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      To lost loves everywhere:

      When pieces of your heart are on the floor, all you need is hope, and a lot of tape.
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          Match Made in Heaven

          Cassidy Masters

        

      

    

    
      What happened when a Tater Spud met a Chick In Bun? Were they an instant match? Love at first sight? Did Fate have a personal hand in making two things so perfect for each other? These thoughts plagued me as I doodled all over my pink notepad paper in teal green ink while listening to our bitch of a boss, Matilda Grant, as she droned on and on to the entire marketing team.

      “We must hit this new campaign out of the ballpark. I cannot express to you enough how important this is.” She used her usual dramatic emphasis on every word.

      Thirty of us crammed into the boardroom of the internationally acclaimed Chick In Bun chain of restaurants. The news of their latest acquisition of the fast food competitor, Tater Spud, had the building of five hundred employees buzzing.

      “This acquisition increases the company’s franchised locations to thousands across the world. We need a stellar marketing campaign to support the Valentine’s Day launch, including social media, commercials, advertisements—everything, and we only have a short window of planning before our external team takes over. We’ve hired the best team in the business for the television commercial production and other assets. You have the briefs in front of you. By this time tomorrow, I want ideas coming back to me.”

      A quick motion of her hand toward the door of the boardroom dismissed us. We lumbered out, my peers grumbling about the workload and about not getting paid enough for this. Then I heard my name.

      “Cass, can you stay, please?” Matilda called me.

      What was happening? Had I done something wrong? I watched my coworkers leave the room with relief on their faces. My work BFF, Aggie, mouthed, “Oh no.” I shrugged my shoulders back at her. I reviewed the past week in my head, making sure I had dotted all the i’s and crossed all the t’s.

      Matilda’s daily routine consisted of demeaning at least one intern a day with her high-pitched demands. She probably practiced being a bitch in front of the mirror in the bathroom.

      While I wasn’t an intern, but a rung or two up the steps of the corporate ladder, I wasn’t immune to her scrutiny. Here I stood in front of her, beckoned, fearful, but I pulled my shoulders back and faced her with a smile.

      “You’ve made efficient work of handling the coupon designs lately. And your suggestions for process improvement have impressed me. I see some real potential in your ideas, Cass.”

      What? A compliment from my boss? “Oh. Okay. Thank you.”

      “Anytime you have an idea, tell me. We’re all in this together, right?”

      Maybe I’d misjudged Matilda. “Thank you. Well, um, I have some ideas about the Tater Spud commercials.” I didn’t know where the gumption came from, but I said it now and couldn’t take it back.

      “Oh yeah? Let’s hear them.” Matilda crossed her arms, sat on her hip at the boardroom table, and waited. She crossed her legs, showing off an enviable pair of Louboutin nude pumps. I feared her, but I salivated over her outfits daily.

      Finally, this was my chance to shine. With thirty people on the marketing staff, getting noticed proved a challenge. After two years of making myself useful, showing up early, and volunteering for assignments, maybe my efforts at gaining Matilda’s favor paid off.

      “Well, since the launch takes place on Valentine’s Day, I thought, why not do a series of ads where the Tater Spud meets and dates the Chick In Bun? You know, like a satire of a romance theme? The ads could show them going on dates, falling in love, even getting married, and customers can help us celebrate their union—Tater Spud acquired by Chick In Bun—by purchasing the new Perfect Match Combo Meal.” I ended with a smile and paused, expecting Matilda’s head to explode from all this creative genius I shared with her.

      Her head flew back, producing a sound like a shrill, maniacal, hacking kind of laugh, as if the Wicked Witch’s and hers combined, creating a whole new cackle unknown to the world before now. I giggled at her, then with her, and we carried on for about a minute. Her laughter was a good sign, right? Matilda regained her composure and dabbed at the laugh-tears in her eyes.

      “A French fry and a chicken patty fall in love? Not what we have in mind. It seems rather immature. But, you know what? Why not? Draw out those ideas by tomorrow—don’t share them with anyone. The experience will be lovely for you, so put these on a storyboard, and I’ll give you some feedback for improvement.” Matilda walked to the door and gestured me out of the room. “Oh, and Cass? Keep up the excellent work.”

      While not a total fail, I walked on clouds the rest of the day, replaying Matilda’s praise and believing I finally gained a mentor.

      Aggie waited for me at my desk to hear the news. “I can’t believe what a break this was for you. I swear, in my five years here, not once has Matilda given me any encouragement. Good for you, Cass. Maybe a promotion will result from this.”

      I frowned. Aggie had more talent than any of us for copywriting, but she didn’t put herself out there, so she remained almost invisible on the team.

      “Well, if I go up, we all go up. I’m not the type of person who leaves my besties behind.”

      At the moment, relief spread through me. My job security resided in stark contrast to where it was a few years ago. I landed interview after interview in Boston, but always passed up. And the reason? I had no experience. I held down two diner hostessing jobs after graduating with my degree. Of course, I had no experience in marketing. Wasn’t the whole point of getting a job to gain experience? Then one night, at a pub, a chance meeting with a headhunter resulted in an interview at Chick In Bun the following week.

      I wanted interview practice and never thought in a million years Matilda would hire me. When she did, I took a gigantic risk accepting the position. I told myself it’d be short term, only long enough to benefit my resume with experience, then move on. Not that I wasn’t grateful for my time at Chick In Bun, but the longer I worked there, the greater the risk of being found out. I lived in constant worry that the past would catch up to me.
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          The Maxwell Reunion

          Bronson Maxwell

        

      

    

    
      Standing on Louisburg Square looking up at the Maxwell mansion on Beacon Hill should have felt like coming home. The federal-style freestanding mansion, constructed in red brick, with gleaming tall sash windows and exterior shutters, and an elaborate double front door of glass and iron, was a beauty. Growing up, it was odd finding people standing outside gaping at the home in all its eighteenth-century classical architectural glory.

      While the outside of the home shouted, “Look, I’m still standing, all these years later,” the inside screamed a different message. I sucked a fortifying breath into my lungs, knowing family drama waited for me on the other side of the front door. After removing my shoes in the entryway, I trod down the hall toward voices and the sounds of children laughing. My niece and nephew cut me off in the hallway by jumping out of the sitting room.

      “You can’t catch me!” Marie brandished a Star Wars figurine over her pale blonde head and taunted Michael while she skipped down the hall.

      “Give it back, meanie!” Michael shouted at his little sister and continued the chase, until I grabbed him and threw him up in the air. “Uncle Bron! Uncle Bron!”

      “Hey, Slugger, look how much you’ve grown in a few months.” I held him close, then eyed my sister in the doorway.

      Michael threw his arms around me. “What’s a slugger?”

      “A baseball player who hits home runs every time at bat. Like you will someday, right?” I tickled him until he roared with giggles. Being an uncle on a more regular basis was one of the best reasons for returning to Boston.

      “Well, look who’s back. The golden boy,” Kelly greeted me, her icy tone matching the pretentious decor of the mansion.

      “Yeah, I missed you too, sis.” I ignored her sarcasm and gave her a peck on the forehead, anyway.

      I turned my attention to the more important Maxwell woman in the room. “Mom, is it possible you look ten years younger than when I saw you in London three months ago?” It was a genuine compliment. While my father focused his entire life on the Chick In Bun business, my mother spent an equal amount of hours between the gym and her plastic surgeon.

      “My boy. It’s wonderful having you back in the States for good.” She tugged at my hair, which from the look in her eyes meant she disapproved of the length. Formalities over, she launched into the one topic I dreaded most.

      “Now, I want your calendar cleared at least two nights a week. I have a matchmaker working full time to find you the best prospects for a wife. I have her searching beyond Boston, because, well, a broader pool of women to consider might be best.”

      “What’s a matchmaker?” Michael asked. I swung him from my forearm like he was a baby monkey and I was the tree.

      “It’s someone who takes away your freedom, kid. And don’t let anyone do that.” I put him down and swatted him away while Kelly and Mom scrunched their faces at me. “What? I’m kidding.”

      Only half. After my last visit, when Mom brought up this idea of a matchmaker, I thought I’d made it clear I could find myself a wife. As much as I itched for my trust fund at thirty, payable only upon marriage, I would not settle for anyone unless they rocked my world.

      “Come on, Mom, what’s the hurry? I just got back to town. Let me breathe a little. Give me some time to acclimate to Boston again, okay? Besides, I think I can find my own dates, thanks.”

      Exasperated, she addressed my father, but he glued his eyes to a tablet at the breakfast table. “Buck, do you hear this? Don’t you agree our son should take this seriously?” Not waiting for his answer, she turned back to me. “I hardly think your past choices in girlfriends have lived up to the standards of this family. And what’s wrong with matchmaking? It’s how your father and I met.”

      Exactly. My eyes darted between them, not saying what I thought of their match. Changing subjects. “So, Dad, when do we make the big announcement?”

      Buck Maxwell, stoic as ever, handed me the tablet with the latest corporate update about the acquisition of Tater Spud. He headed toward his study, expecting I’d follow him. No words. Only work. It was all he ever cared about. So much for the welcome wagon.

      It had been nice the past five years, being a few thousand miles away in London. Back home only one day, and already family pressures crowded me. I could already see I would need new, more fortified boundaries, or else I’d get pulled back under family control.
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          Totally Flocked

          Cassidy

        

      

    

    
      At five o’clock on a Wednesday afternoon, the corporate headquarters of Chick In Bun should have been emptying with people heading home, but energy flowed through the building, awakening the halls with Christmas music pumping from the DJ below. Humming to the tune of Rocking Around the Christmas Tree, I left my desk in the third-floor marketing department and joined my work BFF at the railing, craning my neck and spying on the lobby below where the festivities had been in full swing for an hour.

      The five-story, open-air atrium of the lobby shimmered. Over the past two weeks, decorators had transformed it into a winter wonderland complete with a billion white twinkle lights. Tall, flocked, and lit trees of all sizes lined the walls and created pathways through the lobby floor as if a snow-covered pine forest had grown there overnight. I already knew the first week of January would be bleak when the lobby returned to its former cold corporate atmosphere.

      “I’m almost done for the day. If I hurry, I can make the five o’clock subway.” I looked forward to four days off, a couple of them spent with my family in Cape Cod for Christmas.

      Aggie’s hips bounced to the music. “Are you kidding? Cass, I’ve worked here five years and not once has the company thrown a party for us. I won’t miss this.”

      “I think I’ll pass. I’m pretty tired after working on these coupon deadlines all week.”

      “What? You can’t leave me. Besides, someone from Accounting is saving us a spot near the dance floor.” Aggie’s face turned a healthy shade of pink, matching her frumpy pink turtleneck. I loved the woman to death, but who wore pink at Christmas?

      I elbowed her in the ribs. “Someone or Adam?” I already had my suspicions about her and the new guy in accounting. After running into him at the coffee shop around the corner, he was all Aggie would talk about. And then, last week, she had received flowers from an undisclosed source, making her giddy all afternoon.

      Five more shades of pink landed on Aggie’s cheeks. “Okay, fine. It’s Adam. There, I said it. And you’re the only one who knows I have a crush on him. Which I shouldn’t be having because he’s a widower, and I’m divorced.”

      “Oh, come on. It’s been long enough for both of you.” I gave my friend a once-over and decided right then; my new year’s project would be the Year of Aggie, complete with her head-to-toe makeover. Since her divorce, I believed a tigress existed inside of her, ready for release. A little push in the right direction wouldn’t hurt.

      I glanced at the small stage set up across the lobby. The Maxwells were in full regalia, as if they were royalty, overseeing their chicken land. I knew better. They were ordinary people who built a huge fast-food corporation around chicken patties, with egos that grew, matching their billion dollar bankroll. My stomach churned.

      The bell rang on the elevator behind us, and our lunch buddy, Bridget, stuck her head out. “Come on, you two, it’s time to party.”

      Aggie started, but I hung back. “You go on ahead. I need to finish proofing the last ad.”

      Back at my desk, I tackled the final proofreading with care, despite the pressure of the evening deadline to submit the New Year’s holiday coupon order. Only one more to finish. Constant texts from Aggie didn’t help.

      Aggie: Quit working! You should be down here with me. <party hat emoji>

      I finished the last grammar tweak for a New Year’s coupon that read “Good for One Chick In Bun filet sandwich at any participating location.”

      Another text appeared as I input my approval code and hit send.

      Aggie: Adam is holding my hand! What should I do? <Big Eyes emoji>

      I surrendered. Employees flooded the lobby and, with the stage in one corner, maybe I could sneak in and out without notice by the Maxwells. I closed up my computer, then took out my mirror and lipstick for a quick touch-up. They knew me as a brunette way back when, so I doubted they’d recognize me now as a blonde, anyway.

      I took a deep breath before stepping off the elevator. With the stealth of a huntress, I strategically wormed my way through the crowd, keeping my eyes on Mr. and Mrs. Maxwell, who remained on the stage. As long as they didn’t look my way, I was safe.

      Employees caroused together while eating fancy finger foods and drinking non-alcoholic beverages. People were carrying on as if they liked each other and didn’t mind partying together, when I was certain they really wanted to catch their usual trains home and start the holidays with their real friends and family.

      I dodged a tuxedo-suited server carrying a tray of bacon-wrapped shrimp in puff pastry while glancing around for my coworkers. Aggie appeared exactly where I expected her, cozying up to Adam next to the dance floor. I found him pudgy for my tastes, but he had cute dimples when he smiled and sweet brown eyes hidden behind nerdy glasses. His look screamed ‘loyalty,’ and next to Aggie, with her brown hair in a tight bun held in place with a pencil, along with oversized glasses, they looked made for each other.

      “Some party this is,” I yelled over the noise.

      Aggie moved her fawning eyes off of Adam and, with a knowing grin, said, “Oh, it’s super.”

      Adam leaned over and whispered something in her ear. Her lips formed an O, and she hid a giddy smile. I couldn’t have missed his nod toward the lobby restrooms. Aggie turned to me, attempted conversation, but I knew the game all too well.

      “So, um . . . what did you say you’re doing for the holidays?” Her eyes fixated on Adam as he stalked to the bathrooms.

      “Oh, go on, girl, leave me all alone. If you want to make out with Adam in the bathroom of a chicken company, be my guest. I mean, I’d prefer more comfortable surroundings like, oh I don’t know, maybe a bed, but to each their own.” I rolled my eyes in mock exasperation and took on a chastising tone. But in reality, I was happy for her. After her prick-of-a-husband left her for another woman, her confidence needed the boost of attention from a good man. From what I could tell, Adam could be one of the nice guys who would treat her right.

      Aggie worried. “Oh, what the hell am I doing? I like him. We’ve been talking every night for the past week, and he wants me to meet his family over the holiday weekend. What should I do?” She dropped her face into her hands. This woman needed my help, and I was all too happy for the job.

      “Tell me what you like about him.” I took her hair out of her bun and finger-fluffed it so it flowed around her shoulders.

      She smiled with a faraway look. “He’s so nice to me and makes me laugh all the time. My ex was drier than toast.”

      Aggie had a delicate figure, but you couldn’t tell under the layers of clothing. I took her belt off and cinched it over her sweater at the waist—instant waist definition. I doubled over the waistband of her skirt, bringing the hemline up above her knees. The woman also had gorgeous legs she never showed off, thanks to the wrong hemline of every dress she wore. I stepped back, admiring my work. For a makeover on the fly, I did as well as I could. Merry Christmas to you, Adam.

      I took her by the shoulders. “Now, be a good girl. Kisses only and leave him wanting more. And yes, go with him to meet his parents.” After a hug and a friendly push toward the restrooms, her smile beamed ear to ear. I had a feeling the smile would still be on her face come Monday morning. And maybe the two of them together as a couple in the new year would bring hope to the thousands of single ladies out there.

      Not me. No, I had my once-in-a-lifetime love, and it didn’t last. But seeing a friend like Aggie find love made me feel gooey inside.

      With the party in full swing, bodies moved to the music. Even Mr. Maxwell twirled his wife on stage. The acquisition of Tater Spud seemed like a shining moment for Chick In Bun. I’d worked so hard, and maybe there was something to what Aggie said. It’s not often the company throws a party, so I should take advantage of it and have a drink, even a non-alcoholic one.

      I approached the long glass bar that looked like wet ice, glancing twice before leaning my elbows on it. In the wall behind the makeshift bar, a mirror reflected images of the other people nearby. Matilda was one of them. Holding court with a few corporate-level men at the other end of the bar, she smiled and carried on as if her dominance over them became the whole point of the party. I watched in awe as her coiffed dark hair swished and bounced as she spoke animatedly, pausing now and then, laughing at something the man next to her said. What it took to break the glass ceiling remained a mystery to me, but I kept an eye on everything Matilda did.

      The bartender appeared before me, grabbing my attention. “Hey, gorgeous. Can I interest you in a white wine or maybe sex on the beach?” His lips twitched, and he placed a napkin in front of me. He was cute, in a college-guy-home-for-the-weekend sort of way.

      “Sex on the beach, of course.”

      A glass of club soda with lime appeared before me a minute later, and he winked. I brought the glass to my lips and watched him stare as I took a sip and licked my lips.

      “Mm. Nice fruity, drink.” The carbonated water tickled my nose.

      His mouth pulled up into one of those sexy half-smiles, sort of daring, sort of teasing. My interest in him multiplied as he served other employees soda or water. It was the holidays, after all, and I remained unattached. And the more I stared, the hotter he got. The man worked out for sure, and my eyes honed in on his biceps, straining at the seams of his sleeves.

      Honestly, I’d been too busy working my way up the corporate ladder, plus building my own Instagram influencer biz on the side, for any real thought or effort about dating.

      Which reminded me, I should post about the party. I pulled out my phone and looked for a picture worthy location.

      The cutie behind the bar returned. “Perfect timing. I was about to ask for your name and number. Maybe we could get together sometime?” He pulled his phone from his pocket.

      Cute, but cocky. Why was it I often attracted the cockiest men, especially since I converted from brunette to blonde? “Nice try. I was going to snap a photo of the festivities for my Instagram,” I yelled back.

      “I’m Hank, and you are?”

      “I’m Cass.”

      He dried his hands on a bar towel and held up his palm. “Allow me?”

      I shrugged and handed my phone over. Moving to the nearest flocked tree, I posed. I put one hand on the curve of my waist, rolled my shoulder back, popped out my hip, and turned up my chin. The hours of bathroom posing torture inflicted on myself worth every second just to copy how other famous Instagram influencers posed.

      “Say cheese.” Hank eyed me up and down and took a few photos. But before he handed it back, he texted himself from my phone, and then he picked up his own phone and texted me.

      He had balls. I read the texts.

      Me: Hey Hank. <kiss emoji>

      Hank: Call me for a hookup. <devil wink>

      Damn. Everything was going pretty well, and Hank might have had a chance at a holiday date with me until the cheesy text. I didn’t do hookups, but why did it seem like half the male population of Boston did? Thankfully, he got called over to the other end of the bar.

      I looked through the three photos, selected the best one, and captioned it “Just flocking around.” As soon as I hit post, something struck me about the photo. Enlarging it, I almost dropped my phone. My hands trembled at the photo staring back at me. Between the trees behind me appeared the face of a man I knew.

      Bronson Maxwell, the first love of my life.

      Five years of maturity had chiseled his face, and his dirty blond hair seemed shorter than I remembered, but his eyes, his lips . . . unmistakably Bronson.

      I didn’t dare look behind me. I looked straight ahead at my reflection in the glass behind the bar, my blonde hair shining in the light. Bronson knew me as a mousy college student with my natural brunette locks. The woman who stared back at me embraced a confident outlook who had worked her butt off after graduating from college and gained a job with this large corporation. I also discovered blonde was my superpower and made regular trips to the salon at five-week intervals while maintaining my gorgeous mane. Maybe, with any luck, he didn’t recognize me.

      I turned slightly and glimpsed Bronson moving toward me. I was wrong. The blonde wasn’t enough of a mask. My flight instinct took over.

      Hank yelled after me, “Text me.”

      I ignored him and pushed my way through the crowds across the lobby, heading toward the doors.
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          Heart Racing

          Bronson

        

      

    

    
      The Chick In Bun party in full swing around me suddenly moved in slow motion when I saw her. It was Cassidy. I knew it. I hadn’t seen her in five years, but I wouldn’t forget her face. She could change the color of her hair all she wanted with pints of blonde coloring, but it would never erase my memory of her beautiful face. A face that once exuded pure sweetness and love back at me, forever etched on my brain in permanent marker.

      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 I’m back in America and I stumbled upon her again at this party. And everything inside of me screamed for a recalibration, a righting of the wrongs, setting the record straight. I needed closure. That was all.

      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, and Matilda blocked 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.

      “Say when. I’m eager to resume our one-on-one sessions.”

      She was a problem I would have to deal with later.

      I rushed away and spotted Cassidy again, but 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 at Cassidy, finding her frozen in her tracks, her 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 Buck, at least they should. Our life-sized family portrait hung high on the atrium wall of the lobby for all to pay homage to every single 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 zeroed in on Cassidy, and my heart begged Buck Maxwell to not be long-winded. As soon as he made the announcement, I could do the one thing I wanted; find her and talk to her. What was she doing here? Why was my heart racing?

      Cassidy both watched the stage and inched closer toward the doors when the crowd would let her through. Another ten feet, and she’d be out of the building. My anxiety shot through the roof while Dad milked every second of stage time in front of his employees.

      Buck continued, “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 overseeing things. I’m proud to announce that my son, Bronson Maxwell, will be 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 before the doors. Mic in hand, I needed to say something, anything, while she listened 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. 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 each word for her, the woman who came into my life in college. If I was honest with myself, I’d admit she’d never left my heart. Time may have passed, dulled the pain of our breakup, but the memory of our life together before that never left.

      “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 practically threw the microphone at Buck and jumped from the stage. Throngs of employees rushed me, shaking my hand, making my progress through the crowd difficult. With the benefit of being a six-foot-two guy and my head above the crowd, I watched Cassidy push out through the lobby doors and turn left down the sidewalk.

      I rushed through the doors as soon as I could get there. Once on the sidewalk, I strained my neck. I knew she wore 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 wore. I spotted red 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 stood 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 with 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 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. She hugged herself and rubbed her arms while a chilly breeze whipped between the skyscrapers. It mirrored the look she sent my way.

      I puffed out clouds, trying to catch my breath. “What are you doing here? Do you know someone at the party?”

      “I work here, in marketing.”

      My eyes bugged out of their sockets, and couldn’t comprehend why she would work at the company my parents owned.

      She muttered something, likely 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 didn’t scare me away.

      Nothing could keep me from following her. I needed answers, and I needed her to understand my intentions. I lunged for the door and launched myself inside before it closed.

      “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, step by step. Even in her boots, she hiked up the stairs quickly, and I chased away 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 continuing my life without ever having to speak with you again.”

      “But 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.”

      She glared at me in what looked like a poisonous mixture of defeat and defiance, anger and heat blasting from her baby-blue eyes. It all cut into me like a serrated edged knife.

      “Why did you come back?”

