply at my bookstore.” Lily pushed her red glasses up her nose. “I mean, my gosh, have you two seen the hunk on the cover of the latest Kennedy Fox novel?”

      She left the kitchen, returning seconds later with said book. We each took turns giving the cover model a thorough inspection, eyeing his shirtless chest, at least four of a full six-pack on his torso, and his jeans hanging so low that his happy trail was smiling back at us. As Cassidy and I hunted the cover model down on Instagram and stalked his page, Lily read out loud a steamy scene that made my mouth water.

      I leaned into a deep sigh. “You might be right. Why bother with the real thing when we have books like this to spark our imagination? Maybe the whole idea of fated love is a myth.”

      Lily shook her head. “No, don’t give up yet, Maddie. Sometimes fate has a way of making things work out, so Daniel still might come around. Despite all my joking about escaping real life with book boyfriends, romance novels still give me hope of finding genuine love someday. Who knows? Maybe this guy I’ve been talking to online will be the one. Or maybe a random person I bump into on the street tomorrow will be the one. I have faith that somehow it’ll all work out.”

      “Oh, good for you, Lily.” As I finished my last bite of the pizza slice, though, I conceded defeat with no hope left. “Look, Daniel and I had one amazing night together. I’ve dreamed about it and replayed it so many times in my head even the edges of the dream are getting tattered. It clearly meant more to me than to him. How he could treat our night together like it was just a casual bit of sex is beyond me, but that’s where all the evidence points. It’s been exactly one month, one week, and two days since then. I’ve typed out texts to him so many times but never hit send. I’m going crazy. It’s time I let him go.”

      Cassidy jumped down from the counter she’d been sitting on. “Girls, I’ve got it. We need a night out to celebrate the end of summer. Let’s get made up, get buzzed, and dance our asses off tonight.”

      It had been so long since I’d been on the other side of the bar as a customer that the idea had a certain appeal. “Some of the younger lawyers at the office invited me out tonight to this hot new club. I turned them down, but . . .”

      Cass rubbed her hands together. “Yes. Let’s get all made up, go out and make some heads turn.”

      Of the three of us, I considered Cassidy the most glamorous and the most prolific at embodying all the latest styles. I looked in awe at her Barbie Doll, perfectly proportioned nose, long blonde hair, blue eyes, and an hour-glass shape. You’d think she would be some stuck-up bitch, but she wasn’t. She had the biggest heart for the people in her life of anyone I knew. And the relationship between her and Lily cracked me up. They met as sorority sisters in their freshman year and had been friends ever since, and I envied their closeness.

      Cassidy pulled Lily and me into the bathroom, where a spread of more cosmetic palettes than I’d purchased in my lifetime littered the bathroom counter.

      “A little blush and I’ll be ready,” Lily’s voice sang out as she reached for a compact.

      “Bless your heart, Lily, you’re not going out in that tonight?” Cassidy chided Lily.

      I looked over my short roommate, admiring her bravery. She owned a vintage sense of style that was unmatched. I could never pull off the high-waisted white shorts, navy blue and white polka-dotted collared blouse, and white Mary Jane platform shoes. A red beret atop her long brown hair pulled up into a high ponytail, with the ends curled into a perfect ringlet, completed a look all her own. She was quirky and fierce in her own way, but I admired her spirit. Although sometimes, I wondered if life had given her an early dose of difficulty, training her to use her clothes like armor.

      “What? I’m not changing. Take me or leave me, Cass. Besides, what about her?” They both looked my way, about to gang up on me.

      “Oh, no. I’m perfectly fine to go out in my jeans and t-shirt.” I was so caught up in my studies over the years that fashion always took a back seat to comfort. Inhabiting my closet were ultra-conservative lawyer-like business suits or jeans and t-shirts, with a couple flirty bartender outfits in between.

      Cass took me by the hand and dragged me into her room. “Step into my office, girl, it’s time to have a brief chat about your fashion choices.”

      “Wait, Lily just said take her or leave her. Why can’t I do that?”

      “Because look at yourself.” She pulled me in front of her closet mirror. My uniform gray Harvard T-shirt stared back at me, all wrinkled, matching the color of my under-eye circles and my hair that hadn’t seen a brush since the morning.

      “Okay, so self-care isn’t always possible with my demanding schedule.” I caved and let them have their way with me.

      An hour later, and after much debate, I didn’t recognize myself in the mirror. Cass promised to make me over to look sophisticated, and she didn’t disappoint.

      The black suede skirt fell perfectly above my knees, complimenting the suede boots that added two inches to my model height. The camel-colored, almost midriff-baring blouse was all the rage, according to Cassidy’s latest Vogue magazine. She dressed my hair in cascading curls and a side part that I never would have thought to do. And gone were the under-eye circles masked by tasteful makeup.

      Who was I right now?
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        * * *

      

      The Fall semester started and should have made me happy to see the light at the end of the tunnel, with my Harvard days ending after years of it.

      I wasn’t happy.

      Partying became the perfect thing to self-medicate my hurting heart. Cassidy, Lily, and I, all three of us drowned our loneliness, heartaches, and open wounds in ice cream, danced every Saturday night into the wee hours, and flirted with all the guys who came within a few feet of us.

      We spent Sundays recuperating in our apartment, with Cassidy ordering pig-out food, Lily sharing the latest sappy romance books, and me binge watching Netflix for mind-numbing hours. I cursed myself daily for the long hours of homework and studying I had left to do, vowing not to party or pig out anymore, but one gleam of Cassidy’s eye and one waggle of Lily’s eyebrows and out the door we went.

      We were the worst roommates and total bad habit enablers ever, but I loved my roommates, and I needed them to help me get over Daniel.
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Buddy the Love Muffin

          Daniel

        

      

    

    
      Two glorious weeks. I looked forward to two weeks without Ma around. Evading Ma’s inquiries about Maddie, avoiding any talk about anything resembling marriage or kids, was tiring. I snapped at her more than once in the past week. I had myself to blame, not taking the time to find a new place to live, subjected to night after night of Ma and her endless chatter. And now, two solitary weeks were ahead of me.

      After escorting Ma through the airport, with special permission to walk her through security to her gate, I made sure she was in excellent hands with the flight personnel there. I walked off and bought her a coffee and a snack for the long plane ride to Ireland, and when I returned she was regaling a stranger sitting next to her about her trip.

      “Haven’t seen the old family and friends in a few years. I have a new grandniece, you know, perfectly fat baby. I can’t wait to hold her. If my son would get busy and find himself a good wife. Oh, but isn’t the dating world crazy nowadays . . .”

      I rolled my eyes and couldn’t wait to get home, alone. To wallow with my own sorry ass, still beating myself up for the way I handled the situation with Maddie. I needed a beer, several beers, and to sleep, and to forget. And a wee break from Ma.

      I kissed Ma goodbye and made her promise to call me when she arrived, no matter the time. A brisk walk through the airport terminal to leave and already a small taste of freedom washed over me.

      “Daniel? Is that you?”

      I turned around just before the exit door and jolted at the sight of the man rushing up to me.

      “Buddy! It’s good to run into you.”

      I hadn’t seen him in a few years. He brought me in for a bro hug. He was almost unrecognizable. My old pal and former business partner looked happy, tanned, toned, and had his arm around a pretty woman.

      “Sorry, I haven’t been in touch. I meant to, but we’ve been a little busy. Honey, this is an old friend, Daniel. Remember, I told you about him? Daniel, this is Honey.”

      A name that was also a pet name, how convenient. With her hair color like the sweet nectar, and a tan to match, it seemed to fit her perfectly.

      “Tell him, Snookums,” she cooed into Buddy’s ear. She was exactly the type he always went for. Expensive looking arm candy. She hooked her hand through the crook of his elbow and waggled out her left-hand fingers. My eyes bulged at the rock on her ring finger.

      “Oh yeah. Dude, we’re engaged.”

      “What?” I was happy for him, but in our early years of building the business, I thought he was on board with me about relationships.

      “Ooh. I spy a pretty handbag in the airport shop over there. I love shopping and traveling, isn’t it the best combination? Sweetie Pie, I’m going to look and let you two talk, but don’t be long.”

      “Sure, Love Muffin. Here.” He took out his wallet and placed a hundred in her hands. She wiggled her fingers more and batted her eyelashes. He placed another hundred in them and she kissed his cheek then turned on her high heels, clicking off into the store. At least it seemed the store would be in for a huge sale. And that was the only good thing to come of this situation, in my opinion.

      “Congratulations. How did this happen? The last time we talked you were on a beach somewhere being the king of pussy and writing the book on love ‘em and leave ‘em.”

      “No, you were the one always going on about how it’s better to leave before you get hurt. It was fun for a while, the bachelor life, but I always knew someday the right one would come along. Honey’s the one, I think.”

      “You think? Wouldn’t that be something you’d be sure of before you put a ring on it?”

      “Ah, it’s all good, I’m having the time of my life and she makes me happy. What about you? Still the loner?”

      “Yeah, you know me too well. Hey, grab a beer?”

      “Sorry dude, we’re renting a car and driving out to meet Honey’s family in Cambridge and tell them the news. You know how it is. We’re headed back to L.A. in a few days.”

      I peered into the store Honey had disappeared into. She held up three purses and knocked on the shop window, looking to Buddy for a purchase decision. “Um, you’re being beckoned by the future Mrs. Rogers.”

      He rubbed his neck. “Man it sounds weird hearing you say it that way.”

      “Hey, you really okay about all of this? Talk to me.”

      “I’m fine, you know, probably just nerves. I’m head over heels in love, really. Hey, you want me to fix you up? She has a step sister. I haven’t met her yet, but she’s gotta be gorgeous like Honey.”

      “Um, no, I’m content thanks.”

      “Yeah, I suppose you’ll meet them all at the wedding,” Buddy pointed at the purple bag in Honey’s right hand.

      “How long have you two been together?”

      “We met a couple weeks ago on a movie set. Yeah, I’m investing in films these days. One look at her and I knew. I couldn’t believe a guy like me could land a babe like that? Two weeks and she hasn’t run away yet. Must mean something, right? Hey, would you be my best man?”

      “Would I? I mean sure. Er, when is it?”

      “I’m leaving those details up to her. I told her just let me know when I need to show up.”

      “Aren’t you afraid something bad will mess up all your newfound happiness?”

      “I don’t know, like what?”

      “Come on, you were studying divorce law in school with me, you’ve heard stories.”

      “Infidelity? Money issues, sex problems? Dude, I lived alone on a beach for the past several years. A few señoritas here and there were fun, but mostly I contemplated life. And what I realized is that it’s too short to be wasting it alone. I’d rather have Honey by my side. It’s a risk, sure, but I’ll take my chances.”

      Honey reappeared from the store. “Sugar lips, another hundred.” She rewarded him with more batting of her eyelashes, and a peck on the check. Either she was a power shopper or the shop had a superior salesperson. Honey couldn’t have been in the shop for more than ten minutes and two hundred dollars were gone in seconds flat. I wondered if my old friend questioned her motives.

      She returned, bags in both hands. “You won’t believe the gifts I just got my mom and step sister. Oh, they're going to love you. Snookie Wookie, my family expects us out to Cambridge for dinner, so we better go. Nice to meet you.” She gave me another once-over and then dismissed me. I figured her for one of those high maintenance L.A. types of women all the way.

      We bro hugged again and I watched my old friend walk into a future with someone he just met and fell for. Hearing their pet names, seeing the look on his face, watching them arm in arm walking away . . . unbelievable.

      I had my doubts about what Buddy was getting into, though, and I texted him a few minutes later.

      Me: I have one word for you: prenup.

      He sent back a laughing face.

      Buddy: Find a woman, man. You won’t regret it.

      The encounter left me dumbstruck. Buddy and Honey? I never saw this coming. My eyes did not deceive me, he looked happy. And yes, I could use a side of happiness, a woman on my arm, someone to fill the lonely void. Of course, I pictured Maddie in that role if I was ever going to let down my walls, but I’d ruined any chance of that happening from the way I last left her. The only one to blame was my stupid self.

      I arrived home later, looking forward to being in my house alone with Ma gone, but after seeing Buddy with Honey, the house felt empty, cold, and lonely. Or maybe that was my heart.
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You’ve Had Me Twice

          Maddie

        

      

    

    
      There was nothing stopping me from dating again. Except endless hours of studying. And working. And obsessing over Daniel. And my broken heart.

      “I really don’t have time for dating,” I explained to Cassidy over Sunday morning coffee.

      “But what you need is someone to wipe away old memories. A little fling wouldn’t hurt, would it?” She was persistent when she had a plan, I’d give her points for it. “I’m going to make you my next project and help you find someone new.”

      “Well, there is this young lawyer from Reinhold & Buckley. He sort of flirted with me all summer at the office. We’ve stayed in touch by text,” I mused aloud, even though I had no intention of following that up with any serious intention. But one little thing led to a plan with Cassidy.

      “Yes. Text him and ask him out for coffee,” she prodded me. She wouldn’t let it go, and I finally caved.

      Scott wasted no time after I texted him, suggesting we meet that very afternoon.

      It was amusing to have an actual date that didn’t involve me serving drinks at the pub. And Scott seemed sweet as we chatted. We had little in common outside of work, but he was funny. And, being able to laugh for a little while did cheer me up enough to forget Daniel for about five minutes.

      The end of the coffee date was awkward, though. He drew me in for a hug, but as soon as I saw his lips heading for mine, I turned my head. His lips landed on my cheek.

      Scott wanted to see me again, but I put him off. He was pursuing me more than I was him, still I figured he’d be a suitable candidate to forget the past and it would make Cassidy happy that her plan was working. But taking things slow was more my style.

      When Scott suggested my roommates and I meet up one night with his group of lawyer friends at the chic new dance club, Neon Lights, Cassidy and Lily were all for it.

      The club was dark save for the abundant neon signs casting a rainbow of glowing light on everyone. They served the drinks from glasses with some kind of sheen on them, fluorescing under the black light ambience.

      The bar was like a meat market of Boston’s most eligible, which wasn’t really my scene. Serious drinkers and dancers were on the bottom floor, while the glass-walled balcony housed people sitting around low tables as if they were entertaining clients or holding serious business meetings. How they could even hear each other stumped me. The music was pumping so loud it was like being at a rock concert with seats in front of the speakers.

      “Let me buy you ladies some drinks,” Scott offered, then hurried off to the bar with our orders.

      “He’s got some muscles.” Cassidy smacked her lips.

      “If you’re into that sort of thing,” Lily chimed in.

      I agreed with her. “Exactly. Other than his body and maybe a little flirtation, he just doesn’t have that . . . I don’t know.”

      “He doesn’t put that Zing into you like Daniel did?”

      I glanced sharply at Lily, but then let my head droop with a heavy sigh. “How unfair to compare the two of them? And when will I stop comparing every man who wants to date me with the one man who doesn’t?”

      “No girl, forget comparing. Just have fun. Scott may not be the one, but he’s a nice stopover until the next one.” Cassidy waggled her eyebrows. She made a valid argument, and I vowed to try harder to get to know Scott.

      After a round of strong, fruity, fancy drinks plus one pink starburst shot for each of us, Cass had enough of just standing around swaying in our shoes. She pulled Lily and me onto the dance floor.

      Cass’s lively and vibrant nature drew people to her, somehow able to make dancing on red, four-inch heels look like an art form. Lily had a quirky, fun style, even now as I watched her dance in frozen frames like an Egyptian to an electro-pop Bollywood song. And I tried my best to keep up with them, despite rarely keeping up with musical trends.

      After two songs, Scott danced up to me. He had ditched his tie and rolled up his sleeves, and he surprised me with dance moves. Yes, his body was fine and the way his curly, sandy blond hair swooped into his eyes gave him a sexy appeal, but another song later, his hands were on my hips, gyrating me around with him. The dude had no fear of coming on strong and making known what he wanted—me. And when he leaned in for a kiss, I pulled away.

      What the hell was wrong with me? Aside from moving too fast for my tastes, when faced with a hottie like Scott, the only thought I still had beating around my brain was of Daniel.

      The music shifted to a new beat, but I needed a break before things got too out of control—plus my boots were killing me.

      Excusing myself, I found my way to the ladies’ lounge, but I had to wait in line. Lifting one foot off the floor, then switching to the other, relieved some pressure on the balls of my feet. The torture almost convinced me to remove the boots altogether.

      I bent over, serious about unzipping the right boot, when two hands grabbed me from behind and twirled me around. I panicked midscream when I teetered off balance and into the arms of—

      “Daniel? What are you doing here?” My face burned hot like fire within seconds. I was sure my eyes sent him messages of anger, finished with a side of melted lust. My body was against his, my hands on his chest molding to the curve of his pecs, his face turned down to mine, and his eyes zeroed in on me. Damn him for smelling so good and looking even hotter sporting several days’ growth on his chin and upper lip.

      He leaned in and growled. “I’m entertaining clients. Who was that guy you were dancing with?”

      His closeness put me on edge. It didn’t help to have prior knowledge of what his fingers and body did to push me over the edge. No amount of distance, time, drinking with friends, or dancing with hot Scott, could erase the magic spell Daniel still held over me.

      “Why do you care?” My retort registered a hurt in his eyes, and I didn’t mind.

      “I care about you, Harvard. Deeper than I can understand.”

      “Then why haven’t you come around? You couldn’t pick up the phone and talk to me? Why are you such an asshole?”

      He floored me with what he did next. His lips smashed against mine, igniting lightning bolts inside of me. I didn’t want him to stop, but how dare he do this after how he treated me last time and ghosted me since? I pushed him away, separating our lips yet regretting it at the same time.

      Yes, he pissed me off, but I grabbed him by the shirt, pulling him back to me again, and shoved my tongue down his throat. My only thought was of the punishment I desired to unleash upon him. I could do that by walking away right now, or by giving him another night he would not so easily forget. I wanted to burn him bad, but first I wanted to unleash upon him all the steamy acts that coursed through my veins every night thinking about him. Either way, I was certain any amount of time with him would be the absolute ruin of me.

      “No, I can’t do this again.” I pushed away from him again to walk away.

      He caught my arm and pulled me back to him. “Harvard, I . . .”

      “You what, Daniel? Tell me what you want.”

      His hand reached up to push hair off my face and cupped my cheek. “I want you.”

      This time I let him kiss me, our angry fire reduced to a slow, heated desire to find that special place we had previously carved out for ourselves. I can’t explain why, after all this time, my body had to have him, and my heart conveniently forgot about the pain.

      Separating just enough from my lips to talk against them, he said, “You want to get the fuck out of here with me?”

      “Hell yes,” my body replied for me, without a moment’s hesitation. I texted Cass to let her know I wasn’t feeling well and heading home.

      And just like that, Daniel freaking Declan Jones took me again, in my bed, for an entire night, to places only he could show me. I relinquished myself into the custody of every millisecond of this timeline with him. His mouth devoured my body and touched me in ways a man never had before. Like a sheep to her shepherd, letting him bend my soul to his every whim, while ignoring the warnings in my head that tomorrow morning I might be sorry when Daniel would likely leave me again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I awoke to find the sun gleaming through the slats of my bedroom blinds, creating hazy patterns of light and shade on the sheets, I didn’t even have to look around. I felt him gone. And the anger was quick to return. Not wasting a second this time, I reached for my phone to let him have it by text.

      Me: Ghosting me again?

      When I still didn’t hear from him a few minutes later, the word livid to describe my level of frustration with Daniel would have been accurate. I sat straight up and unleashed a storm of emotions by text, and I did not regret it one bit.

      Me: You know what? Don’t you ever speak to me or come near me again. Clearly you only wanted me for one reason, like you were my big hero coming to my rescue and now I owed you sex for eternity. Well, you’ve had me twice, buddy, and that’s all you get. Goodbye, Daniel.

      I hit send, then jumped out of bed. Determined not to waste a Saturday or another minute thinking about him, I changed into jogging clothes and planned a run through the park. I threw open my bedroom door—and I stopped.

      Daniel was standing there with his hands full of a sweet-smelling something in a bag from Polly’s Bakery and holding an iced coffee in each hand.

      “Good morning, Harvard. Vanilla or caramel?” He smiled, letting his sickeningly sweet dimples deliver a hard blow to my heart.

      My mouth dropped. Shit. I pulled him into my room. “Whatever you do, please disregard the texts I just sent you.”

      “Oh? I ran out of power in the middle of the night without my charger, so . . .”

      I breathed easier and reached for the vanilla. He was smiling and bearing gifts. The unknown was if he was going to turn skittish and leave in a hurry again, like last time. But he was here now, and it was time for me to tell him what he meant to me, even if it ended with scaring him away. I couldn’t lose him again without being completely honest with him because I was ready to be honest with myself about what he meant to me. If only I could get him to open up so we might find a path forward together.
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Got any rope?

          Daniel

        

      

    

    
      Maddie showed me the text she had sent me, and I was rolling on the floor laughing. “So, I’m only going to have you twice and that’s it, huh? Hmm. I’m not sure that’s payment in full for everything I’ve done for you.” I said it with a wink and a full smile, but she slapped my thigh, anyway. “Ouch!” I tackled her, and we tumbled back into her bed, with our bellies full of cream puffs and coffee. She asked me—no, she told me we were going to have a talk.

      Straddling me, we wrestled, and I let her pin my arms to the sheets. “Even if I have to tie you to my bed, you aren’t leaving here until we have a talk about things.”

      “Tie me up then. Got any rope?” I joked, but she wasn’t laughing. “Okay, okay. I’ll play along.” I was sure I knew what she wanted to talk about. Us. And I would take part—for her, because for whatever reason, I’d move the stars for her happiness. Meeting her taught me I had no control when it came to Maddie McComber. I couldn’t stay away, but I couldn’t let myself hurt her either. I didn’t know how to explain that, but I knew I had to try. So, I settled under the covers next to her, and I cooperated with this little head-to-head conversation she seemed so determined to have right now.

      “Daniel, you can be a jerk, you know that.” She pointed at me when I interjected. “But I also believe I know the real you very well. You are the most wonderful and kindest man, at least around me you are.”

      “I think you have me confused with someone else. Yes, I am a jerk. But kindness? Nah.” I was still making light of this because her tone was getting more serious.

      “That last time we were together, you were tender with me, then wild, then tender again. I thought we were amazing in bed. We spent one night in each other’s arms. But the next morning, it was like you were someone else. You couldn’t get out the door fast enough. And then you disappeared from my life altogether.”

      She peered at my face probably expecting me to have a snappy comeback, but I had none.

      She continued, “When I ran into you last night, the first thing you wanted to know was who I was dancing with? Like what, you think you own me or something? Then, last night, we had another amazing time together, and now I’m worried you’re going to leave again. You have me so confused. Do you want me or not? I know you don’t believe in labels or relationships, but I need some kind of definition of what this is between us.”

      “Okay. First, that was an astute recap. And second, which night was more amazing? The first one or last night?” I gave her my best James Dean smile, but she wasn’t buying it. She hit me with a pillow.

      “Would you stop joking? No more redirecting and answer me.” She wasn’t holding back with her line of questioning. My Maddie was going to make an awesome legal eagle.

      “Um, can I get a pass on the questions I don’t want to answer?” She must not have found me funny anymore as she moved off the bed, but I grabbed her and pulled her back to me. “Okay, okay. Just relax, Harvard. I’ll answer your questions.”

      I rearranged us so that we were spooning, another bucket list item I never thought I’d achieve. If I had to be in this situation with Maddie, then I was taking full advantage of it, checking off the boxes on my list every chance I got. I was realistic enough to know that someone this special didn’t come around for a guy like me often.