      “It was a business decision at first. I led the acquisition, so it made sense for me to be the CEO. Besides, I was tired of Europe and ready to come home, and Buck wants me to take charge so he can slow down. But now 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 inches away from mine on the handrail. It took all my willpower not to reach for it.

      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.

      She shrugged. “So we’ll be working together at the office. I’m a professional. I can handle working around an ex-boyfriend.”

      The ex part stabbed my heart. “Maybe there’s more I need to say about the past.”

      Her 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, needing time and a strategy. I leaned over the railing for a minute, catching my breath, contemplating my choices. My parents could not find out about her working here. Absolutely not. I could take her at her word, keep things professional between us. I could avoid her and move on with my life. None of it sounded 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, give me a moment,” I pushed back.

      I couldn’t forget Cassidy Masters as the only woman I ever loved. When we first met, she became my adorable college girlfriend who, besides baseball, my entire life revolved around. Tonight, I saw her as a woman, filled out in all the right places, but with the same knock-me-off-my-feet adorable face and crystal blue eyes which 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 hung on the handrail of a stairwell and regulated my heartbeat, because it was more than the stairs that got it pumping.
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          Vodka Required

          Cassidy

        

      

    

    
      Walking home from the subway, I hoped the cold Boston air would chill my brain and stop it from thinking about Bronson Maxwell. It didn’t work, but I knew what would. When I got into the apartment, I slammed the door, shrugged my winter coat down to the floor, not caring where it landed. I unzipped and kicked off my boots, and went straight for the freezer. I pulled out the bottle of fancy vodka with a foreign label. As a gift from our Russian apartment manager after we moved in, my roommates and I didn’t know why he gave it to us. It simply appeared one day on our doorstep wrapped with a bow and his name on it. Who were we to argue with him? We kept it, but avoided him like the plague.

      I grabbed a glass that had been drying upside down on the counter and poured myself a sizable helping of the clear liquid. Before I could take a sip, both my roommates glared at me from the kitchen doorway.

      Maddie took the bottle and screwed the cap on while chastising me. “You know we save vodka for emergencies only?” I could always count on her to recall all the rules. The gray area didn’t exist in her world. With a high IQ, as in top of her class in Harvard Law School smart, paired with supermodel looks, she could make a pair of sweats look like high fashion while outwitting the nerdiest person. She analyzed everything, and boy, I couldn’t wait to tell her about my situation with Bronson; there was a lot to unpack there.

      Lily pushed her glasses up her nose, looking adorable in her twelfth Christmas dress in as many days. This one combined a gingerbread man-themed green smock over a red skater dress with green patent leather Mary Jane shoes. Bless her heart. There was no way I would ever change someone as beautifully quirky as Lily. She glared at me. “You know the rules. You must tell us the emergency before you drink.”

      I sighed. That was all I had for them—one enormous sigh. With my hand around the glass on the counter, I readied, preparing for the burn of the clear liquid before it reached my throat, but Lily lurched forward and slapped her hand over the rim. She raised her eyebrows. “Tell us.”

      “Fine, shit. Bronson Maxwell is back in town and showed up at our Christmas party. Can I drink now?” I thought nothing else needed saying. Hadn’t we spent enough nights in the past six months getting drunk and telling each other our sorrows, i.e., past boyfriend horror stories? The mere mention of Bronson’s name had EMERGENCY written all over it.

      Lily’s eyes doubled in size. “Ooh, Bronson? Is he as dreamy now as he was from our college days?” Leave it to Lily, bookworm and owner of a women’s themed bookstore, taking the romantic route.

      “Yes, Lily, he looked hot as hell, but that’s hardly the point. Now, if you don’t mind, let me have this drink, and then I might fill in the practical, non-romantically inclined details.”

      She removed her hand and . . . the cool liquid roamed its way down my throat, taking every bit of my shaky nerves down with it. The burning after effect reminded me of the hurt when Bron and I broke up, inch by inch, down my esophagus, shattering my defenses and letting the tears roll in.

      Maddie threw her arms around me. “Oh Cass, come here. I know it must hurt, even if you put up a good front. But you don’t have to be strong with us. We got your back.” Lily joined in the group hug, and I relished the feel of how close the three of us had become, not only as roommates but as best friends.

      “Okay, you’ve had your drink. Now what’s the emergency level?” Asked Maddie.

      Like a code we lived by as roommates and friends, we had developed this emergency level stuff as we helped each other navigate our twenty-something lives. A level one emergency included simple things, like embarrassingly walking out of the bathroom at work with your skirt tucked into the back of your tights. Vodka wasn’t necessary for level one stuff.

      Level two involved doing something stupid, like flubbing your first marketing presentation at work. At least a drink was the typical protocol, sometimes vodka. Level three we saved for situations like getting stood up on a date. And we reserved level four for extremes. I’d call my ex suddenly appearing back in my life level four, requiring vodka and even more.

      “Level four,” I squeaked out between sobs. My roommates flew into action.

      “I’ll run and buy Ben & Jerry’s,” Lily said, throwing on her red wool coat and her green scarf around her neck as if bundling up for battle on the cold Boston streets in a Christmas war.

      Maddie flew to the bathroom. “I’ll draw the bath. I bought a new jar of the best calming bath fizzies.”

      “Oh, I love you guys!” I blew my nose and dabbed my face. Moving in with Lily and Maddie last summer was the best decision I’d made in my adult life. They were the perfect roommates ever.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, pampered with the bath, soothed with chamomile tea, satiated with a mixed pint of Chocolate Fudge Brownie and Cherry Garcia, and after one more swig of vodka, I could finally talk. The girls left me alone to process my thoughts, except for when they brought me tea, or a spoon and the pint. Now, I snuggled under blankets on the couch in between them.

      “So, let’s review the facts.” Maddie’s logical brain kicked in after I’d given them details and answered questions about the work party. “You and Bron met in college, fell in love—”

      Lily interrupted. “Madly in love, like the only two people in this universe meant for each other kind of love.”

      “Thank you, Lily. Seriously, could you get your nose out of the romance books for tonight, please?” Maddie rolled her eyes. “Okay, madly in love. But then you both almost died in a car accident—”

      “Ugh, thanks for reminding me.” Five years of moving on hadn’t reduced how raw my memories were.

      “Sorry, Cass.” She squeezed my hand but continued torturing me with the rehash. “He lost his ability to play ball, which ended his baseball career. His parents, who didn’t like you, turned him against you, and you broke up. Then he moved across the world. Meanwhile, you’ve been working at his parent’s large-ass corporation. And today, he returned, and you’ll be working side by side for the foreseeable future.”

      I smacked my lips. “Yep, that about sums up my life right now. Thanks.” Another spoonful of Cherry Garcia did nothing toward making me feel better.

      Putting down her empty pint on the side table, Lily stood up, now looking even more silly in her pink-footed, fuzzy pajamas and her hair up in ponytails. Bless her heart. She twirled before us. “Cass, I know what this is. It’s Fate. The universe is telling the two of you to take another chance. Oh, I love second chance romances!” She stared off to a dreamy location somewhere on the ceiling.

      I was even more irritated when Maddie chimed in. “She’s right. I think this could be a sign you’re supposed to give this another try with Bronson.”

      What the hell was happening right now? Even Maddie took on romantic notions? Aren’t roommates supposed to side with me? Here they were, practically pushing me into Bronson’s arms again.

      “No. This isn’t a second chance or Fate or whatever. This cannot happen. The man already broke my heart once, I don’t need him doing it again.”

      I kicked off the blanket, getting all hot and bothered. Not because of Bronson. Not because I still felt all kinds of electricity moving through my body from when he grabbed my elbow on the street. And not because his blue eyes had penetrated me on the stairwell like they had Xray vision and could see me naked again. I was just hot, okay?

      I needed a change of subjects fast. I had no more desire for the past or to say his name. Nope. It was almost the New Year, and it was time for the new with this babe. “You know what we need? A girls’ night out. Let’s go!”

      Both roommates moaned. “Ugh, I don’t feel like getting all dressed up,” Lily said, snuggling back down onto the couch.

      “Yeah, I’m ready for bed. I have a four-hour drive to New York tomorrow to visit my Grandmother in the nursing home for Christmas Eve.” Maddie let me down for the second time tonight.

      Well, I didn’t need them, and screw Fate. I grabbed my phone in defiance of them all. “Fine. As it happens, I met someone new tonight. I’ll bet he’d like to go out.” My heart could not believe I dared text some random guy when it probably needed closure before starting something new. My roommates stared at me in disbelief, but I defied them all with one text.

      Me: Hi Hank! It’s Cass. We met at the Chick In Bun party? Are you done working tonight? Want to grab a drink?

      By the time I took our spoons and empty ice cream containers to the kitchen, Hank texted back.

      Hank: Sure! Finished up now. Where can we meet?

      And like that, I gave the middle finger to Fate.
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          In Need of a Distraction

          Bronson

        

      

    

    
      Chick In Bun’s party finished by seven. I had made my obligatory rounds among the executives, shaking hands and making plans for meetings and more meetings. With Buck by my side, the introductions went well, and I even believed for a moment the possibility of him passing the power to me might be a smooth transition. It should have been exhilarating to take the helm, but all I could think about was Cassidy. I didn’t need the added guilt riddling through me caused by seeing her.

      I leaned my head back on the car seat and took a deep breath. I only had to endure one car ride home to the mansion with my family, and then I’d be free to figure out what I was going to do about Cassidy Masters appearing in my life again.

      My sister had other plans, dead set on making my life difficult. “So, Cass is working for Chick In Bun? How did we not know this?” She kindly blurted out the news in front of our parents. I knew she said it to hurt me, like the manipulative little bitch she could be.

      Mom snapped, “What do you mean?”

      Kelly smirked and said, “Oh yes, Mother, I checked with Brandon in HR after seeing Cass at the party tonight. She’s been a member of our marketing department for two years, right, Bron?”

      Nice, real mature. I reminded myself how Kelly and I had gotten along until we were preteens, when our father insisted there be healthy competition between us. Who will take over the family business? Buck frequently asked us, like his favorite game to play. I excelled at sports and academics. Kelly did not. It didn’t stop her from trying to win Buck’s favor. Once she figured out she could be the first to provide grandchildren, she found a page-perfect husband and created the future generation of Maxwell’s who could take over the family business. Until I found a wife, I let her win on that one technicality.

      Mom winced. “The girl who caused your accident came to work for us? How dare she!” She leaned back on the seat and put a hand to her forehead in dramatic fashion.

      “She’s hardly a girl anymore. She’s a grown woman with a degree in marketing. And it’s not a big deal.” My attempts to soften the situation went ignored.

      “Buck, you must do something about this.”

      Dad’s eyes trained on me as his face reddened, his silent fury ominous. The weight of his stare pounded me like a jackhammer until I shrunk about three sizes smaller. I knew him well enough to know that while silent now, I’d hear an earful about it soon enough when he had me alone.

      Mom couldn’t drop the subject yet. “Bron, honey, you know she’s no good for you. She’s not the type of woman a man in your position should date, and besides, you can’t have forgotten the hurt she caused you from the accident. Oh, and darling, the matchmaker scheduled your first get-together for Tuesday night. Keep the night open.”

      I crossed my arms against being trapped in the car, besieged by my parents and sister. And it had only been two days since I returned. To avoid any more conversation, I distracted myself with scenes of Boston blowing by our car window, but each one contained all my best memories with Cassidy. How in the world did I think I could come back to Boston without dredging up the past?

      As the car pulled up to the mansion, a text came in from Tony. I had texted my old college buddy a few days ago, letting him know about my move back to Boston.

      Tony: Back in town yet?

      Me: Yep. I need a distraction.

      Tony: I’ll round up the guys and meet you at the bar.

      I knew I could count on my old friends and teammates to give me a way out of this drama tonight.
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Night With Hank, Part One

          Cassidy

        

      

    

    
      I waited for my roommates to talk me out of it, but they didn’t. Now going out with Hank made me nervous, but I had to follow through. Telling myself that a little fun with him might help me forget Bronson also did nothing toward calming my nerves.

      I did a quick thirty-minute touch-up of my hair and makeup, getting braver by the minute and even going live on my Instagram, showing off getting ready. And, yes, I may have shared a sappy monologue live with a thousand strangers about the disaster of my love life, but their well-wishes in the chat bolstered my bruised ego.

      You look hot, girl! Go out and get hammered. <beer emoji>

      Have fun with Hank, but not too much fun. <wink emoji>

      A girl like you should dance the night away. <red dress emoji>

      I bid my roommates goodbye, pulling the door closed on their protests against me going out. An Uber waited for me outside, and I settled into the backseat, reading the well-wishes of my best Instagram friends.

      The courageous feeling I entered the car with soon dissipated as we drove further away from the comfort of the apartment. Hank insisted we meet up on a street filled with bars near Boston University when I told him I wanted to meet in public. I knew the street all too well, as in I spent most of my time there with Bronson too well. But since I was being a defiant little bitch for the moment, I decided showing my face on this street would tell Fate she could take her second chance romance idea and shove it.

      The moment I stepped from the car, I almost turned around and told the driver Haul me home. Seeing the neon lights of the pubs and eateries had me second-guessing my plan. The entire street opened before me like one big scrapbook of my former life with Bronson, containing pages and pages of memories. If it weren’t for Hank coming up to me, I would have walked off in the opposite direction.

      “Hey, Cass! You look hot.” Hank’s opening line didn’t reassure me. My plan against Fate stunk. He took my hand and looked me up and down again. “Damn, my buddies are going to be so jealous. On second thought, maybe I should take you back to my place.”

      I put my hand up against his chest. I needed to set the boundaries.

      “Whoa, buddy, slow down. I’m here for drinks, dancing, and fun, nothing more. If you think you can handle this, then take me to the nearest pub.”

      Hank’s face registered disappointment for a split second. “Well, I guess showing you off to my friends will have to do. I can handle it if you can. Come on.”

      He took my hand and led me away. I normally wouldn’t take the guy’s hand on a first date either, but I let this one slide because my red heels were already killing me as I tried not to stumble between the cracks of the sidewalk. Why didn’t I remember these cracked sidewalks when selecting my footwear for the evening?

      Hank stopped in front of a bar, and I was so wrapped up in trying to walk without falling in the cracks I didn’t notice where we were until he said, “Here we are. The Boston Ball Pub.”

      Oh. My. God. The red neon of the Ball Pub blinked before me, and my heart palpitated, with my defiance against Fate obliterated. “Um, Hank? You don’t play baseball for Boston U, do you?” Please say no. Please say no.

      “Yep. I’m the shortstop. Come on, the team’s here celebrating the return of one of our former players.” He pulled me inside, and as soon as my eyes adjusted to the pub lighting, I looked up. The balcony had been the place where seniors and alumni often gathered. No way did I expect to see the baseball star I dated all those years ago. No way did I expect to see him twice in one day. But there he was. Bronson Maxwell—standing at the railing in the middle of a group of players.

      He didn’t see me. Yet. Kill me now, Fate, please. My heart dropped out of my skin. I’d hyperventilate if I didn’t sit down soon.

      “Well, who do we have here?” The first guy we ran into as we made our way into the bar came up to Hank and slapped him on the back while giving me a thorough exam with his eyes. He looked familiar, and then I almost jumped because I knew this guy. Tony Amato once played with Bronson, as in the former roommate and best friend to Bronson. But he must not have recognized me at first. Thank you, blonde hair.

      Hank introduced us. “Hey cousin, this is Ca—”

      I cut him off with a fake sweet voice and blurted out, “Hanky, honey, let’s go over to this corner booth. And sit close to me, okay?” I grabbed Hank, ran my hand up from his belt buckle to his chest while letting my leg draw up his leg a bit. His eyes widened like a kid in a toy store. I played it up, causing enough of a distraction, it cut off any further conversation.

      I yanked him away from Tony and over to an empty booth. Scooting in toward the wall, I pulled him in next to me. Hank took my coat, all smiles once again looking over my body. Why did I decide to wear this tight black dress?

      “I could tell we impressed my cousin Tony.” He shook his head. “I recently transferred back here from Florida, so I’m the new guy on the team. They give me a lot of grief and don’t think I can ask out a hot girl on a date. But look at me now, guess I showed them.”

      “Um, technically, Hank, I asked you out tonight.” I took a moment, admiring his looks. His dark hair sported a tighter cut than I usually cared for, but I could tell if he grew it out a bit more, it might be curly and pleasant to the touch. He had looks, in a boy-next-door or all-American baseball guy kind of way. No match for the gorgeousness of Bronson. And why did I compare them right now? Bronson was the past. Hank was, for the moment, the present but probably not the future, except maybe in a friend-only way.

      Hank dropped his head, and his shoulders slumped. “Damn, I totally forgot you asked me out. Technically, I asked you to text me for a hookup. And you did text me. Listen, can you please do me a favor?” He turned his head and swept the bar with his eyes before turning back to me. He continued in a low voice. “Can you pretend I asked you out if anyone asks? The guys on the team have this kind of initiation for the new players. So when I saw you tonight at the chicken party, looking so fine, I took a chance and asked you out.”

      I recalled the ritual, which started from Bronson’s no dating rule during his senior year. He had major goals and records to smash, so he swore off dating and girlfriends to focus. Until he met me. But his friend Tony took the idea and turned team initiation into a dare. He convinced girls on campus to ignore all the new players. No dating and no sex allowed, like they were outcasts from campus party life. Then, to avoid a first season of loneliness, all the new teammates had to do was ask a hot, older woman out and provide proof from the date. College pranks and dares were the worst kind of stupidity.

      Wait. Was I the hot, older woman? I wanted to die right in this booth.

      I felt bad for Hank, but there was no way I’d be his hot, older woman, even if I was one. He looked desperate. Maybe like Aggie needed a makeover, I could work wonders with making over this young stud into a decent, dateable guy. With a little coaching, he could be a sweetheart and find someone to date for real, even a hot, older someone. But not me.

      I suddenly made it official; I added Hank as project number two on my list for the new year. First Aggie, now Hank. My new year would be busy. Exactly the way I liked it. Too busy to think about Bronson and our past.

      I peered over the wall of the booth and found myself directly in Bronson’s line of sight. Tony had reached his side, saying something into his ear, and pointing my way. Neither of them looked pleased. Bronson scowled down at me from the balcony.

      I shrunk down and leaned more into Hank. “Listen, don’t get so caught up in this stupid team initiation, okay?”

      Hank smiled with enough of a confidence boost to rest his arm along the back of the booth behind me. His fingertips rubbed my shoulder. Oh boy.

      I continued with my coaching. “And take it easy on the hookups, all right? Most girls don’t go for that.”

      He glanced down at me with a smirk and a waggle of his eyebrows. “You did.”

      I shook my head. “No, I didn’t. Honestly, I wanted to go out tonight and forget my ex. You came along at the right time.”

      His soft brown eyes looked at me like he’d follow me anywhere, like a loyal dog. With a nose that appeared a tad crooked, I was neither charmed nor distracted by it.

      “Are you saying I’m only here for convenience?” He shrugged. “I’m cool with it. I’ll take whatever I can get. Hey, you feel like dancing?”

      I wanted to stay hidden in the booth, away from Bronson’s scrutiny. And I knew Tony and the teammates were watching Hank. And damn if my defiant streak against Fate didn’t come rushing back. “Yes. Fuck them all, Hank. Let’s dance.”

      He pulled me out of the booth and led me to the dance floor a second later. While I felt the heavy weight of Bronson’s stare into my back without having to look up at the balcony, I danced my ass off to spite him.
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Night With Hank Part Two

          Bronson

        

      

    

    
      When Tony told me he was sure he had seen Cassidy on the arm of his cousin, my fists balled up. I didn’t understand the reflex. Maybe they balled up thinking about the accident five years prior. It tore ligaments and shattered bones in my hand, ruining my baseball career in the big leagues before it even started. Ever since then, anytime I thought of the initial pain I endured as soon as I awoke in the hospital the next day, it made my hand twitch. But this was more than a twitch. I balled my fists tight, as if readying for a prize fight.

      I craned my neck and narrowed my gaze toward the booth. I could make out the top of Cassidy’s blonde hair, then I saw Hank’s arm lift over and rest across her back. The view sent my breathing into another atmosphere. It shouldn’t. I only desired some closure between us, so she and I could both move on with our lives.

      My feet moved as if my eyes commanded, Hey, move closer. Get a better look. I found myself on the stairs but then froze to the spot. Hank ushered Cassidy onto the dance floor. My heart palpitated, and my fists jammed into my jean pockets. My body, suddenly at war with my brain, betrayed any common sense. I didn’t want Tony’s snotty little cousin getting his hands on my ex. Fuck, why was being in the same pub with Cassidy having this effect on me?

      Trapped between my memories with Cassidy and the scene playing out on the dance floor before me, my eyes took in every detail of Cassidy’s movements. Her body swayed to the deep bass beats while she zeroed in on something Hank said, which sent her head back in laughter. The sound of it lilted up to my ears like it had its own rhythm, luring me by the sweetness of her song. She rolled her head, exposing her creamy neck. My lips twitched as I recalled the countless hours of kissing and sucking on her neck.

      I memorized this alternative version of her. She danced without a care in the world. Her moves were even more sensual now, with a womanly, curvy body where once a junior sorority girl had been. She exchanged her red sweater dress from the office for a tight little black dress with a low-cut neckline, which irritated the hell out of me. It was too revealing for anyone’s eyes except mine.

      I hissed when she spun around on sexy red high heels. How and when did my sweet, former girlfriend learn to walk and dance on those? She was beautiful before, but unaware of her looks. This woman in front of me danced fully aware of what to do with her body to make any man drool.

      I realized, for the first time, when I thought of Cassidy, it was my version of her. My ex-girlfriend from college frozen in time in my memory. She wasn’t this sexy woman dancing in front of me. Time had changed everything for me so much, but I’d never considered it might also have changed her. If I’d met Cassidy for the first time tonight, I’d be lying if I said she didn’t attract me. But we had history and fuck, it made watching her dance even more impossible. My lungs almost gave out after holding in the air as if drowning in deep waters.

      My mind reminded me I needed closure. That’s all I needed from her. I didn’t need those curvaceous hips swaying, or those full lips twisting up, or those eyes mooning like they were on Hank right now. I watched as the kid—because he forever would be the little cousin who Tony and I picked on mercilessly—put his hands on her waist, drawing her closer to him.

      When she parted her legs and let his leg grind between her thighs, the last hold my mind had on my sanity left. It should be my leg there. And my hands on her ass, not his.

      Before I could comprehend what was happening, my body took action, leaping over the stairwell railing and landing squarely on the dance floor. I pounced on Hank from behind.

      “Show’s over!” I yelled and spun him around by the shoulder. I took a power swing at his nose with my old pitching hand. Fuck, that would hurt like hell in the morning, but watching Hank slump backward onto the dance floor made it worth it.

      “What the hell, Bronson?” Cassidy pushed me away with such a force, it caught me off guard. Her hands against my chest for only a brief second resonated on my skin, branding me like a burn mark. They might’ve seared my shirt onto my skin. I wanted more burning.

      “Come on. I don’t believe for a moment you’re into this guy?”