      “Look, my dad messed me up, okay? In the early years, my mom and dad loved each other so much. It was like the movie The Princess Bride. You know that one?” I waited for her confirmation and continued. “Everything he did was for her, for me, for his family. Or so it seemed. He was the head of sales for a manufacturing company. Did a lot of traveling. And eventually, I guess Ma found out about his indiscretions. It was like he had a woman in every port kind of thing. Someone he’d visit every time he passed through. Things turned really ugly after that. Divorce was the only option, even though, as a devout Catholic, it humiliated Ma. I was ten when that happened, and for two years, I watched her cry almost daily. She became depressed, and we barely survived on what Dad sent us. She ended up getting really sick for a while. It broke my heart to watch her go through what he did to her. I wanted to protect her, but I was a kid. I couldn’t.” To this day, it still killed me. I stopped to clear my throat, trying to swallow the lump.

      Maddie turned her body to face mine. She put her arms around me and grazed my back with a light touch. “How awful that must have been for you.” I nestled her further into me, letting her warmth soothe me through this tough part about my past. I wished we could stay there and never have to deal with any heartache or trouble. But I considered myself a realist, and things don’t last.

      “It was the worst. And Rachael, my girlfriend in college, cheated on me. I don’t know if I was really in love with her, but I was the one on the receiving end of the pain that time and I didn’t like it. I decided right then if that’s the pain love causes, then I don't want any part of it.”

      She put her hand on my cheek and tested me with her eyes. “But not every relationship is doomed. Give things a chance.”

      “But I can’t take that chance with you, Harvard. I’ve never allowed myself to get close enough with any woman because I can’t bear the thought of hurting them. It would kill me if I hurt you.” I had to let her go. I got up off the bed and put on my shoes.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Did you not just hear a word I said? Should I translate? I don’t do relationships, Maddie. History has a way of repeating itself. I’d never forgive myself if I hurt you, and I don’t want you hurting me, so I’m not even going to try.”

      “Daniel, wait. You’re not your father and I’m not Rachael.” She stopped me at the door of her bedroom. “I don’t believe you’ll hurt me like that and I would never do that to you, but you are hurting me right now by leaving and not giving us a chance.”

      “We either hurt now or hurt later. It’d be easier now before we get in too deep.”

      “You can’t be serious? Besides, maybe I’m already in too deep,” she cried.

      Tugging at her arm, I moved her from blocking the door and reached the living room before she caught up to me.

      “So, you’re going to just assume we’re bad for each other instead of believing we could be good together?”

      I felt the eyes of Lily and Cassidy staring at me from the dining room table as they chowed on bowls of cereal. They both left the room and went to their bedrooms.

      I gathered Maddie’s hands in mine and gave her face one last stare. Her eyes imploring me to stay, her creamy skin with a smattering of freckles across the nose, and her rose-hued cheeks almost made me do a three-sixty. Staying strong, I estimated there were only seven more feet until I was out the door.

      “Harvard, I need you to understand. What you need is a man who will be romantic, loving, there for you every step of the way, and never stray. I can’t be that guy because I’ll only end up hurting you. Or we’ll hurt each other.”

      I knew it would kill me, but I gathered her in my arms anyway, feeling that strong magnetic pull to stay with her. She started shaking as if her tears were imminent.

      “I’ve fallen for you, Daniel. Please, don’t go,” she whispered against my chest.

      “Believe me, Harvard, this hurts me, too.”

      “Then stay.”

      Fuck, I hated being this bastard more than anything, but I pulled away and left before I started shaking too. Watching tears stream from Maddie’s eyes would break me.

      I left the apartment and by the time I got into my car, two texts buzzed my phone.

      Maddie: I know what you have. Classic case of commitment phobia.

      Maddie: You chicken shit.

      Yes, I probably deserved those. Wondering what to say back, or if I should respond, I watched as the three dots lingered on my phone screen. With the amount of time she was typing, I expected her to unleash all kinds of fury on me. She didn’t.

      Maddie: Come back. Let’s talk about this. I miss you.

      The message was simple and almost effective. My hand reached for the car door. I missed her too. If I ran to her now, I could be in bed with her again in five minutes, but she was right. I was scared. I feared loving her too fucking much. Driving away, I regretted every mile I put between us.
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Chicken Noodle Soup

          Maddie

        

      

    

    
      My new partying life with my roommates, when combined with the start of my last semester at Harvard and as many hours as I could handle working at the pub, meant I was busy doing really well at hiding my sadness. Until my fast-paced lifestyle came crashing down on me in mid-October with a severe case of the flu and low midterm grades in my final classes.

      To slow down and recover made everything worse. With nothing to do but think, I was sick, and sad, then I got furious, then depressed. All the feelings of my life jumbled together in an overwhelming mess.

      From the ache of missing my mom and grandma, mourning the loss of time with them, to the distress that lingered still from the attack, all of it bubbled to the surface in my heart.

      And then Daniel . . . I couldn’t believe I let him derail me from my life plan. Painstakingly, my heart searched for the truth. I had fallen for him, and I had no idea how to let go.

      Now here I was, curled into a little ball, unable to move from the couch, traumatized by everything, hardly able to function. I called off from work and I didn’t attend classes. And I didn’t care anymore.

      Rest and self care were top priority, according to Cassidy, if I was going to survive to graduation. She made sure I had fresh squeezed orange juice to drink and left a glass for me on the coffee table before going to work. Lily brought me a Stress Free candle of the month and now the scent of lavender and eucalyptus engulfed me. I stretched out on the couch, attempted to shut off my brain, watched tv, and did nothing for once.

      Around noon, a package arrived. A chicken noodle soup care package. It included everything from the soup can to a bowl and spoon, from the tissue box to throat lozenges.

      The note read: Harvard, I heard you were down. Get better soon. Daniel.

      What the hell? He left me like he did, and he sends me a random package like we’re old friends?

      And if we weren’t friends, if we were nothing at the moment, why didn’t I delete his number from my phone? I texted.

      Me: Thanks. I like soup.

      Daniel: You okay?

      Now he wonders about me?

      Me: Fine.

      I waited a minute. Texting was so awkward. Do I keep texting, conversing like we were friends again? What did all this mean?

      The ring from my phone jarred me. It was FaceTime. From Daniel. What the actual hell right now? Yes, I wanted to see his face. But no, I can’t do this again. And of course I’d answer, because I needed him. But I’d torture him if I could to get back at him for all the confusion he caused me.

      At that moment, I knew. I’d give him as many chances as he needed until he was mine. And it could be the death of me.

      A quick look in my phone told me I looked like crap. I pulled my hair into a messy bun and finally answered his call. He looked gorgeous, as always. He was outside. The sun played off the green of his eyes, making a spectacular view on screen.

      “Hi.” I rasped out, my voice still hoarse.

      “Hey, you okay? Need anything else to get better?”

      “I’m fine, thanks. Look, I’m letting you off the hook now. You can stop rescuing me. I can take care of myself.”

      “I’m not sure I can stop.”

      He did it again, causing nothing but confusion in my heart and brain.

      In the background, I heard a familiar buzzer. No, it couldn’t be. “Where are you?” I knew exactly where he was. I moved as fast as my aching body would let me to the balcony.

      He waved up at me. His smile broadened. Damn, he looked good in an I’m the hero here to rescue my fair maiden kind of way.

      He caught me at a weak moment. I buzzed him in.

      I stood in my doorway, arms crossed. I hoped I looked mad, sick but mad.

      “Seriously, what are you doing here? What is this?”

      “I care about you, and wanted to make sure you were okay. Did you cook the soup yet? Let me in. I’ll cook it for you while you rest.”

      I put a hand up to stop him. Damn his sexy pecs. “You’re acting like we’re friends.”

      “But we are, Harvard, at the very least,” his voice, lusty and smooth, unlike any friend I knew. I was in trouble.

      And in another very weak moment, I let him in. He tucked me into the couch, and the nearness of him was everything I didn’t want to believe I needed.

      He cooked and then sat next to me on the couch. Feeding me a spoonful at a time until I was full. We were silent, nothing said. When I pushed the last spoonful away, I resolved to find where we stood.

      “So we’re friends? You’re labeling us as friends.”

      He put the bowl down and sunk back into the couch with a sigh. “I regret saying I don’t label things.”

      “Let me guess. You want us to be friends with benefits?”

      His arm rested across the back of the couch, fingertips brushing my shoulder. His beguiling emerald eyes daring me to join him in whatever debauchery he intended. “Would that be so bad?”

      Damn his smoldering look. If I wasn’t so sick right now, I’d straddle this bad boy. But no, he wasn’t getting off that easily. I leapt off the couch, surprised my dizzy, feverish head didn’t slam me back down.

      “I believe I told you before, I’m the marrying kind of girl.”

      He stood to face me. “Maybe I need baby steps. To ease into this. You know my past. And yes, alright, I’m chicken shit. There I said it. I admit it if it makes you happy.”

      “It does make me happy. Admitting you have a problem is step one of recovery.”

      He laughed at me. A roaring laugh I was proud to put there. I giggled.

      He reached for me, bringing me in for a hug I didn’t regret. Until he spoke again.

      “I could be happy with friends with benefits.”

      I broke away from him. “Wait, that’s not what I want.”

      “What do you want?”

      My exasperated sigh powered my walk to the door. “I know exactly what I want. Everything, but all in due time. Maybe the boyfriend for starters, maybe later the fiancé, then if all goes well the ring, the wedding, the marriage.” My arms crossed in front of me, but they were ready to throw him out at a moment’s notice. “Someone proud to call me their girlfriend would be nice for starters.”

      “Maddie, I am proud of you.” He crossed to me. “Maybe time is exactly what I need. I can’t look into the future and say how much.” He reached up and cupped my face, then tried to kiss me.

      I don’t know where I got the strength to pull away, but I did. I opened the door. “Sounds to me like you have a lot of things to think about. And so do I.”

      “Maddie, please, don’t do this. It hurts too much every time I walk out your door.”

      “Maybe that should be your first clue as you figure out what you want.”

      He didn’t move but stared at me, piercing me with the greenest gaze ever to lay eyes on me.

      I called up every bit of strength I had left, which wasn’t much. “Goodbye, Daniel.”

      He hung his head and walked out. Damn him for not staying and fighting for us.

      I slammed the door behind him. I deleted his number from my phone. But then I put it back in ten minutes later. Damn him.
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Nothing Cats and Tea Can’t Fix

          Daniel

        

      

    

    
      Walking the streets of Boston in November, I was aimless like the breeze and faceless to every stranger I passed by. That didn’t stop my eyes from looking for Maddie. If I noticed a tall woman with dark hair, or a woman in jeans and a t-shirt, or I heard a gentle laugh on a fall breeze, or worse, smelled anything of citrus in the air, my heart lurched.

      Heartache tore through me every time. Yet I kept going, wandering the streets, a glutton for punishment because it’d been days since I stopped by the pub, avoiding Maddie. I even limited conversations with Sean about the pub to short texts, removing any temptation to ask about her.

      When I happened upon the Cat’s Cradle Bookstore and saw Lily outside adjusting her marquee sign, I stopped in my tracks. The sign read, “Falling in love with . . .”

      “With what?” I quipped within earshot of her.

      She almost toppled over and gave me an irritated look. “Oh, Daniel. Um, sorry I don’t follow?”

      “Your sign. Falling in love with what?”

      She pushed her glasses up her nose. “I don’t know, you tell me.” She buried a pile of marquee letters into her bag and picked it up. “Is there anything, or anyone, you’re falling for?”

      I didn’t like being grilled. I pictured Maddie with her roommates, making a voodoo doll of me and sticking pins in my eye. This wasn’t a good idea. I should resort to my usual grumpy ways and walk on by.

      “How are you? I mean, really?” She looked concerned. Maybe she was.

      “I’ve been better. You?”

      She cocked her head to the left with her finger on her chin, looking like she was assessing my current psychological state. “Come on. Come in for some tea. I have just the thing to perk you up.”