      She leaned down to Hank’s side. “Hank, sweetie? Stay with me.” She tapped his cheeks.

      Shit. I punched him harder than I intended. Then Tony appeared next to me with his arms crossed, watching the blood ooze out of his cousin’s nose.

      “Jeez, Bron. Ma’s going to throw a fit. That’s twice now.”

      Yep. The first time I broke Hank’s nose resulted from a foul ball during a backyard game when we were little kids from the block.

      Hank came to, a little dazed, and squinted at me. “Hey, Bron. Is that you? Nice to see you back in town. Have you met my hot date?” His eyes fell back into his head.

      “Okay, buddy.” I leaned down to pick him up, grabbing one arm and putting it around my shoulders while Tony ducked in under his other arm. “Let’s go to the hospital and get you checked out.” I glanced back, making sure Cassidy followed while we stumbled with him out of the pub. “I parked my car across the street.”

      “I can’t go to the hospital. I have to hook up with Cass,” Hank sputtered.

      Seriously? I shot a glare over my shoulder at Cassidy. “A hookup? Is that so? Did I interrupt a special night between you two?”

      She shot me the same irritated glare back. “In case you forgot, we’re exes. It means you don’t have a right to know what I do in my love life.”

      “I love you,” Hank spurted out between the blood dripping past his lips, his eyes still glazed over.

      I fought back a maniacal laugh. “Wow, from a hookup to love in one night. Nice to know what your standards have become after dating me, Cassidy. Especially since I recall it took me some time to get past first base with you.”

      I sensed her seething. A retort readied on her lips when we reached my car, but Hank suddenly realized the situation. He shifted his gaze from me to her and back to me again.

      “Exes? Dating? Ho. Lee. Shit. Cassidy? Bronson? You’re Bronson’s Cassidy?”

      “No, I’m nobody’s Cassidy.” She huffed off to the back of the car and took out her phone.

      It took a few minutes for us to get a less dazed but now hysterical Hank into the car. We tried to subdue his fears about his nose, and I promised to pay for plastic surgery once he healed, if needed. Tony got in the back, and I opened the passenger door for Cassidy.

      “You coming?”

      “No. I think you and Tony can handle this mess you’ve made. I called an Uber.” She walked to the open door and waved at Hank in the back. “Bye. I’m sorry about all of this. I hope you’ll be okay.”

      Hank gave her a huge, bloody smile. “Oh, I’m better than okay. My initiation is complete because from now on, I’m the guy who took Bronson’s hot ex out on a date.”

      She nodded and chuckled. “Great. I’m so glad I could help.”

      I shut the car door. “You sure you won’t come with us? I could drive you home after?”

      She cocked her head at me. “Sitting in a hospital all night with my ex-boyfriend, my date, and his cousin? Tempting, but no thank you.”

      “Cassidy, come on. We still need to talk.” I sent her my best pleading eyes.

      The resignation of her shoulders slumping along with the rolling of her eyes and the exhale of her breath told me she gave in. “Okay, fine. We’ll talk. After Christmas. I’ll be at my parents’ place all weekend. You can reach me there.”

      Tony pounded on the window. “Let’s get going.” He didn’t stop me from watching as Cassidy walked away. My hand scrubbed through my hair as if waking up my brain because I needed to figure out what the hell happened and why it happened, fast.

      When I looked at her, it seemed like five years were missing from my life, like I had amnesia or had time traveled from then to now. Like a blank space, I suddenly needed it filled by knowing what she had been through this whole time. It would be agony waiting until after Christmas to speak with her again.

      Tony slugged my shoulder as I got in the car and drove off. “You all right there, buddy?”

      Fuck no. “Sure.”

      “Damn, Cass has turned into one fine piece of ass.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” Hank and I both admonished Tony at the same time.

      I scowled in the rear-view mirror at Hank, and he did his best scowling back even with a bloody, bruised, and swollen nose. My hands gripped the wheel tight. Both of the assholes in the back seat had better realize the only one in this car allowed any thoughts about Cassidy Masters was me.

      I took stock of the situation. This morning, all was fine, back in America, taking over as CEO of the company. But my life flipped upside down seeing Cassidy tonight.

      So many times over the years, I thought if I had the chance with her again, I’d say all the things I should have after the accident and the way we broke up. I didn’t know about her, but I’d been through enough therapy to understand I never got closure. And now, seeing her tonight, closure was the last thing on my mind.
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          A Cozy Christmas

          Cassidy

        

      

    

    
      The smells of Christmas brunch heated in the kitchen, the taste of eggnog on our breaths, and all of us in matching flannel jammies—I enjoyed all the comforts of our Christmas day family traditions.

      Mom handed me a long, slender box and kissed me on the cheek. “For you, dear.”

      The other gifts were all opened, fawned over, and tried on. Dad sat back and teased me and my sisters while Mom memorialized all the joy and laughter through the lens of her old camera.

      I took my time unwrapping the final present, letting the shiny red paper fall away, and then opened the lid enough to peek. “Oh! A ring light setup?” I looked at my mom, confused how she would even know what a ring light was.

      “Yes dear, Bella told us your telegram—no, what’s it called again?”

      “Instagram, Mom!” Bella shook her head with all the attitude her new silver hair provided. I didn’t know her reason behind going through a silvery-gray hair phase, but whatever. I suppose it matched the little rebel in her because growing up the middle sister between Emily and I couldn’t have been easy. I had more in common with Emily, sharing makeup and fashion interests plus a little extroversion, whereas Bella kept to herself, all moody and cool in her own little corner of the world.

      “Yes. You have 25,000 people following you? Is it safe? I hope none of them are creeps and weirdos. Anyway, the ring light provides better lighting for your videos, but I think you look pretty the way you are in any light.” Mom’s face moved from worry to admiration.

      Dad took out the parts from the box and started putting it together. As a well-trained father to the four women in the house, if something needed to be built on Christmas Day, he tackled it right away, usually completing everything by the time the food was ready.

      He donned his reading glasses and gave his typical brief examination of the instructions, then tossed them away with all the confidence of a man who knew his way around tools. “Cass, run to my desk and get the mini screwdriver set.”

      I knew exactly where it would be, even if I hadn’t been in his office in a while. My eyes skimmed over the desktop, settling on photos in frames taking up the corner, and I stopped at a photo I hadn’t seen in a long time. The shot of Bronson didn’t phase me at first. Dad loved Bronson like a son. I had been so proud of both of them, the way my dad had taken Bronson under his wing, taught him about cars, and probably more. Who knew what they talked about during hours spent in Dad’s man cave garage?

      I had taken the photo of him and Bronson in front of the old Mustang the day they got it working. The memory of the moment burned into me like a photographic exposure permanently rendered onto paper. They had been so proud of their work together, and the photo captured the moment beautifully.

      I remembered the warm spring day at the end of May, the end of Bronson’s college baseball career, the Mustang ready for driving at long last, and Bronson’s team MVP party later that night. We drove the Mustang convertible to the party, not knowing it would turn out to be the beginning of the end for us.

      Numbness and the unbearable feeling of nothing were what I usually felt when stumbling across photos of Bronson over the past few years. I had barred the feelings from existence when he walked away from me. But today, an unexpected lump formed in my throat and heat ran up to my eyes, burning as if I had taken a fast swig of vodka. Why was I having this reaction now—because Bronson acted like a jealous ex-boyfriend at the Ball Bar?

      I grabbed the tools and flew back to the living room, slamming the office door behind me. I plastered on a fake smile for my family and myself, in complete denial that seeing Bronson in the flesh and in pictures had any effect on me whatsoever.

      After Dad made quick work of putting the light together, my sisters and I played with it. We dressed up in all our new clothes and posed in front of the ring light, laughing like we were ten years younger. It was the kind of cozy family Christmas morning I never wanted to forget. And also a warm distraction, keeping deeper worries about Bronson at bay until later.

      We ate until stuffed. One of the advantages of my folks owning the largest grocery store on Cape Cod was having full access to all the delectable treats and gourmet food each holiday. Mom outdid herself with the dinner, absolutely planned and cooked to perfection. But after all of her hard work, the kitchen mess remained for us to clean.

      Mom poured herself a large glass of wine and sat at the island. “I’m grateful I birthed three daughters to clean up this mess.”

      Emily washed, I dried, and Bella put away while we chatted through the cleanup. After a while, I sort of tuned out during the monotony of my chore. I barely heard Emily’s story about her freaky roommate from her fall semester at Boston U, with my thoughts flitting about from one Bronson memory to the next, all triggered by the darn photo on Dad’s desk.

      “Isn’t that right, Cass?”

      “Hmm?” I snapped my head to Emily.

      “About guys at BU? They all try to outdo each other by dating the hottest girls?”

      I sighed. I was familiar with it, yes. Mom glanced my way, taking me in. One look at me, and she knew something was off.

      “What’s up, sweetie? You haven’t seemed like yourself tonight.”

      There would be no avoiding my mom until I appeased her. “I ran into an old flame this week.”

      All production on the dishes came to a full stop. They gaped at me, all knowing. Of course, the only old flame I had was Bronson.

      “Yes. It was Bronson.” I answered their questioning faces.

      Emily chimed in first. “Ooh, is he still hot? Maybe this is a sign you’re supposed to get back together.”

      Deja vu all over again. It never occurred to me before how similar Emily and Lily were with all their romantic notions. My defiance against signs or anything resembling Fate tried to reappear, but it wavered.

      “He wants to talk.”

      My mom looked right through me. “There’s a bit of history to unravel with the way you two left things. A conversation wouldn’t hurt, would it?”

      I nodded. “A conversation, yes, that’s how I’ll approach it. A simple talk, clear the air, no hard feelings, firmly shut the door, and move on. Good plan.”

      Bella chimed in. “Of course, if the conversation leads to kissing or anything more with hot-as-hell Bronson, who could turn him down. Am I right, sis?” She shared a laugh and a knowing look with Emily until I shot her a look that said Butt out, little sis. It sent her huffing out of the kitchen. Emily followed.

      I warned Mom not to start with me. “Don’t even go there. It’s hard enough seeing him again, and everyone is like ‘Must be Fate,’ and I’m like, please—doesn’t anyone remember what happened back then?” I tackled drying off the good Christmas china a little too vigorously. Mom calmly removed the towel and plate from me, setting them safely out of my reach, then took my hands in hers.

      “Oh, my dear. Of course we all remember. We’re your family, and we lived through the pain with you. But we also lived through the good days before. Bronson had been, at one point, a special part of our lives, too. When you broke up, the loss rippled through all of us.”

      “That may be the case, but I’m the one in this now, feeling confused. I wish I knew if Bronson being back was a good thing or a bad thing.”

      Dad walked in as I finished. “Bronson is back? My Bronson?”

      My head cocked left, and I gave him a huge eye roll. “Yeah, Dad. Your Bronson.”

      “As in back together back?” His eyes grew large and expectant, as if waiting to jump for joy if I said ‘Yes.’

      My head cocked right. “No, Dad . . . Oh, never mind.” I brushed past his large frame in the doorway, but he caught me by the arm.

      “Hey, come on, my sunshine girl. Whatever happened back then can stay in the past. You have your entire future ahead of you. There’s nothing but time to figure out who deserves your love. You don’t need to decide tonight. But you know my vote is for Bronson, no pressure. Now . . .” Dad rubbed his belly. “I’m ready for pie.”

      As usual, my dad gave quick words of wisdom and then focused on the food. Gotta love him. I knew his heart hung in the right place, and I knew he secretly, or not so secretly, hoped for a reunion with Bronson.

      “Which one?” I gestured at the five pies my mom made. She overcooked for the five of us every holiday, but we lived for leftovers.

      “All of them,” Dad quipped. Mom gave a tsk tsk sound while shaking her head, but I cut him tiny slivers of each type of pie anyway—cherry, apple, mincemeat, pudding, and of course, pumpkin—all arranged on a plate with a heaping mound of whipped cream. Mom shuddered at the huge dessert.

      “Here you go. Enough pie for a bear.” I ruffled his salt and pepper hair.

      He growled and brought me in for a hug, teasing me because I was a daddy’s girl. No matter what, I took every hug he offered.

      Christmas was the best, and with my family, who knew me so well, it was even better.
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My Weakness

          Bronson

        

      

    

    
      Kelly placed a present each in Aiden’s and Amie’s laps to unwrap, then stood with her hands on her hips in front of the tree, both guarding the presents against her four children and towering over me.

      “Well, what are you going to do about Cassidy?” She beamed from ear to ear with a wicked, admonishing grin as if saying, I’m the only one NOT celebrating you being home, little brother.

      I fumed in silence on the floor between the two-year-old twins, helping them unwrap their third present out of about fifty to go. Aiden mouthed the edge of the package while Amie played with wrapping paper stuck to her slobbered hand. I crawled over to the presents under the tree and sifted through them while scowling at my sister crouching next to me.

      “Thanks, Sis. I can think of a dozen other times when bringing up Cassidy in front of Mom and Dad might have been more appropriate.” Fighting with Kelly wasn’t anything new, but come on. Being Christmas morning, I wanted to call a truce. “If you don’t mind setting aside theatrics today, I’d rather focus on the kids.”

      I could have said more to her, like how she could sit on the floor and enjoy her children too, but thought better of it. Once she popped out the children, she only went through the motions of being a mother, in my opinion, and it drove me crazy.

      Marie, wearing red flannel pajamas to match the twins, toddled between us. “I got a new baby. I take care of her. Aww, baby.” She cradled the doll for a second more before throwing it down. Then she tugged on Kelly’s sweater and whined in her baby voice. “Me want more.” Kelly pushed a present into her waiting hands, and the four-year-old plopped down on her bottom and ripped it open with more expertise than her twin siblings combined.

      I found the present I was looking for, but Kelly didn’t drop irritating me. “You’re right, brother. We should enjoy the day, considering I don’t know when we’ll see you again. You left the party early Wednesday night and now, two days later, you decide to make a family appearance. I dare say, if it wasn’t for Christmas, you might not have even shown up for this.” Kelly blinked several times at me and used a sweetly sarcastic voice, loud enough for all to hear.

      It hurt knowing she was right. I avoided time with them.

      After punching Hank, I had spent four hours in the emergency room with him. He had swollen across his left cheek and nose, but nothing was broken. Then I crashed at Tony’s place after taking them home before the sun had come up. I spent most of yesterday lazing on his couch playing video games with the guys and napping off and on. A pizza and several beers later, and I was in no shape to drive home last night either. Besides, as much as I loved my family, being with them every freaking second wouldn’t be a good idea.

      Now, for Christmas morning, I had psyched myself up to be here. I wanted to be present in the moment with my nieces, nephews, parents, and yes, even Kelly and her introverted husband, Andrew.

      Seated in a chair with a glass of scotch in hand, Andrew stayed out of any family conversation unless called upon. I figured with four children and my sister, poor guy, he deserved a break from being involved.

      I pushed nothing further with Kelly, hoping if I stayed quiet long enough, she might shut up about all this Cassidy nonsense. Instead, I snuggled up to my oldest nephew. Watching Michael unwrap the present I gave him was the best gift for me.

      “Cool! A baseball mitt. Thanks, Uncle Bron.” The five-year-old flung his arms around me and held tight. This was worth every moment of torture I endured from Kelly, so I had a minute where my nephew hugged me. I planned the entire afternoon where I could teach him how to catch a ball, as long as I could last through the rest of this typical, pretentious Maxwell family Christmas.

      It took about an hour for the kids to unwrap presents. My parents did a fine job playing Santa once again, spoiling the grandkids rotten. Andrew finally got off his ass and started the fatherly chore of unboxing a few toys and, armed with a screwdriver and batteries, he seemed content assembling some of the more complicated ones. But who needed toys with a room full of ripped wrapping paper?

      My nieces and nephews turned their attention to the piles of paper and bows and ran through them as if they were leaves fallen from a tree in autumn. Their squeals and laughter resonated around the room. I encouraged them by throwing small bits in the air like leaves floating down onto their heads. The giggles from little ones like this warmed my heart. I wadded the paper into a ball and threw it at them to see who could catch it.

      I began instruction with Michael on the art of throwing and catching a wadded ball of paper when Aiden intercepted and the ball bounced off of him. Michael pushed his baby brother down. Aiden got back up and pushed back, and a fight ensued between the little siblings.

      Everything suddenly reached a level beyond my abilities as an uncle. I shot a nervous glance at Andrew for help, but he acted like he wasn’t paying attention. I looked around for Kelly to break up the fight, but she wasn’t in the room. The only thing saving me was my mother’s shrill voice ringing out from the kitchen.

      “All right, enough. I cannot take this anymore. Andrew, go get bags to clean up this mess. Which of you kids wants milk and sugar cookies?” Mom’s bark always seemed rougher than her bite.

      The four kids jumped up and followed her to the kitchen like mice to cheese. Food. I should have thought of that. I noted for next time because surely sibling squabbles would only get worse, and it was probably a good idea to improve my skills as an uncle.

      Mom continued dealing out stern orders. “Bronson, go see your father in his study.”

      Oh shit. I already knew the topic of conversation, and the study was the last place I wanted to be. Not only could Buck be intimidating, but from his study, even more so.

      Decorated with deep burgundy walls and dark wood molding with low lighting, only the shadows in the corners could be more fearful to anyone who dared enter the study. I knocked, pushed the door open, and my eyes landed on my father in his leather reading chair. I started out bravely, but the old familiar lingering scent of his Cuban cigars, to this day, made me sweat.

      As I stepped closer, I realized our last conversation in this room was after I recovered from my accident when he had told me—no, ordered me—to work for him in London. Wrecked and depressed, I didn’t feel the freedom to argue at that point. The accident ruined my hand, which ended my baseball dreams, and then I lost my girlfriend. I lost all hope, and the only thing I had left was the family business and the dreams of my father.

      They shipped me off to work my way up the international branch of the business, and my father’s grand plan of leaving the company in my hands progressed. And now, I stood before him as if waiting for my next order.

      He didn’t look up from his book when he spoke. “What are you doing about this Cassidy situation?”

      “What does it matter if Cassidy works for us? There are five hundred people in the corporate office and thousands around the world.”

      It was a funny thing about my memory because my father didn’t appear as intimidating now. He seemed frail, sitting in his chair. When had his hair turned more salt than pepper?

      He huffed. “I won’t stand for it. You will call HR on Monday and have her fired.” His hands shook as he brought the glass of liquor to his lips. He looked every bit the old man he had been too vain to become. And now I stood over him in the power stance drilled into me as a kid, feet square on the floor, arms down at my sides, shoulders back, and head held high. Who was the intimidating one now?

      I prepared for battle to defy him, something I had never done with Buck. “I won’t. If she leaves, then I leave too. I swear it.”

      I had his attention now, and all the years of being under his thumb and doing what he wanted me to do were making me crack.

      He slammed his book on the side table and hitched his voice up several notches. “I won’t have it. She hurt you, nearly killed you. Why are you defending her?”

      Being back in Boston didn’t mean I’d let him take control of me any longer. I slammed my hand on top of his book, and then I did the one thing I swore I would never do. I told him the secret I had kept all these years, the one I had been too ashamed to admit back then.

      I leaned in and jabbed my finger into his chest. “Cassidy wasn’t the reason we got into the accident. It was me, after drinking at the MVP party, and she tried taking my keys so she could drive us home. I wouldn’t let her. I drove us drunk and I couldn’t react quickly enough when the deer jumped in the road.”

      The anger overtook me, letting all my guilt out of its cage. I stepped back, not trusting my body, and shaking, never having raised my voice to Dad. “Cassidy had a concussion and wasn’t thinking straight. When the emergency crews arrived, she told them she was the one driving. She thought it would protect me so I wouldn’t get in trouble with my agents or have anything tarnish my reputation and miss out on the MLB draft. But it didn’t matter since my hand got crushed. Still, I was a coward, letting her take the blame while all of you hated her for it.”

      “What’s all this? You’re saying I should thank Cassidy for not wiping this family name through the mud because of your ignorance and drunk driving?”

      All this time, I had lived with the pain of regret, of knowing the one behind the wheel was me. I had put her in the position of lying for me because she loved me. I caused my parents to turn against her. They even threatened lawsuits on her and her parents at first.

      “Even now, knowing the truth, all you can think about is the family name? You don’t even care about what I’ve been through or what she’s been through, do you? After the accident, she shouldered all the blame alone. Even I treated her like shit because of my guilt, and I pushed her away. And then, because of you and your grand plan, you sent me away to Europe, where I spent five years trying to bury it all. So excuse me, Dad, if now that I’m back, I feel an overwhelming desire to tell the truth. I owe her.”

      He stood and crossed to me. “Of course I care for you.” But I didn’t see it. I couldn’t tell by his usual stern face if he had any feelings at all. “What I’m saying is leave the past in the past. There’s no sense dredging it up.”

      I winced. “How can you be so flippant? This is my life destroyed by the past. And now, with Cassidy conveniently about, I can finally make things right.”

      “If seeing her around the office is going to be too much for you, then fire her.”

      “What? No. I’m tired of the lie, and I’m done with it. I won’t fire her, and you’ll leave Cassidy alone. If I hear you’ve done anything to her . . . You’ll lose me.”

      I grabbed his opened bottle of rare fifty-year-old scotch whisky and flew out of the room.

      My eyes seeing red, filled with hurt, only muscle memory got me and my car to the Amato house on Christmas afternoon. I couldn’t spoil their family holiday because mine had been shit, so I opened the bottle and drank in the car. Tears boiled up in my eyes, a few spilling over down my face.

      I drank more and at some point I slept, because it was almost dark when I awoke. Guzzling down the last swig of the expensive whisky before getting out of the car—take that Buck Maxwell, you old prick—the numbness spread from my neck to my feet. The alcohol blocked certain feelings while others awakened.

      Despite the one rule from Buck—don’t be weak—weakness now served as the only thing powering me. I couldn’t fight it. My weakness for Cassidy would be my undoing.

      I stumbled around to the back of the house, where I knew I’d find the Amato brothers and cousins gathered around their fire pit drinking, bundled up in blankets, singing, and laughing. The large Italian family had the same Christmas traditions year after year, including tables of food and wine, not enough chairs for everyone, and a round of singing Old World songs while their Pap played the fiddle around the fire pit. The scene served as a stark contrast to my family’s Christmases.

      Tony and Hank were easy to spot among the large group assembled. They were the only two without significant others. Tony, because he was an asshat, and Hank—because he was Hank.

      “Well, if it isn’t the nose-basher.” Tony smirked as he greeted me. I wasn’t in the mood, otherwise I’d wipe the look right off him. And I avoided the admonishing look of Mrs. Amato.

      “I’m going to Cassidy’s.” What made me say it, I don’t know, or why I walked into their backyard for the formal announcement—must have been the alcohol talking. If I’d driven right to Cape Cod after I left my house, then I would have already been there. But the plan had only now been formulated in my unclear brain. My weakness was her, and I had to tell her.

      I took the keys out of my pocket and turned, heading back to the car, but their barbecue jumped in my path, almost doubling me over. Was that there before? Both Tony and Hank reached me at the same time and tackled me to the ground. I fought them both off, but Tony emerged victorious, holding the keys up like a trophy.

      “You’re not going anywhere.”

      “Fuck it, I’ll walk.” I took off in some direction, not having a clue where to go.

      “Shit. Do you need to see her tonight?”

      I nodded at Tony. “Yes.” I saw myself from afar, hovering above my body. And jeez, a blubbering, drunken mess stood there. They should stop my shit show now, but that train had already left the platform.

      Hank took the keys from Tony’s hand. “I’ll drive you both there, seeing how I’m the only one who hasn’t had a drink tonight. Besides, I wouldn’t mind seeing Cass again.”

      I heard myself laugh, some strange sound which had never left my body before, ranging between a snort and a snicker. “If I weren’t so drunk right now, I’d punch you again, asshole.”

      “Oh yeah? Well, I’ve been texting Cass since the hospital, and I think we have the start of something beautiful going on. So who’s the asshole now, huh?”

      “You have her number? Give it to me.” I pushed him against the car, but I felt myself falling slowly to the earth, saying Cassidy’s name over and over. My vision went dark, only to wake up later in the back seat of a moving car.

      Another jump in time occurred, I didn’t know how long, but I found myself lying on the grass looking up at the disappointed faces of Cassidy, Hank, and Tony.

      I rolled on the grass, adding to my count of weak moments. I heard myself pouring my heart out in slurred words. But maybe I was the only one who could recognize my plea. “I need you . . . miss you Cassidy . . . my Cassidy.”

      I heard them saying things that made no sense.

      Snowstorm coming . . . can’t drive home . . . blankets and pillows . . .

      Their faces blurred, then things went dark again.

      While I slept off the high of expensive whiskey, Cassidy fed my drunken dreams with visions that wouldn’t quit. Cassidy’s fuzzy outline smiled at me in her college girl form, but in the next moment morphed into a womanly shape I didn’t recognize. Crazy things were going through my head, and I swear I reached for her and brought her against my body. If she was my weakness, then it felt right at home with her. But then she left me again. My brain spun like a wheel with nothing coming into focus, and eventually, I fell into a deep slumber of dreams featuring Cassidy dancing in red high heels.
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One Feel

          Cassidy

        

      

    

    
      The snowstorm hit us hard, an oddity for Cape Cod where proximity to the ocean breeze usually kept the snow away. We gathered in the family room, looking out the large bay window at the scene, the snow coming down as a wall of white powder. While inside, the scene defined awkwardness. After depositing Bronson’s drunk and sleeping ass on the couch, Tony and Hank cowered by the front door under Dad’s scowl.

      “You guys made it here just in time,” Dad’s voice boomed a tinge scarier, perhaps because three not-so-wise men had shown up on our front lawn randomly on Christmas night. His eyes also filled with the warning signs only a father of three girls could produce. He had met Tony before when he accompanied Bronson to a classic car show, but I never got the impression Dad thought much of him.

      Mom interceded. “The pies are on the counter, leftovers in the fridge. Gobble up. In the morning, I’ll have breakfast ready.” She yanked Dad by the elbow, and they headed upstairs to bed, leaving five awkward adults standing around looking at each other.

      The snow and the topic of the weather distracted us for a few more minutes. Then the guys loaded up plates of leftovers and pie. I grabbed blankets and pillows. Bella grabbed beers, and Emily did nothing but stand around, gawking at Hank. Hm. I kept one eye and ear on both of them.

      The entire crew followed me to the basement where Dad had recently installed a theatre room. After two rounds of laughing through Bella’s Drunk Jenga game, something she picked up at parties she frequented, they declared me the winner, having successfully removed the most blocks while still having a full beer in front of me.

      We all lounged comfortably in Dad’s new theatre-style recliners, and settled on watching a movie while eating popcorn. Tony yawned and sprawled out, eventually startling us with loud snoring, like the acceleration of a motorcycle. We cracked up and tried not to wake him.

      Bella let out an exasperated sounding sigh. “WTF. My boyfriend sucks. Ugh, I’m bored with him.” She tossed her phone on the chair.

      “What’s going on, sweetie?” No matter what people said about sifting through the frogs to find the prince, the path proved challenging. And, knowing the guys—um, losers, in my honest opinion—Bella attracted, I hated hearing of yet another difficulty with boyfriend number, I think, seven? I had lost count since not living at home.

      “Who the hell in their right mind thinks it’s okay going out to dinner with a girl he claims is only a friend and sitting so close together? And please, I can tell from his Snapchat photos she was looking at him more than a friend. Her hand was even on his thigh. Bitch.” Picking up the phone, she leaned over and showed me her screen full of photos and, yep, looked a little more than friendly to me.

      I considered my little sis carefully. A rare beauty, with a more voluptuous build than Emily and me, and with bright blue eyes, men frequently noticed her in public. I mean, if a man enjoyed curves, he’d hit the jackpot with Bella. Her wild soul contained an edgier attitude than us, too, but it’s what made her unpredictable and sassy. “Have you ever sat down and made a list of what you want in a guy? Like seriously, if you could have the perfect guy for you, what would he have?”

      “Bulging muscles and a big you-know-what?” She quipped.

      “Well yeah, goes without saying.” I winked back at her. “But seriously, Bella, half the battle of finding someone who’s right for you is knowing what to look for. Think of all your boyfriends. What have you liked most? How did they treat you? Make a list of the best things and—”

      “Sheesh, is this another of your ‘what you think about, you bring about’ speeches? I get enough of that from Mom.” Her rolling eyes hid behind her phone again, scrolling mindlessly and avoiding any further conversation. A few minutes later, her thumbs were moving fast, and I stretched my neck to peek. She was making a list in her notes app. I glowered; it was a beautiful thing when my sisters listened to me.

      Barely tuning in as Emily and Hank talked about professors and classes and people at Boston University, I sat with my own worries about Bronson being in my house. His sleeping upstairs on the couch, where plenty of scenes of stolen kisses had taken place between us years ago, freaked me out. But he was the past, not the future, though the knowledge of him being here set me on edge like a firecracker about to explode. Why would he come here, on Christmas night of all nights?

      “. . . and another year after getting my engineering degree, I’ll finish up a master’s in sustainable architecture,” Hank said.

      “Impressive.” Emily batted her eyes at him.

      “Yeah. How about spring semester? What classes do you have? I’m not looking forward to Economics. I hear Professor Johnson is a real douche,” he shared.

      My ears perked up. “Is Johnson still teaching? Bronson and I met in his Econ class years ago.” And why did I dredge up the memory of my first time laying eyes on Bronson? I wasn’t helping myself.

      Emily sat straight up. “I’ll have Johnson on Wednesdays.”

      “Whoa, me too,” Hank exclaimed.

      “Shut up.” Emily reached out, slapping Hank’s thigh. “I’m so glad I’ll know someone in class to commiserate with. We’ll have to study together.”

      Was it me, or was there something interesting going on between Hank and Emily? I texted her a message.

      Me: Hank is a cutie pie, really sweet.

      Emily: <nose emoji>

      Well, at the moment, I conceded how difficult acknowledging Hank’s cuteness could be with his nose black and blue and twice its usual size. But what about the way Emily kept flipping her hair over and exposing her neck to the right side in view of Hank? A classic sign of flirtation if I’d ever seen one.

      After the movie, my sisters trudged upstairs to their rooms. It had been a long Christmas day. What started out with all the comforts of home for the holidays ended as if it were the last scene of a road trip movie with the guys stranded on our doorstep. I helped Hank with blankets and pillows, making sure they would be comfortable on the basement couches. Hank threw a blanket over Tony and his snoring ass. I held onto another blanket to put over Bronson when I went upstairs, which I was about to do, but Hank reached for me and brought me in for a hug. He’s so friendly and sweet.

      “Thanks again for taking us in. And for tonight, for entertaining us, and feeding us. I’m kind of grateful Bronson made us bring him out here.”

      I separated from him, but he held onto my hand. The way he glanced at me, silently asking if I wanted to take advantage of the fact we were the only two people awake in the house, I wished with all my might I could look at him the same. It had been a long time since I let any man look at me that way, and it wasn’t because Bronson had broken my heart. I had other priorities, like my career, and I had high expectations for any guy deserving of my time. It was something my mother instilled in me, and I tried passing it along to my sisters. Other than Bronson, no man had ever achieved what I asked of him—to be worthy of me. I doubted another man would. Although potentially I could mold Hank to be worthy of Emily someday.

      I dropped his hand with a smile. “If it gets too cold down here for you and Tony, there are more blankets in the trunk over in the corner. Good night Hank.” He didn’t seem upset, but it was hard to tell if his eyes drooped because of all the swelling in his face.

      I took the stairs to the kitchen and quietly left our dishes in the sink. I got myself a glass of water and took out a can of frozen orange juice concentrate, hoping it’d thaw overnight for breakfast. With the blanket still in hand, I knew I’d put off the last chore long enough.

      The thought of Bronson being so close, a mere ten feet away, lying on the couch, was too much for one mortal soul to handle. I fought with myself, scolding myself. Forget the blanket. Go up the stairs and lock myself away in my bedroom. But damn, the sound of his breathing hitting my eardrums, the memory of the warmth of his body with mine, sent me spinning out of control.

      Okay, one peek . . . I’d look over the edge of the couch, take one glance at him, and leave the blanket at his feet.

      I tiptoed over, but it turned into a prolonged stare at his boyish, sleeping face. Recalling the night when he’d fallen asleep with me in my twin bed upstairs, I had stared at his adorable face until I fell asleep, marveling that he was all mine.

      I moved to the front of the couch and left the blanket at his feet, then placed the softest peck on his forehead with my lips. The smell of him enveloped me and drew me in further as if I wanted to know the feel of his arms around me again.

      I didn’t need to open old wounds. I didn’t want to try again and risk being left heartbroken all over. But I ached for one touch from him. I could say I knew what he felt like now, and it would be enough. Then I could move on. I’d prove to myself I could work past any lingering lust for him.

      Slow, methodical movements helped me lean in. Almost lying along the edge of the cushions, the heat of him burned behind me, and when his heat took a slight chill off my heart, he put his arm around me. I froze, listening. His breathing remained even. Hoping he lingered still in a passed-out dream state, I allowed my body to relish how dang good it felt nestling together again.

      For a minute, a vision of a second chance romance shot like a meteor through my mind. We had been so good once before. Until we weren’t. And we couldn’t be again, because that was then. Before the accident, before everything that happened after . . . before he broke up with me and left my heart in little pieces on the floor.

      I parted from him without rustling him awake. I thought I heard him mumble my name. From his lips to my ears, it was too much.

      I made it up to my room and closed the door. But then there I was, sleeping upstairs, in my old bedroom, on the single bed where Bronson and I had made love for the first time. The entire house embodied the past and the present colliding, in a wrestling match for my heart. The whole situation remained awkward and wicked and made for one long night of tossing and turning.
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I Love You, Buddy

          Bronson

        

      

    

    
      She was in my arms. I heard her little snores, and they were so damn cute. I didn’t want to disturb her, but I curled my body around her, anyway. Carefully, because her twin-size bed was smaller than she and I together. I knew I should move to the couch before her parents woke up, but not yet. I wanted to linger in this moment.

      She didn’t need me. She was strong in where she was going with her life. But she let me spend time with her, like it was a gift being with her, and it was. She made me strive to be a better version of myself for her. I had to get creative with ways to spend time together, typical dating wouldn’t do. I took my time with her, gaining her trust, her love. And finally, last night, was the night Fate grants one time. I was lucky, and I didn’t dare let Fate down.

      I’d have waited another year for her, at least, until she decided I was the one she’d give herself to, but I didn’t have to wait another day. We both knew last night was the moment for us. And now this morning, I knew she was the only one for me. She’s mine, and I prayed I wouldn’t fuck this up.

      “Cassidy,” I whispered her name and tightened my arms around her. She awoke. She did a brief stretch against my body, then turned herself to me. Her sleepy eyes peered up at me like she didn’t know what to say after last night. But I did. I said the three words last night while we made love, but I needed her to hear it again this morning, so she knew it wasn’t because of sex, but because I truly did . . .

      “I love you . . .” I murmured. Hands shook me awake.

      “Oh. Uh . . . I guess I love you too, buddy, only in a father-son sort of way.” The unmistakable growly male voice of Sam Masters startled me awake, and I sat straight up. So many questions shot into my brain like darts seeking a bullseye. How did I get to Cassidy’s house and the Masters’ family couch? What am I doing here with Cassidy’s dad? And where can I find something to make this pain in my head go away?

      Sam shuffled to the picture window, then drew open the curtains, letting the light in. I could make out a gray, cloudy day once my hands shot up, shading my eyes from the light. He stood there, staunch in his dad-bod way, chuckling at whatever scene played before him. The bones and muscles in my body cursed me out for whatever I did to it yesterday as I sauntered over to the window.

      I glimpsed a beautiful sight of several inches of snow on the ground, like a crystal carpet. The three sisters bundled up in colorful wool, with scarves, mittens, and hats, and hid behind a garden wall, gathering snowballs. Tony and Hank, shivering in sweatshirts and slipping and sliding in their tennis shoes, strategized for the battle. The girls had the upper hand and threw their balls before the guys were ready. I would laugh at Cass nailing Hank on the side of the head with a ball of snow, but it would hurt my pounding head too much.

      “You want to join them? I can let you borrow a hat and gloves.”

      “No. But, um, do you mind if I shower?”

      Sam looked me up and down like he did on the first night I arrived on his doorstep to pick up his daughter for our official first date. “Sure. But one more thing. If you hurt my daughter this time . . .” He didn’t finish his sentence, and he didn’t have to. Mr. and Mrs. Masters had been like a Mom and Dad to me before the accident. I spent more time with them than with my family. They loved me back, but after the accident and the way I treated Cassidy—Sam had some harsh words for me back then, and rightfully so.

      I cleared my throat and then pretended to cough because the first words that dared to leave my mouth were about to be, I won’t hurt her this time. You have my word. I stopped myself. “I’m here to clear the air. Get closure. That’s all.”

      The bear of a man laughed at me, his belly shaking as if manufacturing the laugh took all the gas he had. “Oh, is that what you think you’re doing here?” He slapped my back in a rough, friendly way, almost sending me through the glass window. “Yeah, sure. Come on, I’ll get you a cup of coffee. You look like shit.” He headed into the kitchen and took a ceramic mug out of the cupboard. “After you shower, you can join me in the garage. We’ll work on the Mustang before you leave.”

      What? “Y-You still have the Mustang?”

      “Well, not the Mustang, no. The accident totaled the convertible, so I bought another one. A 1968 Fastback. She’s a beauty. Wait until you see her.”

      I shook my head and smiled at how some things never change. I thought of the hours he and I spent rebuilding the Mustang and all the conversations we had. We talked about things I thought a dad should with a son, things Buck Maxwell never did with me.

      A pang of guilt flashed through me. Did Sam know the truth? Had Cassidy come clean with her father? I searched his face, but found nothing showing he knew.

      Sam leaned forward as he put a mug of coffee in front of me. “Don’t worry, buddy, I got you covered. I’ll give you all the secrets about how to win back the love of a Masters woman.”

      Nancy Masters walked in then, looking five years older than I’d last seen her, but still a pretty sight, even with more wrinkles around her eyes. “I don’t know if I’d trust any wisdom from this man.” She teased and kissed her husband on the cheek. These two never failed to be the complete opposite of my own parents. She reached for my hand and squeezed it. “But I can tell you this; Cass hasn’t gotten over you. Which means there’s hope.”

      I didn’t know how to respond. I took the mug and drank down the coffee at the window while watching the crew outside.

      The guys had given up on the fight and made angels in the snow. The three sisters skated on the ice of the patio as if it were a rink. Emily slid down the ice like a white swan on glassed water, and Bella followed, stumbling over chipped ice.

      And there was Cassidy, twirling in the middle like the world revolved around her because it did. As a glorious sight for my eyes, awakening my sleepy heart and soul, she embodied the center of my universe gone missing all this time. And fuck me. I finally had to accept the truth of what was going on here. So much for only wanting closure. I wanted her back.

    

  







            13

          

          

      

    

    






The Man Cave

          Cassidy

        

      

    

    
      I pulled open the door to the garage from the kitchen. Dad had long ago taken it over as his man cave, leaving my mother’s car resting outside under a makeshift carport canopy. Mom teased him about it, but I knew she supported Dad’s mechanical hobbies by giving up the garage.

      “Is it safe to enter?” I froze at the top of the stairs. Before me I beheld a scene straight out of the past. My eyes immediately spotted Bronson, bent over the engine of the ’68 Mustang. He still looked damn good from behind in his Levi’s with a red towel hanging out of one back pocket.

      Back then, Bronson had instantly bonded with my dad, and working on the old Mustang while hanging out together had become a regular occurrence in our dating life. Just me, Bronson, and my dad. Mom confided in me once about how Dad believed Bronson was the son he never had. Or maybe it was more like a bromance? It was a tie between my dad and me, who was the most heartbroken when Bronson broke up with me.

      My eyes didn’t move from Bronson’s ass, and I almost tripped on the stairs, making one of my famous grand entrances. Thanks to a nervous laugh-snort escaping me, my awkwardness in this situation was a dead giveaway. Hank rushed over to help me with a perpetual goofy smile plastered on his face, like every other time I appeared in front of him. Tony and Bronson remained with their noses under the hood, taking more interest in solving some unknown mechanical mystery than in acknowledging my entrance.

      Dad looked irritated. I’d interrupted his male bonding time. It was no secret in our family how he longed for the day when his three girls would have fellows he could bond with over sports, beers, and classic cars. He wiped his hands on a towel. “Will you grab us some sodas?”

      I smiled, recalling the Christmas when my mom bought him his own mini-fridge so he could keep his greasy hands in the cave instead of mucking up her kitchen for a soda.

      I took out the bottles, three colas, a grape, and an orange, then looked around for the bottle opener. Not in the drawer, not on the workbench, not under the pile of grease-stained rags . . . Then a muscular arm entered my view, angling around me, and pulled off the bottle opener from a hook on the side of the mini-fridge. Bronson stood super close. His manly scent wafted into my nose. And his breath, with a familiar hint of Big Red gum, grazed across my neck when he said, “Looking for this?”

      He held the opener in front of me, and I turned toward him. The feel of him so near irritatingly set me on fire. For a brief count of one-Mississippi feeling like an eternity, our eyes locked, and our souls said, Oh. Hello again. His fingers brushing across my palm when he made the exchange of the opener from his hand to mine sent my heart racing at a pace I couldn’t keep up with. And then he left, back to the Mustang, the trail of his presence smoldering all around me.

      I leaned against the edge of the workbench as a crutch. Freaking hell, could I catch my breath already? The Ford Mustang horse emblem bottle opener Bronson gave Dad our first and only Christmas together stared at me from the palm of my hand. It dared me to wrap my hand around the cold steel in my grasp because my body burned on fire.

      The situation worsened by recalling that Christmas, when Bronson had been all mine. His gift to me of love, a pure first love. And now, experiencing all the other Christmases without our love was the most horrible joke of all. I attempted all sorts of distractions each holiday to forget the unsatisfied ache in my soul. But how could I find another man, someone like Bronson, to fill the void he left behind? I’d asked myself that same question repeatedly, arriving at the same answer every year; it was impossible. I gave up.

      I popped off the bottle caps and hid the opener in a drawer where I wouldn’t face the torture of its memory again.

      I delivered Bronson’s bottle last. He smiled after tasting a big gulp of the grape soda. “You remembered my favorite.”

      I did. Most things about us I had never forgotten, but I wouldn’t admit it. I moved away to the other side of the garage, away from him, forcing my fluttering stomach and shaking hands to focus on the basics. Put the bottle to your lips. Take a drink. Swallow. Put it down . . . Be strong.

      We all found a wall or a workbench to lean against and drank our sodas in silence, not looking at each other because the elephant in the room was too big. I almost left.

      Dad chugged the rest of his soda. “You know what would be swell with these? Brownies. Let’s go make some.”

      I rolled my eyes because Dad couldn’t be more transparent. Living with four women in the house, brownies had been his excuse as a man to get out of tough conversations for as long as I remembered. First menstruation? Brownies. First date? Brownies. First guy to break your heart? Brownies, plus his oversized, bear-like shoulder to cry on. My sisters and I lucked out in the dad department.

      Tony followed Dad into the house, then came back and grabbed Hank, who hadn’t gotten the hint. They left me and Bronson. Alone. In the man cave. In front of the Mustang. When we had the old Mustang, Bronson and I would sneak into the backseat to make out sometimes. I’d bet the new Mustang’s backseat would be as comfortable with Bronson. Oh God, the entire garage had nothing but wonderful memories of him.

      I should suggest a neutral location to talk with Bronson, because this garage had Fate written all over it.

      “Go for a walk with me?” I suggested. At thirty degrees outside with snow on the ground, I couldn’t think of another place where memories didn’t exist.
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Neutral Location

          Bronson

        

      

    

    
      This morning the sun shone brightly in a blue sky with amnesia for the storm from yesterday. It glistened on the snow-covered tree limbs, making quick work out of melting the snow away, bringing back proper balance to the weather on Cape Cod.

      It was still cold outside, and the crisp air served as a sharp reminder to my heart and body to stay out of this conversation so my brain could do all the talking.

      I followed Cassidy in search of privacy, our options limited to the beach, street, or house. Two of those held too many memories for me, an enormous distraction from the conversation I needed to have with her.

      We strolled along on the sidewalk, slowly picking our way around icy spots. Calling forth anything as a good opening proved tricky now, being next to her. The light from the sun glittered in the snow like a photo filter illuminating her face. My throat almost clenched, and I spat out the first thing I could think of.

      “So, how’s it been, working in the marketing department?” That was a good opening. It kept things professional to start. Shit, why was I so nervous about this?

      She appeared relieved for the opening. “I’ve learned so much. It’s been a wonderful experience. I like my coworkers. Matilda is—interesting for a boss.”

      Matilda. I flinched. She was a problem I would have to deal with, but first things first with Cassidy. “Do you mind telling me why you’re working at Chick In Bun? Considering the way we left things between us back then, I would think it would be the last place you’d want to work.” As the youngest CEO of a major corporation, I’d faced insane professional challenges rising through the ranks every day. Yet standing in front of Cassidy proved more intense than it should be, my hands sweated worse than when I gave my first presentation to the board of directors.

      She chewed her cheek before answering, looking nervous herself. “Believe me, I didn’t intend to work there at first. I went on interview after interview all over the city while waitressing, but people kept telling me I didn’t have enough experience. I almost gave up until this job came along.”

      “What if my parents or Kelly had seen you? Without me there protecting you, I don’t know what they might have done. And now they know you’re there.”

      “I don’t need protection. Besides, I figured it was a big enough company where I could fly under the radar long enough to gain experience. Let me guess. They want me fired?”

      I didn’t want to worry her about it. No matter what happened between us, I would protect her like I had an innate watchdog, only for her. “For what it’s worth, I don’t have a problem with you working there. As long as you do your job and you’re not uncomfortable about us, or with me being around, I’ll do what I can for you. I could plan for you to move into another department until the marketing launch is over. If you want.”