      She moved to the door and opened it before I could utter out a good excuse to not enter a store full of cats, books, and women. And I followed, not understanding why. It wasn’t like Lily and I were close. I only helped her uncle in legal matters for the bookstore and introduced Lily to Maddie. The faint smell of citrus on Lily warned me, smelling just like Maddie, and for that reason alone, I should tuck tail, turn, and run, but I followed anyway.

      I avoided looking around and headed straight for the tea corner of the store where Lily had put water on to boil. “Sit,” she commanded, motioning toward the tables.

      All but one table was empty. A silvery-haired woman sat at one of them, looking out the window. When I took up a chair at a tiny table near her, she gave me a nod and a smile in a warm grandmotherly way, matching the sentiments of the frilly tablecloth and doilies before her.

      Next to me was a cat, lying in a hammock at the window, wearing a collar with the name George. Orange and fluffy, soaking up the sun while on his back, paws up. He looked like a scene from a famous cat meme about lazing on a beach somewhere. The only thing missing was a margarita in his paws. “It might be nice to be you right now. Not a care in the world.” I tried to make conversation with him, but he didn’t stir.

      “What’s that?” The woman leaned forward, jutting her ear toward me.

      “Oh, um, how are you doing today?” I could be polite now and then when situations called for it.

      “Fine, dear. My hips are acting up, though, but nothing a pleasant walk in this sunshine can’t clear.”

      I smiled, and looked around for Lily, who had gone missing from the kitchen, so I plotted my next move to leave.

      “My dear Albert used to walk with me around Boston Public Garden every Sunday for almost fifty years. He insisted on holding my hand everywhere.”

      Okay, now I was getting uneasy. “Fifty years?”

      “Hmm. Can you believe I got to spend fifty years with my best friend before he passed away last year?” She produced a tissue from somewhere, maybe her pocket, and dabbed her eyes. Now I’d be a jerk to leave.

      “That’s certainly a long time.” I was trying to think back if I knew anyone ever married that long. Doubtful since I was a divorce lawyer.

      “I was going to be a ballet dancer, and I did for a while, but then I met my dear Albert and I knew my life would be with him.”

      “So I suppose this is the part where you tell me those years were all sunshine and roses.” Jeez, I sounded like a skeptical jerk. Oh wait, I was.

      “Absolutely not. Anyone who’s married would be lying about that. No, dear, marriage is hard work. People idolize it too much. The truth is, there are more glitches along the way, but the rewards are well worth it.” She paused, looking me over. If she was trying to read me, I hoped I wasn’t transparent. “You look skeptical.”

      “I’m a lawyer. I’ve seen some nasty divorces.”

      “Ah. Trust me, young man, when you find the person you’re meant to be with, then you’re willing to put in the work.”

      Yep, I was really uncomfortable now. Then Lily reappeared. She carried a tray of sandwiches and cookies over to my table, then sat.

      She spoke to the elderly woman. “Bev, would you mind putting away the book returns at the register? Thanks.”

      Bev maneuvered slowly up from her chair and I could hear a bone or two of hers creak. I stood quickly to help her up by her elbow.

      “Oh thanks, dear. You might just be a keeper.”

      I heard Lily snort behind me. “You have a good day.” I tried to smile.

      When I sat down again, Lily had put a plate of finger sized sandwiches in front of me and was pouring boiling water onto the tea bags.

      “You didn’t have to go to this trouble for me.”

      “I didn’t, it’s all for me. You just came along at the right time.” Dunking her tea bag into the cup, she nibbled on her sandwiches and then added cream and sugar to her tea. I ate and drank in silence.

      “All right. Since you’re not talking, I guess I’ll have to say what needs to be said.” She took a deep breath and launched. “You care about Maddie, she cares about you. I care about my friend, which means I am supposed to care about you, too. But you’ve hurt her. I don’t know what makes you a grumpy asshole who thinks he can take a woman’s heart like that and then leave her. But Maddie would have never done that to you. In summary, you don’t deserve her.”

      “Exactly. We can agree on that.” This conversation wasn’t going in my favor and I wiped my mouth and made a movement to leave, but her hand on my arm stopped me.

      “But Fate believes you do.”

      I cringed. Why did that bring a heat to my eyes? “Fuck, don’t bring fate into this.”

      “Why not? Maddie’s absolutely wrecked over you. And seeing you today like this, all wrinkled clothes, five days’ chin growth, dark under-eye circles, you are too. Don’t deny it.” Her finger pointed at me.

      “Anyone ever say you’re like a five foot two lady boss version of Dr. Phil?” I retorted.

      She guffawed. “Look, I’ve been in hundreds of relationships . . .”

      My eyes shot up.

      “Okay, well, I’ve read a lot about relationships. But believe you me, I know a thing or two about love and I can tell when two people should be together and when they’re torn up inside because they are not. So get over whatever is holding you back and call her already.”

      “Love?” I scoffed back at her and looked away out the window. “Are you seriously scolding me right now?”

      I almost jumped when a black cat started rubbing against my leg, meowing. And then a white cat sprung up on the chair next to me. A gray cat settled in Lily’s lap. All of them stared at me, including Lily.

      “Look, I don’t need your gang of cats threatening me.” I stewed in silence with my arms crossed.

      “You’re still here. You could have walked out, but you didn’t. So, are you going to ask me or not?”

      “Ask what?”

      “The one question you know you are dying to ask.”

      George growled and in slow motion he stretched out his paw, baring his claws that landed on my shoulder. I was a total prisoner now.

      “Okay, fine. How’s Maddie?”

      “I’m glad you asked. I think she’s allowing herself to date again. Some Scott fellow keeps calling her, asking her out.”

      The sinking of my heart must have been visible because it hurt almost as much as the lump forming in my throat.

      She hurried on, her hands put up like a stop sign preventing me from jumping to any conclusions. “But believe me, she isn’t ready. She still has feelings for you, even if she’s squashing them down. Don’t tell her I said this, but she’s been drunk a couple times and ended up a blubbering mess over you. I hate seeing my friend that way, so what are you going to do about it?”

      “You don’t think I’m not torn up hearing this? The thought of her crying and hurt over me—you don’t know what that’s doing to me right now.”

      “Oh, I bet I do.”

      “I didn’t want that for her. She’s bringing this on herself. I told her from the outset I don’t do relationships. I’m no good at them. Sorry, Lily, sorry cats, but there’s nothing you can say or do to change my mind.”

      Scrambling out of there as fast as I could, the crisp fall air filled my lungs. But it was a long while before the lump in my throat disappeared.

      This was torture, denying myself of the very pleasure of Maddie in my arms. And she was dating again? Obviously, I was more torn up about things than she was.

      My head hung lower and I cowered against the cold fall wind. Fuck me, because I only had myself to blame. I didn’t give Maddie anything to hold onto. Instead I had blocked her with a wall so high no-one could possibly reach me. I hated my fucking self for it.
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Clock Ticking

          Maddie

        

      

    

    
      Daniel wasn’t answering any of my texts or calls. I didn’t know where he lived or worked to go find him, and that had me wondering if I even knew Daniel at all. I was ugly crying again and a mess for days. But damn, it felt good to make my needs known to him even if it drove him away.

      I wanted the entire package, and why should I settle for less? I was about to graduate, and had a suitable career ahead of me. Why not want the man and the house and the marriage all wrapped up tied in a bow? I could have it all. The questions were, could I have it all with Daniel, if he’d get his head out of his ass, and how long was I willing to wait for him to do that?

      I was going crazy with all of this until two calls came in. A call from Sean at noon begging me to come into the pub early before my shift to help him with some paperwork and watch his twins, which was perfect timing because I needed a distraction. And another voicemail from Scott. The guy was persistent, I’d give him that. Clearly he had the hots for me, but on my end it didn’t have the same sizzle as my time with Daniel. I texted Scott that I was working all night.

      I found Sean holed up in his office at the pub. “Hey, thanks for coming in on such short notice,” he said, his voice sounded as tired as he looked. “Brigid had a doctor’s appointment, so I figured, you know, I should be able to handle watching the twins here for a couple hours. But of course, a bartender calls off, and the ice machine breaks— Hey! Don’t play with that.”

      He caught Shamus about to stick his finger in a light socket and snatched the baby up. “Shit, that was close. I never thought I’d have to baby-proof the pub but now that they’re crawling everywhere . . .”

      He handed off the baby, who looked up at me with curious eyes and with his dark hair in curls, already thick and adorable for such a tiny thing. I glanced at his twin brother Shane, relieved to see he was sleeping in the portable crib.

      Shamus yawned, and I shifted him high on my shoulder and rubbed his back. The baby cooed and nuzzled into my neck and hair. His sweet baby smell enticed me and sent my thoughts into realms I hadn’t had before. That scene in My Cousin Vinny where Marisa Tomei said her clock was ticking suddenly made a whole lot of sense.

      “Anyway, where was I? Oh yeah.” Sean rifled through some papers on his desk. I felt bad for him, I mean, the pub was doing amazing, and business picked up so much since they opened. But between fathering twins and the demands of the business and pressures from his wife, it was a wonder he kept sane.

      “Here’s a bottle for Shamus. It’s nap time, so if you can get him to finish the bottle and maybe soothe him to sleep, you’d be my hero. And hey, I’ve got this pile of invoices stacking up. Do you think you could take them out of the envelopes, enter them into this spreadsheet, organize it by the due date, and give me a running total of how much I owe?”

      “Absolutely. No problem. I got this.” I was a member of the Baby Sitters Club throughout middle and high school, and I had a logical brain for numbers. How hard could this multi-tasking be?

      Sean left me in the office, leaving the door open a crack. I cradled Shamus in my lap and arms and switched to singing a soft, lullaby-sounding version of ‘You Are My Sunshine’, which garnered his attention while I put the bottle to his lips. He watched me and listened for the first five minutes. And, for the next five, his eyes grew heavy and eventually closed.

      The pure, angelic preciousness of him reminded me how much I loved babies, and that reminded me how Daniel was probably not going to be in the running as the man to father my children. Such a depressing realization wasn’t quite the diversion I’d planned by coming into work. Through my new tears forming, I eyed Shamus’s level of sucking until it stopped, a good sign that he was ready for the transfer to the portable crib.

      After he was asleep, I sobbed a few more minutes to the sound of two little babies, breathing in and out and unaware of just how horrible the world was, full of people who didn’t know how to love one another. Specifically, one by the name of Daniel Jones.

      What was happening right now? I needed to get a grip. I breathed deep and used a few baby wipes to blow my nose and wipe my face.

      Okay, focus. Organize invoices for Sean. Right. I started opening each envelope, realizing it was impossible to open an envelope quietly when you don’t want twins to wake up from a nap. So that painstaking process took longer than it needed to.

      One by one, I opened them all, including a large-sized envelope, only to find three smaller envelopes inside. But it was the addresses on those that made me take notice, each one originally mailed to Daniel—at the address of my new apartment. Why would he have mail going to him at my apartment and then forwarded to the pub?

      I opened those three next, not exactly sure about the legalities of opening personal mail addressed to Daniel, but I was going to go with the plea of innocence. If ever interrogated, my answer would be that my boss ordered me to open the mail.

      One letter contained an invoice for a case of his too-expensive whiskey imported all the way from Ireland. Bastard. I rolled my eyes at that one.

      The next was a bill from a name with a company logo I recognized. It was the Cape Movers he had hired to move me into the apartment. Only the details on this invoice were sketchy, showing that he hired the movers to pick up from the apartment and take things to a storage unit, just a few days before I moved in. The third bill was to some company called MYER, Inc. for plumbing services rendered at my apartment before I moved in.

      Something wasn’t adding up, but from the back of my mind came forward a little detail. I’d seen that company name of MYER somewhere before.

      I spent the next several minutes inspecting every paper on Sean’s desk. It wasn’t difficult since he filed nothing away; it just took time because there were so many piles to sift through. I found more invoices made out to MYER, Inc., cancelled checks and bank transfers from MYER, Inc. to cover payroll, and then I found the jackpot. The original articles of incorporation for the pub listing MYER, Inc. as the primary investor with Sean. And MYER, Inc.’s signatory was one Daniel D. Jones.