      “No. I’ve worked hard to be where I am, and I don’t deserve to be moved.” She placed a hand on my arm and stopped walking. Even through my coat sleeve the energy hummed between us. “Bronson, can we stop doing this, putting off what needs to be said? I’m tired. I didn’t sleep well last night. It’s cold out here, and I’d like to get back into the house.”

      Did she think she was the only one experiencing difficulty processing things right now? “Yeah, well, it’s been a taxing couple of days for me, too. I didn’t expect to come back to Boston and run into my ex.”

      “Ouch. That hurts, but I guess I’m not surprised.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s too bad things had to end the way they did, is all. We could have ended as friends, at least.”

      “What do you expect me to say to that, Cass?” This conversation didn’t go the way I expected. Not at all.

      She backed up, shock registering on her face. “I don’t know, Bronson. You’re the one dredging up the past. Oh, let’s see, maybe you could start with all the things you forgot to say when you left for Europe? You gave me a simple ‘We’re done. I’m leaving. Goodbye.’ A little more discussion might have been nice.”

      My breath puffed out in a cloud. “I was an ass back then, okay? There, I admit it. I shouldn’t have treated you the way I did. But you know how my parents had wormed their way into my life. Which is no excuse because as much as I want to blame them—I was the one who let them take control of my life. They didn’t force me to work in London. I willingly went, too broken to fight for myself.”

      I dared tread the blue of her eyes, which were wet, but probably from the cold air hitting them. Or maybe I took it as a good sign she showed a vulnerable side right now. Someone like my dad might see this as weak, diving deeper and matching her level of openness, but I had to go there and lay everything out on the table.

      Her lips were trembling, reaching for something to say, but I couldn’t let her speak yet.

      “Look. Don’t interrupt me, okay? I need to get some things off my chest.” I brought my hands to my mouth and blew into them, then shoved them into my pockets as I plunged ahead, letting it all out in a rush.

      “I should have told everyone the truth about the accident, about how it was me behind the wheel, drunk while driving. Letting you shoulder it all was a shitty thing for me to do. But I was so stunned then pissed when I woke up in the hospital a few days later and found out you told everyone it was you behind the wheel and not me. I couldn’t believe you did that for me. And the longer I let people believe you were at fault, the harder it was for my pride to admit what I’d done.”

      “It was no big deal—”

      “It was a big deal to me, Cassidy. I fucked up. My entire world crumbled around me, between the surgeries on my hand, therapy, the end of my baseball career, and the constant pressure from my parents. They wouldn’t let us spend time together at the hospital, if you recall.”

      “I tried to see you every day.” She swiped at a tear.

      “I know, baby. You were there for me, the best girlfriend, as always. You were so patient with me.” I sure as hell didn’t mean for this conversation to get so emotional, but it did. “And when we had time together, I was horrible to you. It was like the more my guilt grew, the madder I got, and the more we argued, the more it made me want to push you away. I’m surprised you didn’t break up with me.”

      I took a deep breath, waiting to see how she reacted.

      She stared down at the snow, digging in it with the toe of her shoe. “We were young, and it was a messed up situation for us both. It wasn’t fair, but it happened.”

      “Maybe so, but also . . . I’m sorry.”

      Her head popped up. “Say again?”

      I chuckled. “I’m sorry, Cassidy. There were many things I said and did toward the end. I wish I could take it all back.”

      Her face right now—this was what I hoped for, the satisfaction of knowing she understood my heart after all this time. “It means a lot to me, Bronson, hearing you say all of this.”

      “And, by the way, I also told my dad the truth yesterday. I stood up to him.”

      My parents’ dislike for Cassidy had been the major sticking point of our relationship. They were asshole snobs who thought she would never be good enough for me, but in truth, I had to work hard to be good enough for her. She did nothing to deserve their hate while we were dating, but their hate sure grew after the accident. They still pissed me off for their pretentious ways, and, well, for everything.

      Her eyes doubled in size. “Really? Bronson, that’s huge. I told my family the truth a few years ago, too.”

      “Shit. Your dad must think I’m a fuckup for not owning up back then. I’m surprised he let me crash here last night.”

      “Are you kidding? He understands how things were for us back then. Besides, you hung the moon for my dad.” We both chuckled knowing it for the truth.

      A lighter mood and spirit came over me, like I had a fifty-pound dumbbell removed from my chest. Years of agonizing over the way we’d left things, now gone. Closure was good and it was better than any therapy. And fuck, I wanted to reach for her. I wanted reassurances from her for what? That we’d be friends? What was possible at this point?

      “Thanks, Bronson, for admitting all of this. It helps.” Her eyes softened.

      My need for holding her became unbearable. I reached my hands out across the three feet between us, but she stiffened and turned to walk back home.

      “We should get back. But I’m glad we talked.”

      I should feel more pleased, shouldn’t I? Didn’t I get everything off my chest?

      By the time we arrived back at the house, I understood. I wanted the world to stop and to go another round with Cassidy. If we walked around the block in a counterclockwise motion, could we push time back for a do-over?

      Hank and Emily had finished shoveling the snow from the walkway to the house. Then he proved the immature kid he still was by throwing snow in Emily’s face. She screamed and chased him around the side of the house.

      I shook my head because he would never learn. “Nice way to impress Emily, dickhead.”

      Tony leaned against the car. “Dude, we need to get back. Mama Amato has been texting us like crazy, wondering where we are.”

      Hank reentered the picture and grabbed Cassidy up, twirling her around with her feet off the ground. Her shrieks and chuckles put joy in the air. For one moment, she looked happy. He did that for her, gave her a happy moment, while a sharp pang swept through me, wishing I’d put a smile on her face.

      “I’ll text you,” Hank said with a wink.

      My voice came out sounding aggravated as hell. “All right, break it up already. Let’s go, asshat.” Hank and Tony got into the car when Sam and Nancy came out of the house.

      I inspected the contents of the brown bag Nancy handed me. “Warm blueberry muffins for the trip home, dear.” She kissed my cheek. “And thank you for playing with my husband today. It’s rare he gets to spend time with actual men in his man cave.”

      I shook hands with Sam, but we exchanged no words. One look at him told me he choked up, and I could easily join him in tears, too. Was this it? Was I never going to see Sam, Cassidy, or any of them again? Sam pulled me in for a brief man-hug with a slap on the back. His husky arms wrapped around me like a weighted blanket, pulled into his chest and protected from the world. I sensed he wanted to say something like, Love you, man. Come over some time to help me with the Mustang. But would it be too awkward for his daughter to have her ex remain best buddies with her dad?

      I couldn’t remember the last time my dad had hugged me, so I stayed in Sam’s hug until Nancy pulled him away. I hoped Sam wouldn’t be an emotional wreck after this, and I hoped I wouldn’t either.

      Cassidy followed me down the sidewalk to the waiting car. “I’m sorry we crashed here last night, but I enjoyed today. Being here with you and your family—I miss this. Is there any chance for us to try again?”

      “Oh,” she said. She looked at the ground. She looked at the neighbor’s house. Anywhere but at me.

      It was total agony waiting for her answer, willing her to say Yes instead of Hard pass as she wavered in the middle like riding on the top of a fence. Which side would she jump to? If she was on Team Bronson, could I handle loving her again? Absolutely. Could I handle feeling her body wrapped with mine again? Hell yes, I could. Would I break her heart again? No fucking way. Given the chance, I’d go to the ends of the earth to keep her mine forever this time.

      She finally chose a side. Team Cassidy. “Bronson, I think it’s best if we keep things professional between us. See you at the office, okay?”

      It wasn’t the side of the fence I expected her to land on. She let me down easily from the tone of her voice, but I swear I saw a shadow of hurt still in her eyes. Maybe I deserved that from her. Then again, maybe I didn’t.

      No matter her decision, something in her eyes made me want to hug her in the worst way and fuck the coward in me. This time my arms reached for her and pulled her close. She might have been stiff at first, but then there it was—the moment she melted into me, giving in to me, her arms tightening around me. We locked in a hug with no words, only shadows of the past, and I relished in it until she stiffened and pushed away, taking a few steps back, shoving her hands into her back pockets. Leaving me empty.

      Maybe I needed to concede. Remind myself that I was only there to get closure, tell myself a do-over was only a dream, admit there was nothing left to salvage. Maybe she won.

      Professional, right? I hoped my pulse would stop quickening when looking at her, because I was about to see her daily at work with no way to avoid her. And eating at the edges of my thoughts about her were images of anything but professional.

      “Yes. Okay. See you Monday.” Her nod told me we had reached a mutual understanding.

      It felt good to lay it all on the table.

      We closed the door to the past.

      We moved on.

      Or not.

      For me, the window cracked a little when the door shut, but it would not be enough. I wanted to crash a baseball through the glass, letting in all the air and light so she’d see what existed between us before still beat as steady and strong. I wanted her to climb through the window and land right into my patiently waiting arms.
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The Box

          Cassidy

        

      

    

    
      I rented the smallest bedroom from Maddie, but it had the largest closet, almost a walk-in by apartment standards. Inside, I could close the door and reach my arms in three directions for anything hanging. I paid Maddie a little extra each month for it, but it was totally worth it. Thanks to organizers from the Closet Store, this space held all the stuff from my life, including the Madden Girl shoebox containing the remaining memories of my former life with Bronson. I knew where it lived, on the top shelf, in the back, under a bunch of other stuff, conveniently hidden from my view yet gnawing at my subconscious day after day. Anyone else wouldn’t see it there.

      I had ignored the box for years. But after Bronson apologized for the past, I couldn’t stop thinking about its contents.

      Taking it down proved a chore requiring a step stool and shifting around a quilt my mother made me, a set of hot rollers, three handbags, and a pair of boots, but I managed. Until my feet slipped off the stool.

      “Ouch!” Ten things landed on top of me, but I still held my tight grip on the dang shoebox. Which meant my hands didn’t protect my landing on the floor. Good to know my priorities.

      Maddie came charging into my room. “Are you okay?” She helped me up, pulling at my elbows. And I still hung onto the box like my life would end without it.

      Not until I saw Maddie’s red eyes had I realized she’d been crying. “No, I’m most definitely not all right. And back at you. Are you okay?”

      She nodded yes. “No.” She sank to the floor and started sobbing.

      I joined her there, finally releasing my grip on the past and placing the box to the side. I hated seeing her crying, and gathered my arms around her. As the waves of sobs stopped shaking her shoulders and she recovered, I prodded her to tell me everything.

      “My grandmother has pneumonia. I visited her in the nursing home two days ago for Christmas, and she was wheezing. The nurses assured me she was on medicine and would be fine, so I drove back here. But now her doctor called and told me she was critical.”

      “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry for the news.” I grabbed tissues from my nightstand and slunk back on the floor next to her.

      “I can’t stop thinking about her. Now I don’t know if I should drive back to be with her or not. Daniel has been the sweetest, offering to drive me to New York City, to pay for a hotel, whatever I need. The man is so good to me.”

      I met her boyfriend, Daniel, a few times, an older and sexy as hell lawyer who sort of took Maddie under his wing and fell in love with her. If it wasn’t for him, Maddie might not have landed this amazing apartment, and we might not have become roommates, then friends. I thank him every time I see him.

      “Well, you know what I think. You are very lucky to have landed such a hottie who adores you and would do anything for you.” I could tell right away, the first time I saw him and Maddie together, how much chemistry existed between them. Hotter than an explosion in a science lab. But man, he took his sweet time committing. Once he did, they were almost inseparable.

      “He would, and I love him for it.” She smiled through the tears. “I can’t help thinking the worst, though. Without my Grandma, if something happened to her, I would be all alone, Cass.”

      “No sweetie, you wouldn’t. You have Daniel, Lily, and me. We aren’t going anywhere. We will always be here for you. Best of friends.” We hugged again. “I hope you know once someone enters my life, it’s hard for me to let them go. You’re never getting rid of me.”

      “Oh, well, maybe the same holds true for Bronson?”

      I pulled away. “I’m not so sure.”

      “Anyway, I’m going to call the doctor again in a while and find out how Grandma’s doing before I make a decision about driving back.” Maddie nodded at my shoebox. “Okay. Now you. What’s in the box?”

      I brought it over between my legs. “It’s stupid. A bunch of memories of Bronson. I don’t even know why I kept this stuff all this time.”

      “I know why. He was a significant part of your life for a while. So you held onto some things. It’s understandable. But why are you breaking this out now?”

      I had questioned why, after all this time. The contents inside could put an already delicate situation with Bronson into another realm. But something about his coming clean to his father, and apologizing to me, made me long for a cleansing, too.

      “I guess I’m a sentimental person and have a hard time getting rid of anything.”

      “You want me to go through this stuff with you or leave you alone?”

      “Stay. In a minute, I might need emotional support.”

      I rolled my neck, cracked my knuckles, and took a deep breath, then plunged in. The lid came off. Turning it in my hands, my unmistakable handwriting with the extra flourishes appeared, my hearts on the i’s, swirly crosses on the t’s, and flowers drawn all over. I wrote Mrs. Bronson Maxwell fifty different ways in at least six colors. I must have had more time on my hands back then, because this amount of artistic scribbling didn’t happen on a whim.

      “This is Bronson, from the night I got the Slugger tattoo. We look so—”

      “In love?” She supplied.

      It kind of shocked me, seeing it immortalized in a snapshot after all this time.

      Maddie took it and gave it a thorough exam. “Aw. You two made a gorgeous couple. And with Slugger permanently etched on your body, you might as well be with him.”

      I nabbed the photo out of her hands and put it behind me. “That’s not helping. And if you can’t behave, then you can go,” I warned.

      Maddie laughed, and I reached in for the next item. His brown cashmere scarf. My hands adored the fabric, soft and aging with time. I brought it to my nose and inhaled the smell of him, still present even now, his cologne a faint scent but filled with vivid scenes of Bronson wearing it the entire winter we were together.

      I passed it to Maddie, and she smelled it. “Mm. Bronson smells scrumptious.” She took the scarf and wrapped it around my neck. I didn’t flinch. My cheeks didn’t flush with the cashmere brushing against them, and the hairs on my arms didn’t stand at attention from the zing zapping through my body. It didn’t make me miss him at all. And I was totally lying to myself.

      Moving on, because if Maddie weren’t here with me, I’d crawl into a little ball on my bed with the scarf wrapped around my neck and breathe in his essence all night.

      She set aside the BU baseball cap and the signed baseball. She didn’t touch his old toothbrush, but raised her eyebrows at it. Under the scarf, laid a bag of movie tickets and concert tickets and brochures to all the dates he took me on. I will concede he took me to quite a few. Bronson Maxwell worked hard to treat me well back then.

      “Wow, the man enjoyed taking you out, and from the look at the prices on these stubs, he enjoyed spending money on you.” Her eyes bugged out. “Three thousand dollars for a pair of front row seats at a Metallica concert with backstage passes?”

      I shook my head. “He bid and won it from a charity auction. All wonderful memories for sure, but my favorite was simply hanging out with him, especially at my parents’ place. Being with him meant everything.” I would not cry. Oh, shoot. I already sensed the wetness overtaking my eyeballs.

      Maddie reached in the box, pulling out the next batch of items I kept.

      “This was his prized collection of rare baseball cards. He was nuts about this collection. Wouldn’t let anyone touch them and spent money on autographed cards, protected behind clear covers and only handled with white gloves. With the Maxwells’ money, he could buy rare cards, and he also had a connection with someone who would find the rarest cards on the market for him.”

      I watched her handling them, but I couldn’t touch the cards while she inspected each one. “Oh. My. God. A Mickey Mantle? Willie Mays? Girl, you could have sold these cards ages ago and made a fortune. You could sell them today.” She took out her phone and Googled the value of a Satchel Paige rookie card, and I swear her face turned white.

      “These are worth a small fortune.”

      “I know. Bronson was so obsessed with these cards, and if it was possible to be jealous of them, then yeah, I was sometimes.”

      Maddie finally reached the bottom of the box, to my personal rock bottom of guilt lying in wait. “What is this?” She dumped all the pieces onto the floor. Like a puzzle, Maddie fit the pieces together, as if magically creating a ticket that would undo the past five years and send me on a ride back in time with Bronson again.

      “A Babe Ruth card—and torn to shreds? Did you rip up a Babe Ruth? Cass! Collectors would kill you, and even Babe Ruth would turn over in the grave seeing this.”

      “A 1933 Babe Ruth worth half a million dollars? You think I’d do a thing like that? No, it wasn’t me. It was some maniacal girl the night Bronson broke up with her who took all her vengeance against him out on this card.” Yes, I tore it up. Not in half and in half again, but tiny little pieces. Maybe the exact number of pieces of my heart he left on the floor.

      “I figured he’d find out, and he’d look through his collection one day, noticing these were missing. He’d put two and two together and come after me for the cards. Then I would lash out at him and tell him everything I should have said the day he left me. I was so stunned the day Bronson had broken up with me, I threw a pillow at him and didn’t know what to say. So instead, I said it to Babe Ruth’s face as I tore it to shreds.”

      “Oh, Cass, I’m sorry you went through that pain.” She reached for the last puzzle piece and found the place for it, looking confused. “There’s one piece missing in the bottom right-hand corner.”

      We searched for the box. We got up, brushed off our clothes, and scoured the floor. Not another piece in sight. “I must have thrown it out or vacuumed it up back then.”

      Maddie ran to the kitchen and returned with tape and a piece of paper. She transferred the puzzle pieces to the paper and made the card look whole again, except for the missing corner. I knew it bugged the heck out of her logical, symmetrical mind with one piece long gone.

      “Well, I guess when I show this to Bronson, he might blow a gasket.”

      “What? Cass, I’d think twice, if I were you. This could totally upset the balance of your fate with him. Who knows what he’ll do when he sees what you did to this card.”

      Forget our fate. There was Karma to consider, and I was a firm believer in that bitch. “No, I’m showing him. I’ve carried around this guilt about it all these years. Now Bronson and I are on good terms, and since he apologized to me, I need to come clean about this.”

      I made my mind up. And nothing Maddie said for the rest of the night could change it.

      Sleeping all night with his fragrant, velvety scarf still wrapped around my body, I swear the ghosts of Fate and Karma both visited me in my dream. I woke up, still unconvinced by Fate’s involvement, but I did not need Karma haunting me.
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The Mess of Matilda

          Bronson

        

      

    

    
      Cassidy plagued my mind when I cut myself shaving, when I overfilled my coffee mug, and when I stopped at a green light and endured the jack-offs with horns honking behind me. And Matilda was the furthest thing from my thoughts when I walked into my new makeshift office in the marketing department’s boardroom.

      The sight of the vice president of marketing sitting on my chair with her back to the door and her feet up on my credenza irritated me. Shit. Through Christmas and making up with Cassidy, I forgot about the hot mess of Matilda.

      “Ahem. Can I help you?”

      She turned around, smiling and holding my Boston U baseball MVP of the Year award. “Welcome home, Slugger.”

      “Don’t fucking call me that.” As if not irritating enough to contend with first thing this morning, she used a nickname Cassidy claimed long ago, and I had allowed no one else to use it since.

      She crossed the room to me, running a hand down her smooth black mane of hair then traced the length of her torso and curves, smoothing her black dress. “Someone’s in a mood.”

      I avoided her advances when she came too close. “Let’s keep things professional.”

      I had no intentions of starting things up with her again. There had been a time when Matilda was useful, coming off my frustration from breaking up with Cassidy and moving across the ocean to London. When I began work at Chick In Bun International, the advances of the older woman had been flattering and exactly what I needed, a good distraction, avoiding all thoughts of breaking up with Cassidy. When Matilda got the promotion to VP of U.S. Marketing and left London, I moved on. Period.

      “I thought I made it clear this was over long ago,” I grumbled at her, but she still took up space in front of me. I also couldn’t forget the week-long corporate retreat for the executives in New York City two years ago and the shenanigans she pulled, all attempts at getting me in bed with her. Had I known she would become an obsessive witch over the years, I would have warned my younger self against her. She was an attractive woman, in a high-maintenance, fatal attraction sort of way. But she didn’t do it for me.

      I set my things on the desk and started taking items out of the storage boxes. I had my stuff from London delivered here to the marketing department boardroom while my office on the top floor underwent renovations. The decision had nothing to do with Cassidy.

      “You can’t be serious? Admit it, we had fun fucking around when you first landed in London.”

      “That was then.”

      “But this is now. And here we are, together again.” She placed the MVP award on my desk, leaning over on purpose and showing her cleavage. I ignored the way she trailed a finger along the neckline of her exposed cleavage. The only neckline I wanted gaping at me was Cassidy’s, until then my eyes averted. “Don’t you think we can explore a more exclusive arrangement? You’re back in Boston now and I could be very good company”

      I huffed, moving the MVP award back into the box. “When I said we’re done, I meant it. Now, if you don’t mind, I think we both have work to do.”

      Taking out the binder of Tater Spud acquisition marketing ideas from my bag, I pointed. “I read through these, and none of them captured the essence I expected for the acquisition launch. Gather your team together this morning and start over. I want fresh ideas by the end of the day.”

      “You cannot be serious. We don’t have time. The launch is set for Valentine’s Day. The video team we hired is beginning production next week.”

      I bailed on the conversation, holding the door open for her. “Don’t waste time here then.”

      Storming out of my makeshift office, Matilda yelled at an intern who approached her for a signature on something. After she slammed her office door, I regretted the decision to locate my office down the hall from her. This was exactly the shit show I didn’t need on my first morning there. What I needed was a triple-shot espresso.

      Cassidy suddenly appeared by my side, two coffee cups in hand, both emblazoned with the Starbucks logo. “That must have been a fun conversation.” She handed me one cup.

      “What’s this?” I sipped. Ah, the unmistakable taste of strong espresso.

      She shrugged. “A peace offering. Welcome back.”

      I jolted, not from the triple shot entering my bloodstream but from a scream and a crash sounding from Matilda’s office. “What the . . .?'

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t go in there if I were you. Matilda’s wrath is something we all try avoiding around here. But hey, you do you, Bronson. Maybe you’ll have better luck with her than the rest of us.”

      More crashes came from Matilda’s office, and I made a mental note to speak with HR later about her. We didn’t need an executive here throwing a tantrum. How unprofessional and rude.

      Cassidy walked away, taking up residence at her desk directly in the line of sight from my makeshift boardroom office. Okay, so the decision to locate here may have some perks after all. If I could handle the wrath of Matilda, at least the sight of Cassidy would make it all worthwhile.

      The first morning of seeing the former love of my life sitting twenty feet away from me weakened my knees right along with my senses because out of fifty women on this floor, my nose picked out her vanilla citrus scent. I knew her perfume well since I was the one who bought her the first bottle of it. I chose it in particular because it embodied her. Vanilla for sweetness, and citrus for the sunshine she brought into people’s lives.

      Like she did mine. Back then.