      It startled me when Shane started fussing. “Oh, baby, this isn’t the best time to wake up when I was trying to solve a minor mystery,” I whispered, carefully picking him up, so we didn’t also wake his brother. I curled the little boy over my shoulder, patting his back and swaying in place, still puzzling over this new round of information about Daniel.

      My forehead creased from thinking and following the paper trails. It seemed Daniel was not only part owner of the pub I worked at, but also was the former occupant of the apartment I lived in. And that’s when it hit me. The sign in my apartment building's elevator, a plaque I rarely paid attention to, with the name MYER, Inc. Would that make Daniel the owner of my apartment building?

      Did he move out of his apartment so I could take it over? Did he reduce my rent to practically nothing because he could? All the countless other things that Daniel did for me added up to one extensive list in my head. Why? He claimed not to be the romantic type, yet he sure went out of his way to take care of me.

      I was furious at first. Why was Daniel’s footprint suddenly all over my life both at work and at home? For a man unable to commit he sure found ways to do things for me.

      Then it hit me. He did things for me. He showed love by doing. I couldn’t be mad about any of it. He loved me. I was sure in his own way, he did. He showed love by caring for my well-being. A man wouldn’t go to such great lengths for nothing.

      Now if I could just get him to admit he loved me and stay with me and commit to some sort of future together . . .

      How to do that remained a mystery.
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Paddy’s Permission

          Daniel

        

      

    

    
      I stepped into Ma’s brownstone and called out. “Ma? You home?” I hoped to be home alone. Since her return from Ireland, the topic of settling down ‘with a good Irish woman’ somehow worked a way into every conversation.

      Ma’s senses picked up on every mood I possessed, like she had cataloged every single one of them since the day I was born. No doubt she’d want to talk about whatever was bothering me. And I wasn’t ready to go there. Processing what happened between Maddie and me was overwhelming. Disgust for myself wasn’t a strong enough word for how low I was feeling. I wanted a beer, maybe a few, and to lie down and sulk in the dark.

      It wasn’t my lucky day. As I entered the kitchen, I heard the sounds of a woman crying. “Ma?” Paddy was standing beside her. “What’s going on?”

      She was sitting at the island countertop, looking a tad reminiscent of the night Dad left. Her hair was falling out of her bun, her lipstick smeared, and her nose reddened from blowing. The sleeve of her blouse had a tear in it. She looked a mess compared to her normal put-together state, but I knew better than to tell that to a crying woman.

      “What the hell happened?” I rushed to her side, placing my hand on her back for comfort. The old feelings of inadequacy, anger, and pain watching my mother sobbing over my father flooded back to me.

      “Oh. My love. It’s Paddy, he—” She broke down in tears again.

      What the fuck was happening? “Did he hurt you? Bastard!” I shoved the old man against the kitchen wall.

      Ma rushed to my side and pulled at my arms. “No, sonny, you don’t understand. He asked me to marry him.”

      “What? But your clothes? Your hair?”

      “I’d been cleaning the house when he came in.” She reached up to her hair and looked down at herself. “Oh, I’m a sight.”

      “Nonsense, you’re the most beautiful thing to me. Always will be.” Paddy gazed upon Ma appreciatively.

      As it all sunk in, I slowly let Paddy go. “Jeez, sorry Paddy.”

      “Aye. It’s okay. I’m glad to know you’re protective of your Ma. But if it would be okay with you, Daniel, I’d like to marry her and protect her myself, with your blessing of course.”

      My eyes passed between them, Ma now at Paddy’s side. The way they were looking at each other amplified what I always knew. There was something between them.

      “But Ma, what about Dad and how he hurt you? How can you try again?”

      “Oh, that was so long ago. You can’t expect me to live in the past.”

      My mother and Paddy locked eyes with each other like in a dreamy state, letting their souls speak to each other. My keen sense knew they were always right for each other, maybe had known for years but didn’t want to see it. Still, I had doubts.

      “What if he hurts you? Aren’t you afraid of that?”

      Paddy and Ma both spoke at the same time.

      “Oh no, I’d never hurt Mary. We’ve been friends for years, I don’t see that changing.”

      “I can’t live my life lonely out of fear. I have to enjoy my life right now, while I still have my wits about me.”

      They possessed a friendship, and if that blossomed to love, then who was I to stop them? Would I let my own fears stop Ma from doing this? That seemed a little selfish, even for an asshole like me. And it didn’t escape me the similarities to Maddie and me.

      “This is what you want, Ma?”

      “Yes. We’ve had some good times over the years, haven't we, Paddy?”

      “Aye. And many more to come.” He kissed her forehead.

      How could I say or do anything to disappoint them? Ma deserved happiness and if Paddy gave it to her, then far be it from me to stop them. My sense also told me this would be a marriage that lasts. “Alright then, you have my blessing.”

      “Oh look at me, I’m going to be a bride.” Ma was giddy and admired her ring finger and the traditional silver Claddagh ring Paddy slid in place there.

      “And a beautiful one at that.” Paddy hugged her close with the biggest grin. “We need to celebrate.”

      Ma beamed at me with a whimsical look in her eye. “And I know just the place to go.”

      I thought about Buddy, the confirmed bachelor, finally getting married. And Bev, who’d survived a fifty-year marriage. Now Ma and Paddy? Marriage seemed to swirl all around me from every direction. Which only intensified my longing for Maddie, but continued to scare me shitless.
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The Scott Conundrum

          Maddie

        

      

    

    
      I served drinks the rest of the afternoon, my mind only half on tasks at hand. Washing the glasses, wiping down tables, refilling drinks, all in a mindless daze. It took me by surprise when I looked up to see a familiar face walk into the pub.

      “Hey Maddie.” Scott waved and sat down at a table with two of his buddies.

      His greeting didn’t send shivers down my spine like Hey Harvard did. Not at all. I went to the table and greeted them.

      “Hi. What can I get you guys?”

      “Guinness all around, and another date with you?” Scott winked and looked at me with his hopeful brown eyes, his sandy blond curls falling across his forehead. To most women, this young, hot lawyer would be a catch. I just wasn’t ready yet to give up on Daniel.

      Scott asked me out in front of his friends. Like pressuring me would get me to say yes? He’d asked half a dozen times by text the past few weeks. It was easy to put him off saying I had to study or to work or sick or whatever. Now in person, it was a different matter.

      “Tell you what. I’ll get the drinks and think about it.” I smiled and gave my best wink before walking away.

      His friends patted him on the back and gave all kinds of hoots and hollers. Great, seemed like a rowdy bunch.

      I spent the next couple of hours trying to avoid them, keeping busy. When I had to serve them, I kept it light, telling jokes, a little flirty. And I stayed away from the topic of dates. Finally, at my break time, I hurried into the pub office and took my books out to study. A good half hour, and any amount of time to study, would really help my grades right now.

      I was deep into analyzing facts of a case when a knock came at the door. Scott stuck his head in.

      “Hey beautiful, mind if I come in.” He entered, not waiting for my answer. Yes, I minded, but he shut the door behind him.

      “Look Scott, I have a case to analyze by tomorrow morning, and the more I can get done on break the more sleep I’ll get not having to stay up all night.”

      “Sure I understand. Of course, I could help you, if you ask nicely.” He came up behind me and gave my shoulders a rub. I’d be lying to say it didn’t feel good. But the fact it was Scott, and he was trying to force his way into my life, didn’t sit well with me. I moved out of the chair, away from his grasp.

      “Scott, I think you’re a nice guy but—”

      He backed me up to the desk, putting his hands on each side of me. “We could be so good together Maddie, just let me prove it to you. I see into the future and all I see is us. You might be the one for me.”

      Great, the guy I didn’t want announced his intentions loud and clear. Daniel could take lessons from Scott.

      He leaned in to kiss my neck. I pushed against him, but he didn’t move.

      “I’m sorry, you’re a great guy, but I’m not ready for this. There’s someone else.”

      He nipped my earlobe and asked, “Who?”

      “Me,” a familiar deep voice called out.

      We both turned to see Daniel standing at the door. I hadn’t noticed it had swung open.

      Daniel moved swiftly to pull Scott off of me and the two men scuffled. All I could do was watch this display of men grappling over me.

      “Leave her alone, you prick, she’s mine,” Daniel’s statement took me by surprise. I only hoped he heard himself saying it. He punched right into Scott’s gut, doubling him over.

      Scott wheezed out, “I don’t see a ring, she’s fair game.”

      Daniel was breathless but held a stance that said he was ready in case Scott pursued any further action. “She’s not a game. She’s a woman who deserves every respect you can give her. Exactly why she’ll never be yours.”

      “Daniel!” I cried out to him. Was I really hearing this?

      I took his attention away for that split second and Scott launched toward him, his right hook connected with Daniel’s left eye.

      They wrestled more, and behind me the other bartender and one of Scott’s friends came in to pull them apart.

      “You need to leave, Scott,” I yelled, running to Daniel’s side.

      “You choose him over me?”

      “Yes, I choose him.” I stared right into Daniel’s eyes, hoping he could see the depths of my commitment in them. I didn’t care if it scared him off, the truth was there.

      “Fine. Good luck, babe. I’m out of here.”

      Daniel followed Scott out, still carrying through with that tough guy demeanor until he was out the door. He probably figured it was his duty to the pub and duty to his male ego to finish the fight. But I knew better. He’d always be my protector, and making sure Scott and his friends left, ensuring they wouldn’t bother me again was his way of showing love for me.
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Did I teach you nothing?

          Daniel

        

      

    

    
      “Go ahead, Ma, let me have it.” I knew she was ready to give me an earful.

      I held the frozen bag of ice to my hurting eye while the other kept tracking Maddie as she flitted about the pub. Scott and his buddies had left the bar, but not before a tirade of emotional outbursts between us. Two grown men fighting over the best woman in town. It might have been the most public embarrassment ever for me, but worth it when he left the pub and conceded that Maddie was mine. Because she was mine.

      What did I know? Nothing, especially about love. I sighed and turned my attention to where Maddie greeted some pub regulars who just had a child. They brought the baby in to show off and celebrate. Maddie’s voice cooed and lilted to my ears as she was singing the lullaby not to the child but to me, then she bent and kissed the baby on the forehead. And, holy shit, she picked it up and held it. She was a vision. A sudden urge to procreate with Maddie rippled through my body. What the fuck was happening to me?

      Leave it to my Ma to know all. “You’re still sitting on your arse, not doing a damn thing about wooing that Irish girl? Well, I’m not getting younger, you know. I see that baby over there, and I’m thinking I’d like to have a few of those to love before I die.” Ma nodded and smiled at Maddie walking by.

      “But what if I’m like Dad and no good for her?”

      “Bah. Don’t think that way. You aren’t your dad. And your dad wasn’t always bad. I think all you remember was the end, but you didn’t see the beginning, the middle, and the way things were between us before all the bad at the end. It was good mostly, especially when we had you, Danny boy. And, that’s why I want to be buried with your dad’s ring, because it’s a symbol of happier times that I’m grateful for.”

      “But I don’t want to hurt her the way Dad hurt you. I can’t do that to Maddie.”

      “What’s this? Are you telling me you fear something that hasn’t even happened? Oh fecking hell, did I teach you nothing? You can’t live your life waiting for the things you fear. You deserve to love and enjoy your life in the middle without worrying about the end. Look, when your dad was a scoundrel, yeah, it hurt, and I took a bad turn because of it. But that didn’t stop me from trying again with Paddy. Do you think I look at him and think, oh poor me, when is he going to hurt me? No, sir. I take it one day at a time and try to love the best I can. Because that’s all I can do.”

      She was making sense, but I still pushed back. “I’m sorry, Ma, but it’s time you finally see me for who I am, which is not the marrying kind, and not romantic. I’m self-centered and don’t take care of others well. I do things for me and nobody else. Maddie deserves better.”