      I found it curious now. She wanted things professional between us, yet she brought me my favorite coffee and wore the perfume I gave her. My gut told me she was lying to herself about us.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Three video conference calls, two long logistics meetings, one media interview, another grueling strategy meeting with Dad, and ten hours later, my first official day as CEO was over. I still hadn’t heard from Matilda with the new marketing plan, and I was too busy to follow up through the day. I rapped on her door, hoping she would have better ideas and not throw something at my head.

      Her face lifted when she saw me, no trace of disappointment from earlier. In fact, a smile plastered across her face. “I was about to come see you. I think I have a winning idea.” She spread out storyboards across her desk, facing me.

      Relieved at finding her mood changed, I studied the boards. “Hm. Not this one, too silly. And this one doesn’t grab me.” I picked up the last set.

      The storyboard showed a potato character and a chicken sandwich character falling in love. The drawings depicted how they met through a dating app, went through a few humorous dating situations, and finally sat on a couple’s couch sharing their new relationship status. Exactly what I hoped for.

      “Yes. This is it. This has the voice, the modern feel, the humor, appealing to young and old alike. Excellent. Your team did outstanding work. By noon tomorrow, I’ll need a full-scale execution plan on my desk.”

      She took on a smug tone. “You were right about my other ideas, they stunk, but I knew this one was perfect when I designed it.”

      “This is yours? I’m impressed. You have a trained eye for what this campaign needs. I wouldn’t expect anything less given your years of experience. I’ll need full graphic mockups tomorrow as well. Nice job, Matilda.”

      “Thank you. I’ll have the production company get started immediately.” She came around the front of her desk and sat her right buttock on the edge near me.

      I took out my phone then bolted toward the door. When would Matilda get the hint I wanted nothing more to do with her?

      By ten that night, I finished and longed to curl up in bed and sleep for twenty-four hours. My feet dragged as I crossed to the third floor elevators. I should have hit the gym on the way home, but I easily talked myself out of it. When I passed by Cassidy’s desk the faint scent of her lingered as though she spritzed the perfume on her desk for my pleasure. I stopped. What possessed me to pull out her desk chair and sit, I didn’t know, but maybe the way her back was to me all day, or the way my ears listened for every sound or laugh. I looked over the contents of her desktop as it was more intimately familiar with her than me right now.

      A montage of fun family photos displayed in a single frame occupied the place of honor next to her company laptop. The largest photo I recognized, an unmistakable, nostalgic memory from the beach at Cape Cod. I had taken the photo. I leaned in closer and looked into her eyes, squinting at me from a younger, happier face. But that was then. The only thing I could do now was go on and make the best of the situation. The best I could hope for was remaining friends. What were the odds of a second chance, zero to none? On second thought, the photo was nothing but an unpleasant reminder to me of how someone else would be in her future taking photos and putting a sparkle in her eyes. Even worse, if it ended up being Hank. I snorted at the thought.

      I stood up, leaving her desk behind, when something else jumped out at me. My name appeared on the edge of a piece of pink paper under a folder. I pulled it out and stared. Not one name, but a lot of my name written all over a piece of paper and in various forms. Mrs. Bronson Maxwell. Cassidy Maxwell. Cassidy Masters-Maxwell. Mrs. Maxwell, along with various doodles of hearts and flowers bordering scribbled notes from some marketing meeting. I smiled, recalling her college notebooks filled with doodles and drawings, although the business side of me wondered why my company paid her to doodle like this all day. The sad ex-boyfriend side of me kidnapped the paper and put it in my wallet for keeps.

      Was it a sign? So much for keeping things professional. Looks like I wasn’t the only one wanting more than closure. But would Cassidy ever admit it? And how could I break down her walls?
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Babe Ruth in Bits

          Cassidy

        

      

    

    
      Walking into the Chick In Bun building, my eyes immediately floated up to the life-sized painting of the Maxwell’s that I always avoided. I stopped and examined it, forcing employees arriving for work to dodge me on their way across the lobby. The gold-framed portrait of Bronson and his family held court over the comings and goings of the corporation. His face reminded me of the guy I knew back in college, painted before the accident when his hair curled on the ends and bleached golden from the beach sun. His youthfulness had no clue his life would change by meeting me.

      While holding the Madden shoebox of memories in front of me containing his precious taped-up baseball card, the painted Bronson chastised me with his acrylic cyan-blue orbs, warning me this plan of mine wasn’t a good idea. But I held the box tighter, committed to my resolve, and continued to my desk.

      After tucking my bag away in my desk drawer, I marched to the boardroom with the box. I knocked, then knocked again. The door flung open.

      “Hi.” Bronson had the boardroom phone in one hand, resting the receiver on his shoulder and stretching the cord as far as it would go, while the other hand managed his mobile phone with his thumb, texting fast. “Can I help you?”

      My resolve lost every nerve, and I backed up. “Um, I can see you're busy. I had some things to give you, but I’ll come back.”

      “Stop right there. Now’s good, come in.”

      I stepped past him into the boardroom and waited while he wrapped up his calls. He had taken over the entire back wall of the room, filling bookshelves with binders of reports and knickknacks from across the globe. My eyes landed on one item I wouldn’t have classified as a knickknack.

      The MVP trophy, a relic from the past, sat alone on the credenza behind his desk.

      I remembered I had signed my card to Bronson, Love and kisses to my Slugger, and had given it to him that night at the party where everyone celebrated with him. He was the man every guy wanted to be, the jock with the girlfriend, the slugger with a one-way ticket into the MLB, the winner of the Boston U MVP award, and the breaker of a college baseball record. But later in the evening, he’d be the guy who’d lost everything. One horrible car accident was all it took. Fate was so cruel.

      I chewed on my cheek and averted my eyes because this wasn’t the best timing for clouds to roll in as Bronson came up behind me.

      “Hello again. How are you, Cassidy?” Without a shift of my head, I knew how close he stood to me. The smell of his cinnamon breath wafted forward as my eyes glimpsed a pack of Big Red on his desk. I recalled the packs of it he’d buy before every ball game. Some things never change. But this was now, and this was my life, not a painting in front of me or a memory I could avoid.

      I turned with the box still in hand, the width of the box the only distance between us. If he had been any other corporate manager, I might have called this sexual harassment, or at least an invasion of space, but the twitching of my thighs liked his closeness.

      In the flesh, his eyes were azure, with raw emotion penetrating my thoughts. I should have been uncomfortable with the intrusion, but I was far from it.

      “Can I help you?”

      I recalled my purpose. “I have some things for you. But now that I’m standing here . . . It’s silly, a waste of your time. After all, you have a company to run.” I scurried around him.

      He caught my arm, and this time I wished he wouldn’t remove it because I liked the heat radiating from his palm. I knew other places that liked being heated by his gliding palms. His eyes told me the same because I watched them, those blue devils raking down to my chest and back up. The faint growl escaping from his throat made my skin heat like velvet on fire, burning every inch of my being.

      “B-box,” I whispered. It was enough to snap us both out of the momentary trance, a few seconds of letting the past enter.

      He dropped my arm and took a few steps back. “What is it?” His voice changed, coming out dark and husky. I knew his sounds. I had heard them in my ears our first time together and in my dreams every night since.

      I cleared my throat. Enough of that. I came to slam the door on the past, so I put the box on a chair and pulled out each item, dropping them on the boardroom table.

      “Your scarf. Your toothbrush. The first baseball cap you ever gave me.”

      He took the cap and played it over in his hands.

      “Your first signed baseball. The stubs and tickets to everything we ever did . . .” I left those in the box.

      He picked through the items. A half-smile rose to his lips. “You kept all of this? Why?” He eyed the toothbrush and looked at me with eyebrows raised. “Did you brush with this since? And the cap and ball, all of it, you don’t have to return. Wait, maybe I’ll keep the ball if you don’t mind.”

      “Okay, Slugger,” I agreed. His head snapped to mine. Oh boy, I hadn’t used my nickname for him in so long. I needed to get on with this. I swallowed hard and bolstered my nerves.

      “Bronson, let me preface this final item by reminding you how things had deteriorated so badly between us. And the day you left, I was so hurt, as you know, and I wanted to lash out at you for everything. What you don’t know is . . .”

      In slow motion, I pulled out the Babe Ruth special card. No longer worth a half-million dollars, torn into shreds and taped back together with one corner missing. I held it out to him and closed my eyes, protecting against what would surely be his fury.

      I waited.

      Nothing.

      I opened one eye to peek at him.

      His face donned a dazzling smile, splitting from ear to ear.
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Priceless

          Bronson

        

      

    

    
      Seeing Babe Ruth reduced to pennies was not for the faint of heart baseball fan or for me. I’m surprised I didn’t fall to pieces, knowing this world existed with one less perfect, coveted, rare baseball card. Once, the card had been worth a small fortune, but now it wasn’t, which didn’t phase me. Well, not entirely.

      What bothered me was that I had driven Cassidy to this extreme because of my complete assholery. She hadn’t deserved my shitty treatment for being an amazing girlfriend back then. Staying with me in the hospital when my parents allowed her to, cheering me on through therapy even on my darkest days when shadows lured me into despair, she was the one who deserved a damn MVP award for putting up with my crap back then.

      Leaving her standing there, eyes closed, holding out the taped Babe Ruth, I sauntered over to my bookshelves.

      Cassidy followed. “Are we not going to talk about this? You’re going to ignore what I showed you? Come on, I know you better. It must tear you up inside. I know what your collection meant to you.”

      I found the book on the top shelf. Inside my signed Autobiography of Pedro Martinez, I pulled out a small, sealed, clear plastic baseball card cover and held it up. She moved closer and squinted at it. Inside, it held the missing piece.

      “What? How?” Astounded, she placed the taped bits in my outstretched hand.

      I painstakingly taped the last corner to the card, making it complete once again—well, as good as it would get. “There.” I held it up and admired the card as if it magically turned to gold.

      “But why aren’t you mad?”

      I admired the card and shrugged. “By the time I had moved my things to London and went through my card collection, I realized there were missing cards, and then I found the torn corner of my most coveted baseball card. Of course I suspected what happened and who did it.” I smirked but hoped she could see the gleam in my eye. “Hell yeah, I was mad then. Almost booked a flight back to the states to pay you an unhappy visit, but what purpose would it have served? It’s a card. It’s only money.” I put the card down on my desk and faced her, standing only inches away from the comfort of her body yet miles away from reaching for her again for the rest of my life.

      “I had already lost so much by the time I landed in London. But the ache in my heart was only due to one thing. Missing you. The card was once worth a lot of money, but you, Cassidy, you were priceless.”

      “Oh. Slugger.” For the second time, she used my nickname, this time in a sultry whisper and with eyes forming tears.

      My hand, with a mind of its own, reached out, landing on her shoulder at the exact spot only it would know. “Do you still have it?”

      The nodding and tilting of her head plus the heaviness of her eyelids told me all I wanted. She still had the tattoo. My nickname permanently marked on her shoulder like I belonged to her.

      Only now, with the benefit of hindsight and reflection, I grasped how a woman like Cassidy belonged to herself, and she would determine if she deemed me worthy of her time and space, her body and her soul. I needed her to know how I wanted to be worthy again. She had hooked me, caught me in her net with her love from the first moment she tormented me with her sweet face. And I never left her, more like I denied the feelings all these years.

      I’m nothing if not a risk-taker, and fuck the baseball analogy here, but I learned long ago how I only hit the balls if I stepped up to bat. I had to try again. “Cassidy, I’m here now, and if you’ll let me in, I’d like nothing more than to try again with you.” My eyes held her half-lidded beauties in a trance-like dance. The scenes of our past played in them like some romantic movie, reminding me how perfect we once were.

      I found my hands rising in slow motion, coming to rest on each side of her face, then lowered my lips within an inch of hers. I wanted this, to kiss her and see where it led, and it was worth striking out to find out if she wanted this, too. My answer arrived from her hands on my abs, and assured me more sure by the second as they traveled up to my neck.

      She bit her bottom lip, and I licked mine to prepare for a landing on what I already knew to be the softest lips I had ever tasted. I moved in. She moved in.

      And we arrived.

      Joined.

      Safely at our destination.

      Our lips lingered on the initial touch while my body convinced my mind how good it felt to be with Cassidy again. My lips gently explored hers with more kisses until they exploded the barriers between us and let our tongues join in. Our kisses grew more heated, then I blazed a trail of them to her earlobes, and down her neck. She let a moan escape her throat, and the sound titillated my ears, teasing them, wanting more. Until she slowly pulled away from me.

      “What happened to being professional?” she whispered, her eyes still closed.

      “I doubt we’d know how to keep it professional once we’ve started.”

      It stunned me, leading her down this rabbit hole that she joined me there willingly. I wanted more. Now. Could I take her across the boardroom table? Hell, could we take the morning off and hit a hotel somewhere?

      We both leaned in for more kisses. Until we heard footsteps and looked at the door to the boardroom as it stood partly open, inviting anyone to witness our reunion. We separated as the footsteps closed in on the doorframe.

      A shift of color at the doorway intruded on what was otherwise a perfect moment. In a bright red dress, Matilda entered the room, only stopping when her eyes lit on Cassidy standing near me. My grim face at Matilda should have signaled my irritation.

      She glanced between us, conclusions drawing up in her eyes. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything? Bron, I believe your meeting with the vice presidents and directors starts soon. I reserved the large boardroom for us on the first floor.”

      “Okay. I have a call to return, then I’ll be right down.” I turned to Cassidy, noting the red rising to her cheeks as she moved further away from me. She gathered the shoebox of our things, except the cards and the ball, and breezed past her boss back to her desk.

      With Cassidy out of sight, Matilda moved closer with crossed arms. “Is there something going on between you two?”

      “Stick to doing your job, Matilda. Don’t worry about me.”

      If she could have shot iced daggers at me, then I’m convinced she would have. I ignored her as if I cloaked myself in a thick-plated shield that repelled ice. Only Cassidy had the fire to melt my armor.
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Roadside Assistance

          Cassidy

        

      

    

    
      I took off early from work and drove home to Cape Cod Tuesday afternoon. I was picking up Emily and driving back to Boston. She’d stay with me and the girls through the New Year’s holiday weekend, and we planned time for partying, shopping and general girl time. Bella was invited, too, but she hadn’t taken time off from Dad’s grocery store, and he relied on her more and more for managing the place.

      I appreciated the distraction from work with the drive, but of course my thoughts turned to Bronson. He may have taken up residence in the boardroom, but after the kisses we shared I could feel his presence without even looking for him. If I turned my chair around, I had a line drive directly into the door of the room. If it was open, I saw him working hard behind his desk, or pacing with his phone to his ear, or sitting in another meeting with a vice president of some department or another. Matilda waltzed in and out of his office all day as well, and her fake laugh at anything he said drove me nuts. It shouldn’t, I had no right of possessiveness over Bronson, but there I was, being jealous anyway.

      Why did I let him touch me? Yes, I was an equal participant. My lips totally betrayed me. And once there, I needed a taste of him, longing to know what time had done to him. Mm. And now I did. He held a part of the old Bronson but mixed it with something new. Time was good to him, and he proved it in delivering those kisses. Compared to college, where we fumbled our way nervously through new, intimate situations, the kisses today delivered on promises confidently, the way only a grown man with experience could.

      The kisses stranded me in the eye of a storm, with Bronson swirling around me. I daydreamed the rest of the day about taking him further, hands exploring, skin on skin contact, his body on mine . . .  I had forgotten until now how his body once taught me every incredible thing I knew about intimacy with the opposite sex.

      The drive home to Cape Cod was a well-timed getaway, even if only for one night to divert my attention away from these thoughts. The roads were still slick from the snowmelt, and cars out of Boston were advancing at a slower pace than usual. I turned onto US 6 east, glad I’d be home soon to eat dinner with Mom, Dad, and my sisters when a monster of a semi-truck passed me, spitting up slush and snow and ice in its path onto my windshield.

      Thump! Something large hit the front of my car with a crash causing me to swerve. I worked to regain control of the car, now hydroplaning with a mind of its own.

      Flashes of the only accident I’d ever been in marred my sight. The night of his MVP party, Bronson had swerved missing a deer but turned the wheel too sharply on a bend, sending the Mustang careening off the road, with tires leaving the pavement, then landing nose first down a small embankment. The force of it threw both of us out of the convertible, leaving us concussed, shaken, and Bronson’s hand somehow damaged.

      My shrieking and the lump in my throat brought me back to the present as I fought against the car’s trajectory with all my might, but it landed in the ditch off the side of the road. Several seconds passed before I caught my breath. I couldn’t move at first, begging my heart to jump back into my chest.

      A few minutes later, I turned the car over and stepped on the gas, hoping to dislodge from the ditch. My tires spun in the mud, and further down the car dug in.

      I got out and ran around the entire car, assessing the damage as if I were some expert. While hanging around enough with Dad in his man cave, I might have picked up a thing or two, none of which helped now. Steam spewed out of the radiator, and my back tires were in a deep mudhole. My windshield sported a hefty crack, too, but I was grateful there were no other cars involved in the accident.

      I got back in and found my phone then speed-dialed roadside assistance. Dad had given me a membership each year since I received my license. After giving the operator my details, my hopes of a rescue were shattered. “Two hours until you can get a tow truck here?”

      “What do you want me to do about it, huh? We’ve had too many accidents today with the roads being as slick as they are. Sorry. You wanna talk to the boss?” The man on the line grew defensive, and it was no use arguing with him. I’d wait in the car until help arrived.

      Of course, I placed my second call to Dad, the one man I knew wouldn’t let me down and would come to my rescue. When I told him what happened, I could hear the panic in his voice when he said, “Stay right where you are, we’re coming to get you.” Like I was going anywhere. I had to wait for the tow truck, and I wasn’t trudging home thirty miles by foot in this weather.

      I kept myself occupied with social media on my phone. I took photos of the car and posted one to Instagram with the caption “Ditched.” A text popped up on my phone almost immediately from Hank.

      Hank: Are you okay?

      Me: Hmm. Lurking on my IG profile? Creepy.

      Hank: Purely for entertainment <wink emoji>

      Hank: Are you hurt? Where are you?

      Me: Aww, thanks for caring. I’m fine. Dad to the rescue.

      Hank showed promise. Like now, he cared about my well-being. I made a note about nurturing and praising more of this kind of behavior in him. Emily loved a good knight in shining armor or hero to the rescue story.

      Hank: Any plans for New Year’s Eve? <clock emoji>

      Me: Emily is staying with me. Having a girl’s night. <sisters emoji>

      Hank: Can I crash the girls’ night? <big eyes emoji> <prayer hands emoji>

      Me: Maybe. I’ll keep you posted.

      Hank: <party hat emoji> <fingers crossed emoji>

      We texted a few more minutes about little things, and the more I found out about him, the more I believed he’d be so right for Emily. When the headlights from a car coming up behind me paused any further texting, I couldn’t tell if it was the tow truck until the lights turned off. All I could see in the dim moonlight was a shadow of someone coming up to my driver’s side window. I reached for my keychain mace, another safety gift from Dad.

      “Cassidy? Are you okay?” A man’s voice yelled, muffled because I kept my window up, but it sure sounded like Bronson. I readied my finger on the mace trigger anyway and let the window down an inch.

      “Oh, Bronson, you scared the hell out of me. Yes, I’m fine.” My hand fell from the mace on my keys, and once again, I hoped my heart wouldn’t beat out of my chest. Twice in one day was enough.

      He walked around the car, assessing the damage, while on the phone reporting to my Dad. We settled into his car after he finished the call, assuring Dad he’d wait with me for the tow truck and take care of me before they hung up.

      “Okay, first, thanks for the rescue. And second, what are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be back at the office working late?”

      He gave me a sheepish grin. “I think your father set us up. He called me this afternoon to see if I’d come out to the man cave for a beer and help him finish rebuilding the carburetor. I had already left the office and was on my way to the Cape when he called and told me about your accident.”

      I groaned. Dad knew I was picking up Emily. I should have known he had Bronson on speed dial. It impressed me at how fast he was to let Bronson back in his life. “Sheesh, you and my dad, the bromance of the century.”

      Bronson laughed. “Your dad is the best man I know.”

      I couldn’t argue with him there, but I teased, “Come on, your dad must have some endearing qualities?”

      We looked at each other and laughed. There existed no comparison between our fathers.

      “Hey, remember on spring break at the beach when Emily got stung by the jellyfish? I still can’t believe your dad had us peeing on your sister.”

      I looked at his face because it beamed in his natural unstressed state of just being and laughing with me, and he charmed me all over again.

      “Oh my God, it was the first time I saw your—”

      I looked down at his crotch and then looked away because I didn’t want to turn pink in front of him.

      I could hear his smirk. “I must have impressed you, huh? It wasn’t long after when we did it for the first time.” It was his turn to look away. The void of silence suddenly in the car was difficult to hear.

      He took a breath and seemed about to say something but stopped.

      “What? What is it?”

      “Oh, it’s nothing. I . . .” He stopped again.

      “Come on, Bronson, don’t be shy. Nothing ever stopped you before.” I don’t know what got into me, but I reached over to tickle his abs, only to be shell-shocked by the hard ripples he sported under his clothes. He was a super fine boyfriend back in college, but over the years, his body matured with additional ripples in his abs.

      A chuckle escaped from him at the first attempt at my tickle, and he grabbed my wrist, pulling me closer to him. “You know you can’t win the tickle battle, you never did before.”

      His cinnamon breath caught me in a storm. I could have closed the gap between us in one move and kissed the taste right out of him, but I didn’t. I avoided his smoldering stare and settled back into my seat after he dropped my wrist.

      “So, say whatever you were going to say, Bronson. We never kept things from each other before, why start now?”

      He shifted in the driver’s seat to look at me. It took him a few seconds, but he finally came out with it. “Have you ever wondered what might have happened to us if . . .”

      I don’t know what I expected him to say, but not that. “What? If we had stayed together after the accident?” Now I was curious. Had he?

      “Well, yes, but I was thinking more like what would have happened to us if the accident hadn’t happened.” His face right now, I couldn’t look away. Raw emotion clouded his blue eyes, and they paved a path right into me, as if he walked hand in hand with Fate toward the entrance of my heart.

      I had to lighten things up because this felt too close to a second chance reunion. I smiled. “We both know you would have ended up a baseball legend, with World Series rings on each hand and an ego so big it wouldn’t fit through a doorway.”

      “Nah, give me some credit. I’d keep my ego in check enough to not have to walk sideways through a doorway.” He winked at me and once again, charmed and breathless, I was close to becoming hypnotized by him.

      “You and my dad would have rebuilt a dozen cars by now.”

      “We talked about starting our own custom classic car business, you know?”

      “Really? I didn’t know.” I gave him a sideways glance. Life with him would have been amazing. I knew it with my whole heart, but there were no do-overs because that was then. Wasn’t it?

      “And what about you, Cassidy? You would have married me, given me a gaggle of boys who I could play ball with in the backyard. Or girls.” He grinned ear to ear with a smile causing my insides to flutter. Dammit, I could eat him up right now, or any of a dozen sexy things trolling through my head.

      My hilarity kicked in. “Or maybe a marketing genius for a well-known fast-food chain.” I laughed at myself.