      Ma raised her eyes to the ceiling and crossed herself as if offering a prayer for my damaged soul. I didn’t realize Maddie had come up behind me until she tapped my shoulder and I turned to see her sitting at the bar next to me.

      Maddie perched on the stool and my one good eye enjoyed seeing her there next to me.

      “What’s this I hear? You don’t think you’re romantic?” She called to my mother, “Mary, what would you say is the definition of a romantic man?”

      “Oh my. Would that be a man who does things for the woman he cares for?”

      “It would. For example, a man who worries about the woman’s safety and so he moves out of his apartment in the secure building he owns just so the woman can move into it. Would you say that was pretty romantic, Mary?”

      “How did you find out?” I asked, but Maddie ignored me.

      “Aye. And is that why you moved back home, Daniel? You told me you were redecorating, and you needed a place to stay a little while.”

      I was red-faced. Both of them were ganging up on me, making me feel like a child.

      “And Mary, would you say a man who managed all the arrangements for a woman to move quickly and efficiently, and countless other things he did to help save her internship and pass her classes at school was a self-centered person?”

      I held up a hand between them, but it was as if I was invisible. “I’m right here, ladies. Right here in the middle of this weird conversation.”

      “Why no, Maddie, I wouldn’t. I’d say that man could rather take care of the woman he loves.”

      “Did you say love, Mary?”

      “Why yes, I did, Maddie. I’ve known Daniel his entire life and have never seen him have eyes for anyone the way he does for you. Trust me. A mother knows her son.”

      “Okay, you both can stop now, or I’m going to leave.” I had about enough of that.

      “Well, I think my work here is complete.” Ma gathered her things to leave, but not before whispering in my ear, “I’ll not wait up for you again tonight. In fact, don’t come home, dear, until you’ve finally made Maddie yours, for crying out loud.”

      I let a minute pass after Ma left before I spoke. In that sixty seconds, I pondered the meaning of life, my entire life to be exact, before I met Maddie. It was like a black void swallowed it up because I couldn’t recall a single day, before her there was nothing. And that should tell me everything.

      I turned to face Maddie. “So, Harvard, you think you’re pretty smart and you’ve got me figured out, do you?”

      She swiveled on her barstool to face me, and when our knees fit together like puzzle pieces, there was the familiar magnetic pull I expected from every touch with her.

      “You’re not fooling me anymore, Daniel. I see how much you care for your mom, for Sean and his family, and for me. For a guy who tries so hard not to commit to anyone, you sure play the part of caretaker well.”

      I sat there in silence, wishing she could read the story of my heart to know exactly how it felt so I could skip the difficulty of putting it into words.

      After another minute of my silence, she shook her head and got off the stool. “Daniel, I can’t keep doing this, hoping you’ll change, wishing for you to take a risk on me, on us. I don’t even know how you really feel about me because you’ve never told me. Is it just sex to you? Is your mother wrong about love? Are you really that afraid to commit? Because you refuse to talk about anything that sounds like love. And after the two nights we spent together—forget about love, I don’t even think you like me enough because if you did, you’d fight for us and want more of that.”

      She started off toward the pub office, but I caught up to her and led her by the elbow into the office and locked the door behind us.

      “Don’t like you? Harvard, I’m consumed by you.” My breath caught in my throat. Was I really about to cry? “I had to pull away from you because it became too much, all these feelings I have for you. I’m afraid, Maddie. Afraid of getting hurt or hurting you. And I didn’t want to hurt you because I care too much for you.”

      “I’m confused. Do you want me or not, Daniel?”

      I looked her over, wondering what she wasn’t getting. Why wasn’t I making sense? “I’ve wanted you since the moment I saw you. Don’t let me walk away from you again.” I pulled her into my arms, putting both hands behind her neck and bringing her mouth to mine so quickly she likely didn’t have time to register it was happening. While her hands tried to catch up by balling my shirt in her fists at my abs, feeling her body against mine again was everything. The initial heat of our deep kiss gave way to the tenderness of three soft, lingering kisses on her lips like a moment within an epic story holding all the same fire of our first time, with all the longing between us and the desire for something deeper. She released my lips and pulled her head back.

      “You really like me?”

      I creased my brows. “Still doubting after that kiss? What do I need to do to make you understand there’s no one else for me but you? From the minute we met, I knew, but I’ve been working too hard ever since to avoid it. I can’t do that anymore. It's fucking exhausting. I’m tired of pretending I don’t feel for you. I need all of you for me.”

      A pounding started at the door behind me. “Maddie? Are you there? We’re getting busy out here. I could use some help.”

      “I have to go.”

      It was my turn to wonder where we stood. “Maddie. Don’t leave me hanging. Do you want me, too?”

      “Hell yes.” She slammed her body against mine, placing more soft kisses strategically all over my face and finally my lips. As quickly, she parted from me and pulled me to the door with her. “Come sit at the bar and keep me company like old times. I miss my barstool boyfriend.”

      “Barstool? Boyfriend? What?”

      “Er, nothing. Forget I said that.” She reached for the knob of the door.

      “Hey, whoa there.” I turned her back to face me, keeping her in my arms. “It’s scary as shit to admit this, but I like that, only drop the barstool. I’d like to be your boyfriend, if you’ll have me. And, I’d be proud to call you my girlfriend, Maddie, because I’ve fallen for you.”

      A tremendous burst of sunshine spread across her face. And I wanted to be the one to put that smile there more often.

      “You have? Does this mean we’re exclusive to each other?”

      I took that like a punch in the gut. “Harvard, if I ever hear you doubt the fact that we’re exclusive again, I’m going to have to spank you.” For a moment, I recognized the gold flecks in her eyes doing a merry dance.

      “Can I get a preview of that tonight when you take me to bed?”

      “Absolutely.” I dove in for one last deep kiss and dropped my hands down to her ass. I gave it a playful pat. She giggled.

      “Oh,” she started, like she couldn’t stop thinking even in a moment like this. “There was one thing I couldn’t figure out. MYER, Inc.?”

      I chuckled. “It stands for My Early Retirement. See my plan is—”

      The bartender pounded on the door again, cutting me off. “Maddie, come on, we need you.”

      She separated from me, calling out, “Okay, jeez.” Returning to me again, another quick kiss landed on my nose. “We’ll talk more later. I want to hear more about this MYER, Inc.” She pulled me to the door, but I held back.

      “Ahem. I’ll be out as soon as I can, um, calm down.” I glanced down at my pants.

      She looked down to where I was referring and chuckled. “A little suffering and a little delayed gratification sometimes won’t hurt you.”

      “And Maddie, one more thing. I have something serious to ask you.”

      Her eyebrows shot up, and she waited.

      “Would you go on a date with me? Like a proper date. Where I pick you up at seven, take you out to dinner, a little dancing, a little heavy kissing in the front seat of my car.” I flashed her my best sly smile. “It’s just that every time I think of us, I picture you behind the bar here at the pub or in my apartment. Now that we’re really doing this relationship and—”

      “And changing our status on social media?”

      “Okay, yes. Let it not be said that I didn’t go all the way. I’ll change my status. I just thought maybe I’d ask you—my girlfriend—to go on an actual date with me. So, what do you say?”

      “Yes, I’ll be happy to go on a date with you. And, one more thing, Daniel, I’ve fallen for you, too. It’s been you and only you since the day we met.”

      She returned to my arms and planted more of her tender kisses like seeds of promise on my lips. I lingered with her there, wanting the rest of the world to go away, until more pounding arrived at the door and she returned to work.

      Like a wonderful boyfriend who had something to prove to his new girlfriend, I was patient while Maddie finished her shift. Spending the evening back on my old barstool, engaging in sexy banter with her, I pinched myself a few times. I was awake, and this was really happening. Me with her. This thing between us was the proper relationship I never thought would happen to me. It turned out that I was wrong. And although the future was still scary, my keen sense told me we’d last because there was only one label for what Maddie and I had. This was fate.

      

      The End . . .
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Daniel

        

      

    

    
      Monday morning, with the alarm blaring at the crack of dawn, Maddie awakened to get ready for the first day of her new job.

      “Chick In Bun legal department, here I come.” She rubbed the sleep out of her eyes and ducked into the bathroom. 

      I followed a minute later, and we brushed our teeth together at the double sinks in the master bathroom of my brownstone home.

      I liked her there, at her sink, squinting at me with still sleepy eyes and her hair all a mess because I ran my fingers through it making love to her all night long.

      She moved in a month ago, but I was already thinking several steps ahead. I recently purchased an old building and plans were being drawn up to renovate. I’d let her create the perfect penthouse apartment for the two of us, anything she wanted, it would be hers. I’d make it happen because I couldn’t stop doing things for Maddie.

      Teeth cleaned, she gave me a peck on the cheek. As tempting as it was to follow her into the shower, instead I went out for a quick jog around the corner and picked up cream puffs and coffee. 

      Minutes later, I arranged it all on a tray, setting it down on the end of the bed. “Come have a bite. Can’t go to your new job on an empty stomach.” I plopped down on the covers and watched her primping at the mirror, amused at how much effort it took her to get ready.

      “You know you’re beautiful without all the makeup and stuff.”

      “You just don’t want the other guys in the office eyeing me.”

      “Damn right. I want them to notice your intelligence and respect you for that, not your looks.”

      “If I know you well, Daniel, and I think I do, you’ve probably already sent out warnings to the men in the office that I’m off-limits.” She raised her brow, daring me to deny it.

      Holding up my right hand, I nodded. “I swear to tell the truth and nothing but the truth, your honor. I did indeed go to such lengths to secure my exclusive position with one Maddie McComber.”

      She finished with her curling iron, then strutted over to me. She straddled my lap. “Baby, you know I’m yours.”

      I nibbled at her neck. “I know, Harvard, and so does everyone else.” My mouth continued to pursue the pleasure zone of her earlobe.

      “Mm. You better stop. I don’t have time to fool around this morning, and I already have my tights on.”

      “I’ll rip them. I’ll be quick.”

      “No, you won’t because I don’t have another pair to wear with my outfit today.”

      I whined like a boy who had his favorite toy taken away from him. “I need a Maddie fix.”

      “You need to practice a little self-control and delayed gratification or else I’m going to have to spank you.”

      I growled. “Did I ever tell you how perfect you are for me?”

      She smiled. “That’s because we’re like two magnets meant to fit together.”

      “Fate is so smart the way it works like that.”

      “Yes, she is.” She planted her lips on mine and sucked on my bottom lip. When she let go, I wanted more, but she hopped off my lap. “Now get out so I can finish and stop distracting me.” She took a bite of a cream puff, sipped her coffee, then turned back to the bathroom mirror.

      I sulked out of the bedroom and waited for her in the kitchen when the phone rang. 

      “Good morning, Ma. How’s the honeymoon?”

      “Tahiti is beautiful, my boy,” her voice boomed in loud and clear from the destination across the globe. “Paddy sends his love.”

      “Be sure to wear plenty of sunscreen. Don’t want to see you lovebirds red and blistered when you return.”

      “Ah, Paddy’s making sure I’m well covered. Treats me very well, that man does. And how about you? Still sitting on your arse waiting for the right moment to pop the question?”

      “Oh, you know me, Ma, I do things in my own time.”

      “And when will that be? Paddy and I aren’t getting any younger, you know. We’re ready to be grandparents.”

      “It’ll happen when it happens, and when it does, you’ll be the first to know.”

      “How is Maddie? Is she nervous to start her new job?”

      “Nope. She’s cool as ice and ready to take on the world. Oh, speaking of which, Ma, I gotta go. Maddie is getting ready to leave.”

      Maddie rounded the corner of the kitchen and brought her mouth close to my phone. “Hi Mary, give Paddy a big hug for me,” she called out loud enough for Ma to hear.

      “Paddy, grab my scarf. No, the other one.” There was a moment of muffled noise before she came back on the line. “Oh dear, I better go. I’ll call later this week.”