      “It’s close to the truth. You would have had it all, the career, the perfect, handsome, sports star husband, kids . . .” He reached up to tuck a lock of hair behind my ears. His voice came out in a graveled pitch signaling my panties to turn wet without notice. “Whatever you wanted, because you always had this ability to go after what you believed you deserved in life. It’s so fucking attractive to me.”

      His thumb glided down my cheekbone and rested beneath my chin, lifting it up to him as he moved in close. “When I heard you were in an accident tonight, it tore me up at first. I worried I’d never see you again.” His eyes roamed my face before asking the one thing to guarantee no control over what I’d do to him next. “Do you ever think about me and all the ways I used to make you feel so good?”

      My lips betrayed me and moved on him without thinking. The way he held my kiss, he must have wanted me, too. I lost count of the heartbeats it took until we parted, but he wasn’t letting my lips go easily, and he continued to satiate my thirst with more kisses. Then his tongue opened my lips, and with a mind of their own, they welcomed him in. I reacquainted myself with his mouth and started thinking a few steps ahead to when or how our bodies might reunite.

      I didn’t have to think long because he pulled me over on top of him in the driver’s seat and lowered the seat down. Yes, my mind and heart went there willingly, revisiting all the ways Bronson knew how to please me. And I lost all control, giving in to whatever this was between us.

      For the moment.
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Going For It

          Bronson

        

      

    

    
      My memory didn’t fail me and guided my lips to produce the sighs from Cassidy only I knew so well, and her body heated to me in response. I knew her pleasure then, as I knew it now, but with room to improve for the man and woman we had become.

      This was everything to me. Nothing else mattered but her. I took my time exploring her neck, unzipping her coat, and diving my shaky hands under her sweater. She flinched.

      “Sorry, cold hands,” I whispered on her lips. Fuck my nerves to show up now, but they weren’t going to prevent me from exploring. I would keep at this unless she told me to stop. I would respect her for it if she did, and wait for her until she was ready, like I waited patiently for the first time with her back in college.

      The depth of her kisses . . . holy shit. I didn’t know where we stood right now, but her kisses made it clear to me she wanted this fiery moment together, too.

      She straddled me, lifting her skirt. I warmed my hands against her thighs, then moved them under her sweater up to her chest. I’d give anything to see her bare-breasted right now but didn’t want the cold air to change the warmth of her skin. Through a satin-feel bra, my heated fingers squeezed her breasts and teased her nipples like they never forgot how. When she moaned and ground herself into me, I couldn’t think of the last time I was this fucking hard for a woman, but I knew it must have been with her.

      It was always her. All others forgotten. Not like I’d been a playboy or anything, I’d enjoyed a few dalliances in London, but the way Cassidy was grinding on my crotch gave me a severe case of amnesia for geography.

      I was here.

      London no longer existed.

      She came crashing back down on top of me, commandeering me with her mouth and continuing to grind. I pressed her hard onto me and squeezed my eyes closed because she felt so fucking good, and my pants were getting way too tight.

      “Fuck, I need you,” I hissed, needing her to understand how this hungry moment between us affected me.

      “Yes, Slugger,” she moaned into my ear. “I want this too.”

      “A quickie, right here?” I taunted her with my sly smile and cocked eyebrows, pressing on her ass to keep grinding into me.

      “Sure. I’m game. We have time to kill.” She almost finished me with her wicked smile.

      Fucking hell. I didn’t expect her to go for it easily. I liked this grown-up version of my college ex.

      Her skirt had already gathered around her hips, but she pulled it up more. “Dammit, why did I wear tights today?”

      “I’ll rip them,” I groaned.

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Try me. I’ll buy you fifty more pairs.” I figured she’d back out, but it was worth a try.

      “Got a condom?”

      Fuck. She was going for it. My girl, right here in the driver’s seat of my car, on the side of the road, ringing in this grown-up version of us, torn tights and all. I was one hundred percent here for it, for now. But later, I wanted her in a bed where I could devour her pussy all night.

      “Yeah, I should have one in my wallet.” I swallowed my nerves again. The pressure to perform at this new level with her was too intense.

      We somehow managed the ripping, the unzipping, the pulling down, the pushing aside, and the putting on in the tight space of my car. Her eyes praised the sight of me again, and glory be to my extra thick cock and very full balls to show off for her after all this time.

      Her groan during my first entry told me what I needed to know.

      It’d been a while for her.

      No other men with my Cassidy? Exactly what my ego wanted to believe.

      “Fuck, Cassidy, you feel so good again, baby.” I crushed her to me, devouring her lips and swearing every curse word to myself for not being around the past five years for more of this.

      “Yes, Slugger, so good,” she cooed, lifting up. She walked her hands down to her clit, and I watched her pleasuring herself, stroking, hitching her breath, her eyes smoldering on mine.

      She displayed a feast for me to take in while she rode me. Everything including the dessert.

      I planted my hands on her hips and gently pulsed into the deepest part of her. Life couldn’t get better than this, could it?

      “Ooh, like that, don’t stop.” Her encouragement almost did me in. “I’m close.”

      I wanted to burst. Somehow, the picture of my seed in her belly to make a team of boys and girls for my little backyard baseball team in the suburbs fueled my drive. My future was here. My cock was home.

      I recognized her cries of ecstasy, “Slugger,” moaning from her lips more than once, and my game reached the zone as I began my final pursuit with longer strokes in and out of her.

      The creaking of the seat beneath us prodded me on, along with the heels of her boots digging into my thighs. At an insanely erotic pace, we kept up with each other, mounting so fast to the breaking point where we cried out together, and fuck!

      The release could sustain my life from here until eternity.

      She collapsed in my arms, her blonde hair landing across my chest, and I held her tight. Our breathing joined like a song I wanted in my head forever, an earworm teasing me with a melody only she and I privately sang together.

      We laughed. I think a wetness formed in my eyes.

      “Cassidy, you were . . . unexpected.”

      She lifted off of me, about to say something.

      Lights appeared behind us, suddenly illuminating the glow of her face. From the we-just-fucked pink hue of her cheeks to her swollen lips, I was proud to co-create her look.

      The tow truck pulled in front of her car and backed up to it.

      “Here,” I grabbed a towel from my gym bag in the back seat. “I thought I’d get time in my schedule each day to work out. Yeah, right, my wishful thinking.”

      We laughed again, and we cleaned up and put ourselves back together as fast as possible. I went out to meet the tow truck driver, walking on cloud nine with my girl in my car, and no one the wiser about the ecstasy we enjoyed.

      I couldn’t stop smiling. We didn’t have time to continue the conversation until the tow truck took off with her car.

      We drove the short distance to her parents’ house to pick up Emily, and I reached over, connecting with her hand. “So we’re clear, I want more, much more. I fully intend to make love with you later tonight. I’ll take my sweet time licking your—”

      “What are you saying?” She let go of my hand.

      In the car's darkness and given five years to make up for, did I read her body cues right? “I’m saying I can’t wait to pick up where we left off.”

      “No, Bronson. We hooked up. We got each other out of our systems one time so we can move on with our lives.”

      “What?” My grip tightened on the steering wheel. “You hate hookups.”

      “Yeah, well, there’s a first for everything.”

      “Cassidy, I want you, but I really want you. Not a hookup.” I started seeing red at the edges of my vision.

      She smoldered back at me with something between desire and daggers.

      I desperately needed to make her understand.

      I finally broke the silence. “I want us to try again.”

      But she blurted out, “We need to keep things professional.”

      I snorted. “You can’t tell me you didn’t feel what was going on between us back there?”

      “It-it was the heat of the moment, that’s all.”

      “What the fuck? Cassidy, I never got over you. Can’t you feel the truth I’m telling you?” I could hardly believe I said it aloud, but it was out there now. I knew it for the truth. It was time she grasped my exact position on the matter as well.

      She scoffed, “You don’t get it, do you? It hurt so bad when you left. I can’t go through it again.”

      “Who says you will?”

      “Who says we won’t have the same issues as before, especially with your family?”

      “My family gets no say in who I date or what I do.”

      “I wish I could believe you, but here you are, back in Boston, running the company as part of your Dad’s grand plan for your life. Whatever happened to your plan, your dreams, Bronson?”

      “I’m fine with running the company. It’s what I want to do. Cassidy, come on. We’ll work things out.”

      “No. We both need to move on.” She took out her phone and earbuds and listened to something. Or maybe nothing, only to give the impression she finished with this conversation.

      Silence spoke volumes the rest of the drive on what I thought of her plan for moving on, I hoped.

      Once we arrived at her parents’ house on Cape Cod, she rushed upstairs. Sam and Nancy greeted me like the prodigal son returned. I acted the part, best as I could. What should I say? Gee, I hooked up with your daughter, and poor me, she won’t take me back. On second thought, maybe if I whined enough to Sam, then he’d work his dad magic on Cassidy and sway her right back into my arms.

      To avoid what would surely be an awkward dinner if I stayed, I made up an emergency work excuse to get back to Boston. None of the sisters were in sight, probably all in Cassidy’s room listening to her tale of our car misadventure. Did she feel bad about our quarrel? Was she upset at all about slamming the door on my wishes?

      The questions plagued me as Sam walked me back out to my car.

      “I wish you could stay, buddy. It’s no fun building a carburetor alone.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      “Hey, thanks for rescuing our girl. She’s special, but I don’t need to tell you that.” He beamed about his daughter, with every right to be proud.

      “Another time, Sam,” I promised and left.

      The drive back to Boston remained quiet without the radio playing. Which left my mind busy rehashing every touch and kiss, and stewing while plotting my next move to convince Cassidy to give us another chance.
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        * * *

      

      When I walked into the mansion, I wanted to curl up in a sad, little ball in my bed and sleep until morning. My mother saw me and had other ideas.

      “You missed your appointment with the matchmaker. She had eleven fine women flown in to meet you for the first time at a cocktail party. Everything was set up for you, and all you had to do was show up. Where were you?”

      She hit me with this on a bad night. I may as well get it all out there on the table for my dear mother to grasp. “I was with Cassidy.”

      If I could bottle up the venom spewing from Mom’s eyes right now, it’d be enough to thwart the enemies of any state.

      “What the hell did she ever do to you to make you despise her so much? From my viewpoint, the only thing she did was make your son happy. Why wasn’t that enough for you?”

      “She’s not good enough for my son.”

      “Who gave you the right to decide? Not me, and it’s my life. You’ve never given her a chance. I don’t think you’ve spent over five minutes with her. You drew your own conclusions about her with no facts.”

      “I forbid you to see her again. We are a prominent family in certain circles. There are certain expectations--”

      I reached my breaking point, so fucking done with this. “And I’m a grown man. I forbid you to interfere with my love life. I told you before, I don’t want you meddling, and I meant it. If you’re trying to find a good way to no longer have a son, then keep pursuing this matchmaker thing, and we’ll see how it all ends up for you.”

      I bolted to my room. I threw toiletries and clothes back into the suitcase I hadn’t yet fully unpacked anyway, then took off a few minutes later.

      After driving around for an hour, I found myself at The Four Winds Hotel downtown, close enough to the office building. It would be a long time before I stepped foot in the Maxwell mansion again. Which suited me fine.
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Catch of the Century

          Cassidy

        

      

    

    
      After Bronson left me at my house, I flew upstairs to Emily’s room and slammed the door. I threw myself on her bed and cried for an hour. Bella knocked and came in, and they were the best sisters ever, rubbing my back and soothing me. When I finally sat up and told them the whole thing, omitting a few intimate details, they weren’t so soothing.

      “Cass, I love you babe, but seriously I don’t know which is worse. Watching what you went through five years ago or this. Would you get over yourself already?” Emily kept a supply of tissues coming.

      Bella stood up to return to her room. “Yeah. Bronson is the catch of the freaking century.”

      “And you keep pushing him away. So he was a douchebag after the accident? Okay, but he’s apologized now, and trying to make amends with you.” Emily shared a glance with Bella, looking like they agreed, This is our chance to stick it to our sister.

      “We’ve heard you talk ad nauseam about this guy far too long. You’re fooling yourself about your feelings. Now he says he wants you back and you trade his feelings in for a hookup? Way harsh, sis.” Bella crossed her arms and leaned on the doorway, bits of her silver hair fell across one eye.

      My eyes swapped from one sister to the next. What the hell? Why weren’t they on my side?

      Emily agreed. “Poor Bronson. You must have ripped his heart out.”

      “You know the list you told me to write, the checklist of all the qualities I want in a guy? Well, what about your own list, Cass? Doesn’t he match up to yours anymore? ’Cuz if you don’t want him, I’ve got some girlfriends who’d die to try him.” They both snickered.

      Okay, maybe they weren’t the best sisters. “This is not helping. Screw you both.” Furious now, a dose of my own medicine wasn’t an easy pill to swallow.

      I avoided them for a while because I hated admitting they were right about it all. Later, I made us chocolate fudge sundaes topped with peanuts, and we made up before bed. It’s what my sisters and I did, always holding up the mirror, providing a real peek at ourselves inside. And forgiving.

      That night, nothing I did in bed could subdue the little ache inside of me. I had hooked up with Bronson.

      In a car.

      On the side of a highway.

      For once in my life, I wanted to hook up. I wanted the feel of him deep inside of me again. And I let him take me all the way there.

      It didn’t quite measure up to what I thought a reunion between Bronson and I would be. Of course I fantasized about what it would be like, many times, more than anyone knew. My deepest, darkest secret fantasy was to be with him again, once, maybe more. Only the images playing in my dreams were softer, more romantic, like making love by candlelight in a bed with our fingers lacing together, or taking a bath with rose petals floating around us. Last night in the car was different.

      Fast.

      Furious.

      Exciting.

      It was a mess. It was surreal. We fucked.

      And I liked it.

      This grown up version of us contained more than any dream before.

      We laughed, then argued, which I didn’t like. And I tried getting my point across to end any further trials between us, but if I knew Bronson, he wouldn’t stop pursuing me. He said as much. And now I wasn’t so sure I wanted him to stop. Because the little scene in the car, the one where his lips set me on fire and his cock . . . oh my! Yes. How I was wrong. One time would never be enough.

      What now? Replay the whole thing over and over and add lustful car PDA to my secret stash of Bronson mind porn? Check. Done.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Dad dropped Emily off at my apartment then drove me to work. I sat at my desk like a complete fumbling idiot. My mind froze on the scene with Bronson in his car last night. My body still hummed from his touch, the aftershocks splintering through the fault lines of my veins.

      Thankfully, he had a day of meetings out of the office. What would I say to him the next time I ran into him? Hey there. Nice moves last night. Sheesh. I thought I knew his moves from before, but that was then, and this was now. Not that he needed any improvement from the past, but I could tell Bronson had matured. Kisses were deeper, his control and endurance were patient, his groans edgier. He operated on me with a fierce passion blazing brighter than ever before. And I didn’t even want to entertain any thoughts about other women in his arms.

      All morning, I evaded talking with Aggie, complaining of a headache with my nose down, pretending to be into my work. I couldn’t verbalize what my internal babble debated. It was insane, fighting with myself about Bronson, about the past, about the future.

      Matilda called me into her office, finally halting my temporary insanity. If she hadn’t appeared when she did, I knew I would have ended up a wet mess sitting at my desk overthinking the details.

      She closed the door behind me after I entered. A flash of panic once again rooted inside me. Had I made mistakes, or was Matilda going to surprise me with another spontaneous praise session for something I did?

      “Is there something going on between you and Bronson that I should know about?” She hit me point-blank, towering over me with her arms crossed in her total boss lady way after she had ordered me to sit down in one of two chairs facing her desk. Looking down her nose at me completed her bossy boots attitude toward me.

      “There’s nothing going on. Bronson and I are old friends.” The depths of denial took me by surprise, rolling off my tongue easily enough when reality suddenly interfered with my job situation.

      “Humph. Might I remind you it’s company policy not to fraternize with management. If you do, the relationship needs to be registered with HR.” She didn’t look like she believed me, and I didn’t either.

      “I called you in here because I caught the holiday coupons. They almost shipped out to every franchise owner across the nation. Look at these. See anything wrong?”

      I peered at the photo on the screen of the tablet she held out. It was from Acme Printing Co., and I knew the instant shock registered in my face because it stung from turning red. There were the coupons I had proofed and completed the day before Christmas Eve, the night of the party.

      I read aloud the circled coupon. “‘Good for 12 Chick In Bun filet sandwiches at all participating locations.’ What? This isn’t the copy I approved.” I shot to my feet.

      “Yes, it is. Your approval code is right there on the upload. I suggest you go to the printing house personally this instant and get it straightened out. This snafu is costing us time and money. And Cass, if you don’t fix this, you’re out. As it is, I have no choice for now but to write up a warning for your HR file.”

      I flew out of Chick In Bun and spent the rest of the day at the Acme Printing company, overseeing the revisions, the reprinting, checking and triple checking everything. The coupon reprint had to be a rush job and would cost the company extra, but it had to be done. I avoided looking at the final invoice because I couldn’t stomach knowing the cost.

      What would Bronson say about the monumental mistake I made? He would likely find out when the company got hit with an enormous expense. Would he fire me? Or would sentimentality from our past relationship keep me protected? At least I had something else to worry about now. Forget the past or future with him, fighting for my job took top priority.

      This had to be the single most embarrassing event of my career so far. And I thought it was bad walking out of the ladies’ room with my skirt tucked into the back of my tights when I was about to give a major presentation in the boardroom last year.

      Finally, at almost five p.m., and satisfied that everything was under control, I packed up my things. Tom, our printing company representative, let me work from his office, checking with me throughout the day to assure the reprint was on track.

      “Thank you again for letting me lurk here all day and for letting me micromanage the reprint.” I gave him my best exhausted but relieved smile.

      “Hey, no worries. I’m glad it worked out. Oh, before you go, I have a question about the new Tater Spud ads. Your team sent over a few mock-ups today.”

      “I’m not on the team handling the acquisition launch. Matilda’s handling all of that. But I could have a look if it helps? ”

      He smiled and turned his monitor toward me as I moved closer to his desk to have a look. I felt privileged, like I was being let in on the biggest secret in the world and couldn’t wait to tell Aggie. But when I spied the images on his monitor, I almost died on the spot.

      Images from my Tater Spud storyboards stared back at me. A chicken filet falling in love with a potato spud. Matilda was the only person I shared them with. She had laughed at my designs, made me feel like my ideas were a joke. And now they appeared to be the cornerstone for the entire Tater Spud Acquisition campaign for a major fast-food empire.

      I could be jumping to conclusions, but everything seemed pretty black and white to me. She stole my work. And I didn’t see any credit coming my way.

      What does someone do when their manipulative boss steals her work? Me, I froze, my spirit numbed to the world.

      I debated whether to show my face at the office. We were off the next day for New Year’s Eve, so I didn’t see any point in making an appearance and if I stepped one more foot in the office I’d hurl my lunch, preferably all over Matilda’s desk.

      In my best ‘Kill her with kindness’ voice, I dialed Matilda’s direct line and left a message to assure her I had the coupon situation under control. I didn’t dare mention I knew she had taken my designs until ready to confront her and I had not yet thought through how to do that.

      What a way to end the year on a low note. The weight of all the stress carried on my tight shoulders, making me exhausted and disheartened. I rolled them forward and back to release the tension on the subway home, but they dropped like a deflated balloon. Facing my past, keeping Karma and Fate and Bronson and my raging hormones at bay, dealing with a bitch of a boss, misprinted coupons, and stolen ideas—all enough to bring anyone down, even me.
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        * * *

      

      When I arrived at the apartment, Lily greeted me.  “Cass! Flowers arrived for you. I swear I didn’t look at the note, but could they be from Bron?” Lily stood by the vase of red roses in the center of our dining room table. Bronson was a safe bet since there wasn’t anyone else in my life at the moment, unless Hank had suddenly turned romantic, which I knew he wouldn’t because we were only friends.

      I gave her a meager smile and read the note:

      
        
        Thanks for returning my baseball cards.

        You’re the real MVP.

        Slugger.

      

      

      My heart flipped at his use of the nickname. I handed the card to Lily. She couldn’t hide that she was dying to read it.

      “So, was I right? Is this a second chance thing happening here?”

      She let her hopes grow because a guy sent me flowers, and I had to let her down. “No . . . Oh, I don’t know.” The red roses were totally unexpected, and I counted each long stem—twenty-four of them with perfect petals opened as if shining up to the sun, or the light of our dining room chandelier. I knew Bronson made a rather over-the-top gesture. Still, being only human, and a woman, resisting the romanticism of flowers wasn’t possible. I deflated my lungs, all air leaving me. “Maybe?”

      “Yes! I knew it. You and Bron are meant to be. Oh, Cass, this is so wonderful. Isn’t love a wonderful thing? When you think you’ve lost it, here it comes running back. I guess when two people are meant to be then things fall into place.”

      I tuned her out five sentences ago and focused on feeding my downhearted, starving stomach. By the time I microwaved my pitiful frozen dinner and sat down, Lily had finally run out of romantic notions to spew at me.

      “I wish I had your kind of luck, Cass. It’s so hard to find the right person, you know? You had Bron once, and even if that was then, he’s back in your life again now. You’ve found your right person twice. I hope you don’t throw this second chance away.” Lily, Miss Positivity and the eternal optimist, turned down her face, looking through her smartphone.

      Finally, a good reason to change the subject off of Bronson. “What’s wrong, babe? Why the long face?”

      She plastered on the fakest smile. “Oh, it’s nothing. Okay, maybe it’s something. I hoped to meet this guy, Blue92, who I’ve been talking to online. We sort of, kind of, in a roundabout way, talked about meeting New Year’s Eve night, like in actual life. But now he has to work all night. I thought we had something. Now I feel like he’s brushing me off. I hoped this would be my year to have someone to kiss at midnight. I guess not.”

      My heart broke for her because being the quirkiest woman in Boston required meeting the right guy who could appreciate all her quirkiness. Right then, I made New Year’s project number three to help Lily find the right guy. This was the perfect distraction to avoid all the other chaos in my life, and now—between Aggie, Hank, and Lily—I had three perfect projects to keep me busy enough in the new year to tell Fate to take a hike. A plan shaped up which I could sink my brain into and avoid further debating about Bronson.

      “As it turns out, I have no one to kiss at midnight either. So, why don’t we plan to go to Maddie’s pub? It’s her last night working there as bartender, and we’ll all ring in the New Year together?”

      Lily’s face returned to its former brightness to match the lights of her dress.

      “Since it’ll be New Year’s Eve, you know what? We should dress up and go all out. We can dig into my closet and see what we can find to wear? What do you say?”

      She nodded and was giddy, and it kind of got me out of my slump too.

      Planning a big night out for a major celebration screamed next level to me. I pulled a red dress out of the far back of my closet, perfect for Lily, and had her try it on. I rubbed my eyes to make sure what I was seeing. Bless her cute figure in the dress—and her heart. Her usual vintage attire from era's long gone, now replaced with a modern dress. I pulled out accessories next and then planned to play with her hair.

      I almost looked forward to getting ready for the party more than the actual New Year’s Eve party itself.