      I clicked off the call and grabbed Maddie's hand, twirling her in the kitchen. “Grr. You look delicious enough to eat.” I had to hold myself back from pulling her into my arms and avoid her wrath if I messed up her hair and makeup.

      “What’s this?” Maddie motioned to the gift I had waiting for her.

      “A little something to show you how proud I am of you.”

      Opening the box, her face lit up while pulling out the items inside. A new lunch box, in her favorite purple color, already packed with a ham sandwich and an apple and a square of dark chocolate.

      Her smile split her face. “Aww. You made me lunch. You really are the romantic boyfriend.”

      “Yeah, maybe. There’s more.”

      She pulled out the remaining items. She inspected the first, an insulated coffee mug and pencil holder set, both saying Back off! I’m already dating a hot lawyer! in big red letters. And the second item was a water bottle I had custom-made, emblazoned with a few photos of us together and finished with bedazzled faux diamonds in a heart shape with our names. 

      She tilted her head at me. “I love these, but seriously a little overkill, don’t you think?”

      I pulled her into me and held her tight. “Not at all. I’m simply claiming what’s mine and making sure the world knows it.”

      Her hand dug between us and found its way into my gray sweatpants. With a gleam in her eye, like a seductress dominating its prey, she moaned. “Mm. And I’ll claim what’s mine tonight after I get home. Possession is nine-tenths of the law, you know.” She stroked along my growing length. “I love you so much, Daniel.”

      “I love you, Harvard.” I pressed my lips to hers and sought entrance with my tongue. Our mouths waltzed the now-familiar dance I lived for every day.

      My heart wondered why I took so long to accept our fated love.

      Fearing commitment was no longer the issue. And the ring I’d been carrying around in my pocket was burning a hole. I could ask her right now, in this simple moment. But I wanted to plan something special for Maddie, and when the time was right, I’d pop the question. She’d say yes, because my sixth sense told me she would and we’d last forever. Or maybe it was Fate. Either way, I wasn’t backing down, and I wasn’t chicken shit. My fate was to be with her. Forever. I was positive.  

      She parted from me, my Maddie looking so fucking hot and confident, about to go off to her new, big corporate job. My face beamed with pride. 

      And right then I knew. Fuck it. Fuck big moments, this was it.

      She turned toward the counter, taking a final sip of her morning coffee. 

      When she turned back, I was kneeling before her and brought a small blue velvet box out of my pocket. She gasped and dropped the mug, which I caught in perfect timing. I set it safely on the counter, then took her hands and launched into the most important speech of my life.

      “Maddie Marie McComber, you don’t know this but since I met you I’ve dropped to my knees on more than one occasion begging Fate to stop toying with my life. I was perfectly fine without you. But Fate had other ideas. Since the day I laid eyes on you, I have been a tormented soul. I loved you forever before I even dared think the words and long before I finally said them. I—”

      “For the love of God, Daniel, ask me already,” she cried with tears in her eyes. Only these tears didn’t break my heart because they were the good kind.

      “Maddie, will you take on the most important label ever conceived, that of Mrs. Daniel Jones? But you have to promise to make love to me as often as possible. And promise to give me, and Ma, some Irish babies. So what do you say? Will you marry me and be mine forever?” 

      I held open the box to reveal the five-carat crystal-clear diamond ring and waited for her answer. But I didn’t have to bet on this. It was a sure thing.

      Her arms encircled my neck, and she screamed, “Yes!”

      

      THE END
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Book Two Preview

          Bronson Maxwell

        

      

    

    
      It was Cassidy. I knew it. I hadn’t seen her in five years, but I wouldn’t forget that face. She could change the color of her hair all she wants with pints of blonde coloring, but it would not erase my memory of her beautiful face. A face that once exuded pure sweetness and love back at me. It was etched on my brain, in the part of my memory bank that I would never erase.

      I made a mess of things between us five years ago. I was stubborn. No, I was an asshole. She didn’t deserve the tormented soul I had become after our accident together. She didn’t deserve the way my parents treated her the entire time we were dating. Now that I was back in America and I stumbled upon her again, I needed to set the record straight. I needed closure. Yeah, that was it.

      I moved toward the bar, but Cassidy took off across the lobby. My eyes strained to follow her when I heard my name being called.

      Matilda stepped up to me. “Mmm, Bron, I’m so glad to see you. And, when can I see you?” She ran a finger, not so discreetly, from my chest to my navel.

      “Not here and not now,” I growled at her, brushing her hand off me.

      “Just say when. I’m eager to resume our one-on-one sessions.”

      She was a problem I was going to have to deal with later.

      I walked away and tried again to train my eyes on Cassidy. When I spotted her, someone else grabbed my arm, pulling me around.

      “You don’t want to miss the big announcement, little brother,” Kelly yelled above the noise and pulled me to the stage. I looked back to see Cassidy’s attention diverted by my father as he tapped the microphone at the podium on stage.

      “Are we live? Oh, yes! Can you hear me?” The music died down, and all eyes went to the stage where Dad appeared in a tailored custom three-piece suit with my mother right behind him in the latest Chanel gown, looking as if they were on a presidential stage. “Hi, I’m Buck. How is everyone tonight?” The crowd laughed. Of course they knew who he was. At least they should. Our life-sized family portrait hung high on the atrium wall for all to pay homage to every day. “On behalf of my wife and family, we are grateful for all of you. I have a special announcement tonight . . .”

      I hardly heard another word. My eyes were desperate to not lose sight of Cassidy, and my heart was begging Buck Maxwell to finish up the announcement so I could do the one thing I actually wanted to do tonight, which was to talk to her. What was she doing here? Why was my heart racing?

      Cassidy was both watching the stage and inching closer to the doors whenever the crowd would let her through. Another ten feet, and she’d be out of the building. My anxiety was through the roof while Dad milked every second of stage time in front of his employees.

      “And with the new acquisition of Tater Spud, we’re heating up the fast-food wars. It also means we need new leadership at the helm here in America to oversee things. I’m proud to announce my son, Bronson Maxwell, as the new CEO of American operations at Chick In Bun.” The crowd erupted, and I jumped on the stage to shake Dad’s hand. “Say a few words, Son,” he boomed into my ear.

      Cassidy froze five feet before the doors and turned to watch me. Mic in hand, I needed to say something, anything while she was listening because I knew I wouldn’t get to the door in time to stop her from leaving. I looked only at her, ignoring the other five hundred heads staring at me.

      “Thank you. I’m honored to take on this position. As many of you know, five years ago, I wasn’t prepared to take on this role. But I’ve changed. I’ve become a better man.” I meant every word for her, the woman who came into my life in college, and if I was honest with myself, she had never left my heart.

      “I’m here to do what’s right. I intend to work hard and together, if you give me a chance, I know we can succeed. Thank you.” I threw the microphone at my father and jumped from the stage. The throngs of employees wanting to shake my hand made rushing through the crowd even more difficult. The benefit to being a six-foot-two guy was that above the heads of the crowd, I could see Cassidy push out through the lobby doors and turn left down the sidewalk.

      I rushed out the doors as soon as I could get there. Once on the sidewalk, I strained my neck trying to spot her. I knew she was wearing a red sweater dress and black knee-high boots. Yes, in the five seconds I saw her inside, I noticed everything about her, including what she was wearing. I spotted blonde hair and a red dress at the end of the block, about to turn left around the corner of the expansive Chick In Bun building. I sprinted, thankful the sidewalk was clear of ice and snow. The accident may have left my hand damaged, but my legs were in perfect shape for a run. It wasn’t long before I caught up to her and swung her around by her elbow.

      “Hey!” she shrieked, the fear in her eyes going from a-mugger-has-me to one of hateful recognition.

      “It’s me. It’s okay.” I let go of her elbow and put my hands in the air, not because I wanted to, but because the look in her eyes told me she wasn’t ready for us to be anything more than exes who hadn’t talked in five years.

      “What are you doing here? Do you know someone at the party?”

      “I work here. In marketing.” She hugged herself and rubbed her arms while a chilly breeze whipped between the skyscrapers down to the street level, mirroring the looks she was sending my way.

      My eyes bugged out of their sockets as I tried to comprehend why she would work at the company my parents owned.

      She muttered some disdain for me under her breath and walked a few feet to the side door of the Chick In Bun building. She flashed a card from the holder around her neck and pulled the door open with a fierceness that should have scared me away but didn’t.

      Nothing could keep me from following her. I needed answers, and I needed her to understand my intentions. Lunging forward to grab the door, I launched myself inside before it closed. I ran up the stairs behind her. “Cassidy, we need to talk.”

      I’m not sure why I had sudden difficulty focusing on my own feet while her ass shimmied in front of my view. Even in her boots, she was up the stairs quickly, and I didn’t need to be getting any wild thoughts. She stopped on the third set of stairs, and she wasn’t out of breath yet.

      “No, we don’t. I’m perfectly fine to continue my life without ever having to speak with you again.”

      I needed her to listen. “It’s just that I’m going to be in the office now, every day. In fact, I’ll be working closely with the marketing department to reposition all the new launch materials for Tater Spud. We should talk things out so we can at least have a working relationship.”

      That gave her pause. She glared at me, a mixture of defeat and defiance, anger and heat blasting from her baby-blue eyes that cut into me with a serrated edge. “Why did you come back?”

      “It was a business decision at first. I led the acquisition, so it made sense that I should be the CEO. Besides, I was tired of Europe and ready to come home, and my parents wanted to semi-retire. But now that I’m here and you’re here—maybe there’s an even greater reason all of this fell into place.” My eyes fell to her hand resting just inches away from mine on the handrail. It took all my willpower not to cover her hand.

      The sound of someone entering the stairwell from below took my attention away briefly, and Cassidy pulled her hand away, crossing her arms over her chest like a shield. She stood straight up, resting squarely on her two boot-heeled feet. A power move I taught her long ago, and a sexy one at that.

      She shrugged. “So we’ll be working together at the office. I’m a professional. I can handle working around an ex-boyfriend.”

      “Maybe there’s more I need to say about the past.”

      The eye-rolling told me she didn’t agree. “I have zero desire to rehash the past. I’ve moved forward.”

      We heard footsteps moving up the stairs. Cassidy turned and completed her ascent to the landing. She put her hand on the door handle to enter the third-floor marketing department and, in a flat, professional voice, said, “Congratulations, by the way, and welcome back.”

      I didn’t follow her. She needed time, and I needed to figure out what the hell just happened. I needed a strategy. I leaned over the railing for a minute to catch my breath and to contemplate my choices. First, my parents could not find out about her working for them. Absolutely not. I could take her at her word, keep things professional between us, avoid her at all costs, and move on with my life. That was what I wanted, wasn’t it? Then why didn’t it sound appealing?

      More steps came from below, and then I heard Matilda’s voice. “Bron? Your father is waiting. Everyone wants to welcome the new CEO.”

      “Um, yeah, just give me a moment,” I pushed back.

      I couldn’t forget Cassidy Masters. Not when she was the only woman I ever loved. When we first met, she became my adorable college girlfriend who, other than baseball, my entire life revolved around. Tonight, I saw her as a woman, filled out in all the right places, but with that same knock-me-off-my-feet adorable face and bluest eyes that sent my pulse racing higher than Boston’s John Hancock Tower.

      My head swarmed with thoughts I had no right to, not after the way I left her back then, not after all this time had elapsed. But I was hanging on the handrail of a stairwell and trying to regulate my heartbeat, because it was more than the stairs that got it pumping.
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Book Three Preview

          Jace Delfino

        

      

    

    
      The roomful of detectives erupted into hoots and hollers after Captain Fergus congratulated the team for their recent arrests in the war on drugs. “Way to go. This op was the next step in the battle to keep the streets of Boston clean. But we can’t let up. And now, we have movement on the counterfeit money sweeping through the city. Detective Delfino will fill you in.”

      “Oorah,” my buddy Travis barked out as I took the lead. We shared a past history in the Marine Corps and it was good to know he always had my back now in the police force.

      “All right, listen up. As you all know, we’ve been successful in arresting two members of a new ring of counterfeit money producers.” I used a laser pointer to highlight the mugshots of two men projected on the screen behind me. “But these two douchebags were the bottom rung of the ladder. This one, Johnny DeMase was released from prison not even a month ago when we caught him trying to pass fake money at a local pub. The bartender and the owner were quick to call me and we got lucky to apprehend Johnny passing the money. Now, we finally got his brother, Ricky DeMase, in custody, who attempted to attack the bartender outside her home. But the funny money is still showing up in banks across the city.”

      Cap took over. “Thanks to special funding from these area banks, we’re able to put together a small task force, headed up by Detective Delfino here. The task force will work with the owners of neighborhood businesses to teach them how to identify fake money, and what to do if they catch citizens in the act of trying to pass the money.”

      Cap and I always had a good rapport, and I took over after he nodded at me. “We were able to consult with the FBI on this case yesterday. Their profilers believe that women are being used as the money launderers, specifically, middle class women, maybe mothers. It’s unexpected and therefore, the businesses don’t bother checking the money. We hope through this task force we can educate our community and eventually bring down this ring.”

      “Prevention will be the key that eventually leads to arrests and will help us build a case against whoever is running this operation. The detective will be in touch with some of you this week to start up the task force.” 

      I eyed Travis, he was the one guy in the room I’d want by my side in battle no matter what. Our shared history gave us a bond that I’d never have with any of the other officers. Out of habit anytime I thought of the past and our history together, I touched the scars on my neck. 

      Several guys came up to me after the meeting to put their names in for consideration, all except Travis, but I’d catch up with him later. I stopped Cap before he left the room. “Any word yet if we’re going to get the funding and support to set up a sting operation?”

      “Nah. The DA’s being a prick about this. Says he has bigger fish to fry. I’ll keep working on him. You just do your job well so we can be ready when we get the go ahead.” 

      That was disappointing news, but for now I had my hands full anyway.
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        * * *

      

      After a grueling day of task force planning, I caught up with Travis at Foley’s Brew Pub, our local hangout. Sometimes I wondered if more work got done at Foley’s than in the office among the detectives. 

      Travis started right in. “Hey, look. It’s the funny money guy. What a case, eh? These lousy people can’t make enough money selling drugs, they gotta print it too?” He finished off his beer. I bought the next round.

      “When we catch these guys it’s going to look great on our records.”

      “What’s this we business?”

      “Come on, you’re not backing out of this task force. I’ve already got you on the list, at the top. You owe me.” 

      His face turned down and I noticed his eyes fall to my neck. “You know, at some point, we gotta be even. Right? We’ve saved each other’s asses enough times over the years and I’ll always have your back—”

      “And I’ll always have yours.” I raised my full, chilled beer glass and he met it with his and a clink.

      “—but I think I’ll stick this one out. You know, Marcie is due soon. I can’t be sticking my neck out too much. I’m keeping my current cases, not getting involved in extra stuff. Just want to see my baby boy born. Whatever happens after that happens, but until then, no task force.”

      A baby boy, who I knew would be Trav’s pride and joy, was going to be lucky to get a father like him. But it was hard to think that he might have missed out on loving Marcie and this baby if it weren’t for the fact that I’d taken a bullet for him back in Afghanistan. And now I was left with scars on my neck and chin that most women shied away from. Where was my Marcie and baby? Would I ever get my own wife and kid? But I’d been through enough therapy to wipe out any jealousies. It was what it was, and there was no use floundering about. I was happy when Trav met Marcie, ecstatic the day they married, and I’ll support the little bugger when he’s born. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if Travis asked me to be the godfather. Maybe someday, they’ll do the same for me, if I ever get that lucky.

      “I’m sad to hear that, but I totally understand. You’re going to miss out on an awesome sting operation though.”

      He took a sharp glance at me, eyebrows raised. “Oh yeah? You get the approval?”

      “Came in from the DA’s office just as I left tonight. It’s full steam ahead. Just have to figure out where to set this up. What business owner might be civic-minded enough to take a bullet for the other businesses in the area? So to speak.” 

      He slapped my back. “And that’s where Jace Delfino’s charm comes into play. No one can resist you.” 

      “Yeah right, intimidating yes, charming no.” Oddly enough, the scarring made me one hell of a detective, though, and I’d honed that tough intimidation skill to perfection.

      “Hey, speaking of charming . . . Remember Marcie’s Maid of Honor, Becky? She’s coming to town next week and asked if you’d be coming around.”

      Yeah, I winced at the memory of her. I might have been drunk the night of the wedding, but I could still make out the silhouette of the tall blonde who rode me like crazy. She had to have been drunk by then too, because she certainly didn’t give me one look all day at the wedding. She probably just felt sorry for me and my scarred ass. It was a middle of the night mercy fucking on her part.

      “Tell her I’m busy.” 

      “What? Come on. It’s been forever since I’ve heard you were on a date.”

      “Maybe I have been and don't tell you when I have. I’m not a blabbermouth like you.”

      “You got someone? Who?”

      Shit, I should never have opened this can of worms with him. “Just met someone online, that’s all. Not sure it’s going anywhere.”

      “Online? That’s great.”

      “Not really because she’s asked me twice to meet in person. I blew her off both times. I’d be surprised if she talked to me much longer.”

      “Hey I knew this guy once, one ugly mother. He fell in love with a chick online. I figured once they met, she’d run the other way after seeing his ugly mug. But she didn’t. She claimed she loved him and could see past his face. Although rumor had it both his cock and his bank account were loaded, so maybe two out of the three were enough for her.”

      “This isn’t helping. I think you just made that shit up.”

      “It’s a true story. Okay look. You’re a gorgeous guy, there I said it. Scarring aside, you are one fine man. Damn, if I had your looks, your Mr. Olympia body, your bank account, and your cock-a-doodle-doo, man I’d be out their fucking half of Boston. My point is that you got more going for you than you think. Meet this girl, see if she’s got what it takes to handle all of this.” He motioned up and down my body. “If she does, then she’s a keeper. If not, then come fuck Becky next week.” 

      We shared a laugh and finished our beers, but I still wasn’t convinced I’d ever be brave enough to meet Flower67.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The minute I walked in the door of my apartment, Sammie trilled at my feet. “What’s up Sammie boy? Bet you’re starved like me.” I set down the pizza I had picked up on the way home and reached for his canned cat food in the cupboard. “Let’s see what you get tonight. How about Salmon Pate?” He chirped his approval as I opened the can and filled his bowl, and then refreshed his water dish. Sammie hunched his big short-haired black body over his bowl and ate it all up. And then I ate up my pizza while Sammie licked his paws. This was our routine. Food first, cuddles later. 

      Now, lounging into my couch, I balanced my laptop on a pillow on my left side where my left hand fingers could hunt and peck at the keys. While on my right side, Sammie’s big tomcat body sprawled out across my thigh. He expected constant petting, his loud purring indicating his pleasure as my hand stroked his fur. I stopped petting for a moment to scratch my nose and his purring stalled. His head popped up and he squinted his yellow eyes at me as if he was saying, WTF? Keep petting douchebag. We had a great understanding of each other. Yep, just a couple of roommates here, Sammie and I, living the bachelor life. 

      I wanted a dog, but I’d never admit that to Sammie. When I first joined the force I hoped to get into the K-9 unit but I didn’t. And then I hoped to get a german shepherd as a pet, but my apartment living and my odd hours weren’t the best conditions for a dog. One night, Sammie followed me home and then stayed around my door for a week. I finally let him in, and he grew on me, and now we were best buds. It was nice to have someone to talk to, and he was a great listener. But someday, I hoped to buy a house and have room for a dog and Sammie would have to learn to live with it.

      “Well, buddy, do you think Flower will be online to talk to me tonight?”

      Sammie dug his claws into my jeans and growled.

      “Yeah I know I was a jerk.”

      When I saw Flower67 was online my heart skipped just as it had done every time since we started chatting. Even though we were going through a rough patch right now, I still felt the hardest working muscle in my body surge blood faster through my veins. Of course, I was the one to blame for her coldish demeanor toward me of late. I’d be cold too if I’d asked her out twice and got rejected. I didn’t even want to think that maybe she’d never ask again or worse, stop talking to me altogether. 

      Me: Hey, Flower, how was your day?

      Flower67: Amazing. And you?

      Me: Passable. Busy. Got some great news this afternoon. 

      I waited. This was how I knew she was still upset, the distance between chats. Before the whole Valentine’s Day rejection thing she would have asked what made my day, or shared interesting things like some new restaurant she tried with friends, or a new book she was reading. We’d talk about a classic lit book, or a new play or musical at the local theaters, or a concert or art exhibit in Boston. She even had a couple cats and so we had that in common to chat about, like what food to feed them, and the best anti-flea medicine. Occasionally, we’d even cover the news if there was something of interest to share. But we weren’t back to that yet, instead the silence came as I waited. Until I couldn’t stand it anymore.

      Me: Okay, I know you’re giving me the silent treatment.

      Flower67: You don’t feel you deserve it?

      Me: I know I deserve it. How many times are you going to make me say I’m sorry for not agreeing to meet you?

      Flower67: At least a million more.

      I scratched Sammie’s ears eliciting a louder purr. He closed his eyes and looked pretty damn happy. I blew out a sigh. If only I had a woman like Flower to scratch my itch on a nightly basis. Maybe Trav was right.  

      Me: I do want to meet you. Soon.

      Flower67: I question your definition of soon. 

      Me: And I question your sanity of wanting to meet me in real life.

      I winced that I hit send before thinking of a better response.

      Flower67: Why? Are you an ogre or something?

      Me: Why would you say that?

      Flower67: Say what? 

      Now it was my turn to give the silent treatment. She didn’t know what she was saying because she didn’t know I really was an ogre, or the scarred face behind the online mask of Blue92. Still it was a rotten thing for her to say, even as a joke, and I was too sensitive about it.

      Flower67: Hey, Blue92? I’m just as scarred as you. But I think if we approach this as two old friends meeting it will be fine.

      Me: Scarred?

      That was an odd coincidence. There was no way she knew I really was scarred. 

      Flower67: Oops, silly autocorrect. I meant scared.

      I contemplated how to respond, trying not to get hot under the collar, and picked up my beer to swig. Sammie suddenly stood up on my thigh and used it as a scratching post. “Aargh. Sammie” My yelp scared him and he shot up into the air which scared me, sending my beer into the air and dumping onto my laptop as they both crashed to the floor. It shorted out and that was the end of my conversation for the night and possibly a few nights until I could get my laptop fixed. I tried to login to the website via my phone, but error messages kept delivering me disappointment. Great. Flower67 was likely really pissed at me now.
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        * * *

      

      Preorder All This Time, Fated Loves: Book Three on Amazon today.

      Note to reader: Please be kind and consider leaving a review on Amazon, Goodreads, or BookBub today. Thank you!
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      Fated Loves Series:

      Book One: This Is Fate

      (Book One Short: When Buddy Met Honey)

      Book Two: That Was Then

      (Book Two prequel: Time Stood Still)

      Book Three: All This Time

      Book Four: All My Love

      More novellas to come in the Fated Loves series

      

      Steele Valley Small Town Billionaires Series:

      What You Give: Everything I Deserve January 2022

      A steamy romance between a wealthy man and a curvy woman

      Book One of a duet
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      Author Zee Irwin is afraid of dark basements and won’t watch any movies of the paranormal kind. That’s why she writes steamy contemporary romance with a little humor.

      Her heroines are passionate women overcoming all odds to find their own version of success. Her heroes are Alpha, Gamma, or cinnamon roll men who adore their ladies. And Zee’s stories always end happily ever after.

      Zee is a bit of sunshine, living in Pennsylvania with her own grumpy alpha guy, two teenage boys, and a faithful golden retriever. While writing in a cottage on her property, she believes luck is just a four-letter word for work and takes pride in building her self-publishing empire.

      Visit her at zeeirwinauthor.com to keep up to date on her latest work in progress.
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