      Once our outfits were picked out and accessorized, I got on the phone. I invited Aggie and coached her through what to wear, then I texted Hank.

      Me: Big news! Girl’s night is now open for NYE.

      Hank: Yes. I’m there. When/Where?

      Me: O’Brien’s Pub. 8ish.

      Hank: Blowing off the other party, no prob.

      Hank: I’ll be there. <wink emoji>

      The last piece to my plan fell in place when Emily returned with Maddie from shopping. I filled them in on our New Year’s Eve get-together, which sent a hum of excitement through the apartment that hadn’t been there in a while.

      “Em, maybe at the party you and Hank could, um—” I fished to see if she felt something for him.

      “Dance together for New Year’s Eve? Sure.” Emily shrugged and was all in. And she didn’t need any coaching from me.

      My plans proceeded with care. It would be a glorious New Year’s Eve with people I loved. I’d work to ensure their happiness and forget all about the mess of my life.

      Just me doing what I do best, taking care of others, and ignoring my own needs. Yep. It would be a perfect New Year’s Eve.
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The Mess of Matilda, Part 2

          Bronson

        

      

    

    
      I ordered roses for Cassidy. After the unexpected night we had together, even after she rebuffed my ideas for our future, I had to try something. I faced an excruciating schedule of meetings all day. There wouldn’t be time to corner her at work and beg and grovel or whatever the fuck it was I could do to convince her to give us a try again. I didn’t know if the roses would have an impact, but it was worth every dollar to find out.

      Keeping up these late nights and demanding pace of work wasn’t ideal. Another month or two, I’d have new assistants on staff at my beck and call, and my workload as CEO might normalize once we got past the Tater Spud launch. Then I’d have evenings free. More time to reorder my life. More time for Cassidy, if I could finally convince her to give us another chance. At the moment, it seemed doubtful.

      The details of our car hookup last night might be the last memory I would have of us together. If I thought about it too much today, I wouldn’t be able to function in the critical meetings I had off-site. So I kept going, kept grinding.

      After the long day, with the dark night visible through the boardroom windows, I returned to the office, wrapping things up. I rubbed my eyes, trying to get the last drops of productivity out of them so I could work another couple hours. My heavy schedule of meetings, phone calls, and data analysis—my CEO workload—kept me distracted. Now, at the late hour, my exhaustion crept in, and my willpower dissolved. I wanted to see Cassidy so badly and considered stopping by her apartment. Until Matilda walked into the boardroom looking smug.

      “What is it?” I snapped at her. It’d be easy for her to call me an asshole right now because around her, I had been one for three days straight.

      “I received some disturbing news.” She slammed an invoice in front of me.

      I examined it. “Acme Printing Co. re-calculated invoice for $124,000 in overages for reprint of national franchisee coupon. What? This is a hefty overage expense. Did someone screw up in your marketing department Matilda?” Overages were sometimes common in a large corporation like ours, an issue I planned to zero in on after the Tater Spud launch. As the new leader of the company in America, I had a running list of major projects to tackle.

      “Someone by the name of Cassidy Masters. She approved the final ad the night of the party last week. Clearly doing a poor job of proofing.”

      I leaned back in my chair. The night of the party . . . Cassidy appeared rather upset when I followed her into the stairwell. Did she return to her desk after I talked to her, too disturbed to proof the coupons correctly?

      Matilda pursued her line of accusations. “I think it may have even been sabotaged. I had met with her last month to reprimand her over the quality of her work. And now this.”

      Shit. Was Cassidy so angry seeing me, so tormented by our past, she found a way to piss me off? Maybe I could be held partly to blame if I had that effect on her, but a $124,000 bill was difficult to ignore. No. I didn’t believe Cassidy was capable of something as vindictive as this. But then . . . I’d seen first hand the shreds of a torn up baseball card once worth more than she’d ever make at Chick In Bun. My lungs deflated. Could Cassidy possibly have such a vile, vindictive part of her soul?

      Matilda let out a huge, fake-sounding sigh. “I hate firing incompetent people.”

      I shot up, sending my chair sailing back almost to the wall. “You will do no such thing. I’ll handle this myself.”

      She shot back at me and crossed her arms. “You? I’m in charge of this department, and I know how to handle my own employees.”

      “Clearly not well enough to train them to do their jobs properly. Maybe it’s you I need to fire.” I deflected the problem onto Matilda because I needed to believe Cassidy wouldn’t have done this despite the evidence at hand.

      “Well, isn’t this typical of a man? Thinking with your cock and not your head. I wonder what your father would say about Cassidy if I brought this invoice to him?”

      She crossed a line threatening me with Buck Maxwell. I came around my desk to her and got up in her face, using my own most threatening Buck-esque voice. “You will do no such thing. I’ll handle this. I’ll investigate and if she’s found at fault then yes, I’ll transfer her or let her go. But you’ll stay out of it.”

      I jumped out of my skin when she reached out, cupping my balls through my pants and squeezing without breaking eye contact. “Just because you’re Buck’s boy doesn’t mean I can’t bring you—and Cassidy—down.”

      I shoved her hand away. “What the? Get your things and get out. You’re fired.” I knew it. She was the prime candidate to reprise Glenn Close’s role in the sequel to Fatal Attraction, and I should never have gotten involved with her. Had she lost her mind, grabbing onto my crotch like that?

      Her eyes blazed. “How dare you! I’ve been with this company for fifteen years. I helped your father turn this company into what it is today.”

      I picked up the phone to call security. “Maybe, but this is now, and I’m running the show. Clearly you didn’t get the message.”

      An hour later, after two security guards and I watched Matilda fill three boxes of her personal effects and suffered a barrage of her slander and maliciousness, they stripped her of her building keys and escorted her out the door. I watched as the first monumental change I made to the company stood by the curb loading up an Uber car with her boxes.

      After instructing Security to change all the building alarms and door entry codes, I emailed Scotty in the IT department about changing passwords and gaining Matilda’s email account and data access to all her work. Afterward, I had to talk to Cassidy. Who was she now? My caring, adorable ex-girlfriend? Or a vindictive bitch, like Matilda?
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        * * *

      

      Cassidy buzzed me up to the apartment after I called to make sure she was home. “We need to talk. Something’s come up.” I tried to keep my voice flat but urgent, professional and not personal as she let me in. Aw fuck, I didn’t know what my voice sounded like because there was so much going through my head right then.

      “My roommates are already asleep, so we’ll have to keep quiet.”

      I stepped into the low-lit living room with the tv playing some reality show. I could still make out her body outline in the yoga pants and midriff-baring BU t-shirt. Her makeup off, her hair up in a messy bun, and I couldn’t help myself. My pants grew tight, seeing this more natural side to her.

      It took me back to our college days when after classes and baseball practice, I’d find her in the library studying or in her dorm room pigging out on vanilla wafer cookies to avoid studying. She didn’t need to be dressed up for me. Simply being with her had meant the world to me. And if I was to survive the challenges of this conversation right now, I needed to stop the glory day’s train and lift my eyes up from her navel peeking out between the waistband of her pants and the hem of her top.

      “Oh, the roses arrived today. So sweet of you and unexpected.” She stood by them, shifting one rose here and another there within the floral arrangement.

      Shit. Now this was awkward. The roses were a stark contrast to the potentially bitter conversation I needed to have with her right now. God, I’m an ass.

      “Look, Cassidy, something has happened. I need you to be honest with me.”

      Her grimace back at me already set the tone. “What do you mean, honest? When have I not been honest with you?”

      I snorted. “This week you showed me a baseball card and admitted you were getting back at me when you tore it into pieces, a fact you kept to yourself all these years.” Add sarcasm to the list of what my voice sounded like.

      She stared at me blankly and blinked several times. “I don’t know where you’re going with this. You seemed fine about the card. You kissed me, even sent me roses, and now you come here late at night to bring it up like this? You know as well as I do the emotions we were both dealing with during our break up back then. I-I thought you forgave me when I told you.”

      “Well, that was before Matilda brought me this.” I presented the invoice, holding it up in front of her face. She shied back and squinted at it. “Turn a light on or something so you can read it.”

      She ripped it from my hands and took it to the kitchen light above the stove. “Oh. A hundred thousand dollars?” She lowered the invoice to rest on the stove. Slowly she faced me when I walked into the kitchen, her face sullen and pouty. “Bronson, I don’t know how the mistake happened. The night of the office party, before I went down to the lobby, I completed the last proof on the ad and submitted it with my approval code. It was perfect, no mistakes, I swear.”

      I worked myself up to fuming now. “Well, something went wrong. How could you be so careless? It’s the smallest of mistakes ending up costing the most.” My hand raked through my hair. “Shit, Cassidy, how can I protect you from this big of a mistake? If Buck finds out . . .”

      I visualized Dad in his monthly budget review with the CFO, wondering why marketing costs had increased and demanding details. I might not be able to protect Cassidy then.

      “Matilda showed me the coupons today then sent me to the printers to fix them and watch over the reprint. I was away there all day, and everything is fine now. They have the correct coupons shipping out. We caught it in time. But the extra costs . . . a hundred thousand . . . I’ve been over it a hundred times in my head and I still don’t know how this could have happened.”

      If she had been careless, if she was telling the truth and it was an honest mistake, then it could be written off as a training issue. But if she sabotaged the print as some form of retribution . . .? Matilda’s words haunted me, the doubt creeping in at the edges of what I thought I knew about Cassidy. It’d been five years, people changed, I had, even she had.

      How could I find out which version of the truth to believe? “Or was it something else entirely?” I squinted as if it would allow me to see into her like Xray vision.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, a woman who was so pissed off to rip up a collector’s baseball card could have easily left me in the stairwell to go back to her desk and sabotage the coupon print run.”

      She straightened up. “Y-you’re suggesting I purposely did this because you were back in town? What, like I was carrying latent anger over our breakup all these years? Grow up, Bronson, and get over yourself. I have more personal pride to do a job and do it well no matter what shambles my love life is in.”

      I paced out of the kitchen and laced my fingers behind my head. I couldn’t think with her staring at me like the asshole I was, and I definitely couldn’t fire her with her navel daring me to look. This situation sucked, and we were no closer to a resolution.

      She came out of the kitchen. “Am I being fired over this?”

      “I don’t know, Cassidy.”

      She stomped to the door and pulled it open. “Let me know when you figure it out.”

      I blew out a breath and moved toward her, pausing in the doorway. “Cassidy, I—”

      “Go, Bronson.” She refused to look at me.

      I left her apartment more stupefied than when I entered. I was no further ahead now than when I saw her for the first time again last week. And it sucked to be me right now.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, the offices were quiet, with only a few essential employees on hand while everyone else had the day off for New Year’s Eve. Despite my best attempt to keep busy, the situation with Cassidy wouldn’t leave me be. I thought things through forward and backward and came to only one conclusion. I needed to let Cassidy go, but thinking about it made my stomach churn.

      There was a time I thought we could fight our way back from the heartache of the past, work through it all and get on solid ground. We could forgive and find a fresh way forward, together. But all hope had left me. This was business, nothing personal, but it broke my heart.

      I could at least try to tackle the simple crap on my list of things to do and then leave the office early, go to the hotel, and drown my sorrows in solitude. But Tony and some of our old buddies texted, inviting me out tonight for New Year’s Eve. I already told them I wouldn’t be good company. I looked at my mile-long list of things to do. Next up: Confirm with IT regarding Matilda's passwords.

      I picked up the phone and dialed Scotty in IT. Even counting the rings to three helped keep my mind off Cassidy. Somewhat.

      “Scotty here?”

      “Hey, it’s Bron. Do you have a status update on changing Matilda’s passwords and gaining access to her accounts?” It wasn’t the best decision to fire my marketing VP on the cusp of launching Tater Spud. For the time being, I planned to take over her job plus mine until I could find the best replacement.

      “Yep. All done. Well, except for this one.” I heard Scotty rustle some papers. “This print approval passcode. It was the most recent one she changed last week. Do you still want it updated?”

      “I would think in this situation, we change them all, no matter what, right?”

      “Okay, boss.” I heard him strike some keys on a keyboard. Then something struck me.

      “Hold up. Can you tell when Matilda changed the print approval passcode?”

      “Hmm. It says Thursday night, ten o’clock.”

      The evening of the Chick In Bun party? “Scotty, I’m going to need printed proof of the passcode change.”

      Next, a brief call to Tommy at Acme Printing also confirmed the time of the last file upload at quarter after ten on Thursday night.

      My flashback to the bar Thursday night, with the vision of Cassidy dancing with Hank before I punched him, proved our whereabouts at that particular time.

      The situation now pointed to only one culprit. It must have been Matilda who changed the passcode and maliciously messed up the coupons.

      The missing piece of the puzzle stared me in the face. It couldn’t have been Cassidy and fuck me for even thinking she’d deceive me. I still didn’t understand what was happening or why, but I wouldn’t waste another minute on Matilda.

      Relief washed over me like the first gulp of cool water after a long run. I doubted Cassidy, and it wasn’t her. But even worse, I accused her.

      I had to find her. I had to make things right between us again and give another apology and another explanation. Fuck. Why did it seem like we were on a nonstop roller coaster with all these ups and downs, and how could we get off the ride?
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New Year’s Eve

          Cassidy

        

      

    

    
      I met Aggie at the pub a half-hour before Adam arrived and, armed with a few makeup items in my purse, I led her straight to the bathroom. I knew she’d require a little help from me to make Adam’s eyes sparkle. At least she didn’t wear a turtleneck.

      “So tell me what you and Adam have planned for New Year’s,” I asked to distract her from any talk about work. I wanted nothing to do with work talk tonight because it would tempt me to drink too much to drown my sorrows. No, tonight the focus was on fun and helping my friends enjoy the last night of this year together. I’d deal with work crap in the New Year, if I still had a job, of course.

      I unbuttoned her pale blue cardigan sweater, a nice color choice for the night, revealing more of her white camisole underneath. She had on tight jeans and tall booties accentuating her legs. I pulled her belt off and reattached it around the waistline of her sweater, which did a number on accentuating her waist. But her hair remained a frizzy mess, so I focused on her makeup.

      “Adam’s sweet, Cassidy, but . . .” she trailed off. Her shoulders lifted up to her ears, her face twisted.

      “But? That doesn’t sound good. Talk to me.”

      Aggie lowered her voice. “He’s a sloppy kisser. And,” she brought her hand to shield her mouth. “He’s kind of small.” She held out one hand, showing a short measurement of some sort.

      I had to chew on the end of a makeup brush to keep from giggling. “Oh! Well, is there anything you can do to talk to him about it, maybe coach him to improve or how best to, um, use it?” A little sparkly eye shadow on the eyelids, a cat-eye of liquid eyeliner at the corners of each eye, there, almost done. “They say it’s not the size that matters but how a man uses it.”

      “I wouldn’t know. My husband wasn’t well-endowed either. I think I’d like to try an enormous one for once, to know what I’m missing before I commit to Adam. He also tells some lame jokes. The first few were okay, but now it’s like he’s trying way too hard. And, he swears. A lot.”

      What in the world was Aggie talking about? Everyone swears these days. Before I applied mascara, I took a step back to observe my work. “Are you saying you don’t like Adam anymore?”

      “He was fun at first. But I think I need something more. Someone more sexy and exciting—with a bigger penis.” She held out both of her hands in a measurement of a larger size.

      What was happening? I thought she and Adam would be good for each other, but now Aggie wanted more—and bigger.

      “Pucker, please.” I finished the makeup job with a coat of lip liner and gloss and tried not to be irritated. “So what about tonight? I mean, you invited Adam here to be with you, right?”

      I noticed she didn’t yet answer me when I started braiding her hair, bringing the braid over to one side and letting a few tendrils fall loose around her face. “There, all done.” I turned Aggie toward the mirror, and I think we were both stunned. This makeover thing could be my talent.

      “I almost don’t recognize myself. Thank you so much, Cass.” We hugged, and her excited squeals burst my eardrums. “You’re the best. I better meet a hot guy tonight before I turn back into a pumpkin tomorrow. And look, I came prepared.” She opened her purse up and I counted at least five condom packages, all labeled extra large.

      “Aggie! What about Adam?” I was dumbstruck.

      “These won’t fit him. Oh, you meant . . .? Er, yeah, I’ll dance with him or something.” Out the door went my formerly frumpy work BFF, who I had turned into a raging sex hormone monster.

      As the first of my three projects, it was problematic, but I didn’t have time to dwell further because project number two texted. Hank arrived. I walked out to the bar and found him on a barstool, his scarf and jacket flung over the back.

      Thankfully, his nose wasn’t as bruised and puffy as at Christmas. And the few days’ scruffy goatee he sported on his chin and lip I found attractive, maybe adding two years to his age. The red, long-sleeved henley accentuating the curves of his muscles turned a few heads, and the glint in his warm brown eyes exposed him as I approached. If I took any interest in Hank, I’d find him so dang adorable right now, but we were friends, and I saved him for Emily.

      “Hey you!” I gave him a quick hug, but he squeezed and lifted me off the ground and then put me back down again. Somehow, over the past week of various texts here and there, our friendship had progressed along to where I felt comfortable around him. The more I knew of him, the more I realized what a sweet guy he really was. And perfect for Emily, who should arrive soon.

      “You look beautiful tonight. Thanks for the invite.” His eyes gave me a good once-over then turned their attention upward, admiring the ornate paneled ceiling and wood trim. “This pub is amazing.”

      I smiled because when I’m right, I’m good. “Well, I figured you would like it, given your interest in sustainable architecture. My roommate Maddie works here, but it’s her last night. I thought we’d introduce you to the owner, Sean O’Brien. Maybe he’d have you come by sometime and give you the full rundown of how he remodeled this place and saved all the original woodwork.”

      “Awesome. Hey, thanks for thinking of me.” He turned his eyes back on me and put his hand on my arm. We were so friendly now. “It’s amazing how much we’ve gotten to know each other so well over the past week.”

      And once again, I praised my mad coaching skills because, with words like those, he would melt Emily’s heart. Speaking of which, “Oh look, Emily’s here. And Lily! Don’t they both look amazing?” I searched Hank’s face for a reaction, but he stared at me through half-lidded eyes. I reached up to his chin and pushed it toward the pub entrance, but his eyes stayed on me, and he laughed.

      “I only have eyes for you, Cass.”

      Sheesh, I rolled my eyes because he could still be so annoying in a little brother way. “Another tip, buddy, don’t overdo it on the cheesy lines. Be genuine. Hey girls.” I wrapped my arms around Emily and Lily in a group hug like we hadn’t seen each other two hours ago getting ready at the apartment together for this night.

      Intros were in order. “Em, you remember Hank, don’t you? And Lily—” I stopped right there because I had no words. Lily took off her coat, revealing her dress. My old red dress. I thought it would be perfect for Lily’s figure. It would have been gorgeous. The red A-line dress with a scalloped neckline, with her dark hair up in a bun and black knee-high boots was what we had planned, and I knew I’d have to fight the guys off of her. But now . . .?

      My red dress contained a message. She had taken a black permanent marker and in big block letters written on the front “Kiss Me.” To complete the look, she wore several silver watches on her wrist like bracelets matching a silver streak of hair paint through her over-teased, wild locks. And skater boots—Ugh, she knew how much I hated skater boots with dresses.

      My face registered my disappointment. “What. The. Hell?” I took her by the elbow and marched her straight for the bathroom. “What did you do to my dress?”

      “Oh. I thought you said it was mine now.”

      “I did, but not so you could massacre it. What? Why?” I was dumbstruck.

      She blinked and cocked her head, much like a dog who chewed your shoes and knew what they did, but they stared at you like the innocent creature they made you believe they were. “It’s New Year’s, and I thought this would be fun. I mean, this is what I’m here for, right? I want a midnight kiss, making me forget about Blue92. Why hide it or pretend I want anything more? One good, respectful kiss is all.” Shrugging her shoulders, she went to the mirror and touched up her lipstick. Red lipstick, a shade I knew she had never worn before. In fact, the tube might have been mine too.

      I didn’t know this rambunctious side of Lily existed. Bless her effing heart. I thought tonight she’d be the quirky romantic Lily who could find a cute guy to flirt and dance with, post some photos to Instagram and maybe totally make her online boyfriend jealous. But now, Lily was out to smash plan number two dressed as a punk rock chick.

      I followed her back, and we met Hank and Emily standing by the bar. They were talking and laughing and it warmed my heart. Okay, so plan number three to bring Hank and Emily together was at least still on track and the night had only begun.

      The DJ spun a favorite song of mine, and the urge for dancing was real. Washing away the stress in my life with a Whoop-Whoop, I pulled everyone onto the dance floor for a group dance. Spotting Aggie and Adam standing nearby, neither of whom looked happy, I forced them both out too. It was time to get the party started.
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Dealing with Dad

          Bronson

        

      

    

    
      Texting and calling Cassidy led me nowhere. She wasn’t answering. It was urgent that I talk with her, but straightening out the mess Matilda left behind also took precedence. Several meetings throughout the day sent the video production team scrambling getting the Tater Spud commercial and ad campaign back on track. I pulled in top members of our marketing staff and divided up Matilda’s workload, while setting up a new team atmosphere moving forward. It all resulted in one pounding headache like hammers beating on my head.

      I finally packed up my laptop on New Year’s Eve, with no intention of returning to my makeshift CEO’s office until Monday morning. New Year’s Day and an entire holiday weekend came first, which I had hoped to spend somehow convincing Cassidy about taking another chance with me. I’d do anything for that to happen. I was a man on a mission now.

      Another text buzzed in from Tony. He’d been bugging me all afternoon to meet up tonight and celebrate.

      Tony: Come on, B. You can’t stay home for New Year’s Eve.

      Me: Yes, I can.

      Tony: Asshat.

      Me: Not in the mood. Shit went down with Cassidy. Staying in.

      Tony: The same Cassidy who's going out with Hank tonight?

      Me: WTF? Now who’s being the asshat?

      Fuck my life. I couldn’t blame Cassidy for seeking comfort in the arms of another man after the way I treated her. But why did it have to be Hank? It should be me kissing her at midnight, me ringing in a new year with her in my arms. Then Dad showed up at the boardroom door. Inconvenient timing.

      “Bronson.” He nodded at me as he walked in, hands in his pockets, looking casual for once.

      “Hi. I have somewhere to be. I’m about to head out.”

      “This won’t take long.”

      Perfect, because I wasn’t in the mood for another of my father’s lengthy lectures about how to run his company. “What’s up?”

      “I heard from Matilda.”

      Fuck me. I should have known she’d follow through on her threats and call Dad. The mere sound of her name from his lips struck a panic chord in me. If I could wipe away all the seconds I’d spent with Matilda from history, I would.

      “It seems a lot has happened in your first week as CEO. You’ve racked up a hundred thousand dollar expense. And now you let Matilda go. She was an important member of our team. I hope Cassidy was worth it.”

      “It wasn’t Cassidy, and I have proof. Matilda set her up and changed the original print run. I’ve uncovered some other issues she caused with the filming schedule and the marketing team filled me in on how things operated around here under her thumb. You would have fired her, too. That kind of behavior at the executive level was unacceptable.” I didn’t mention about her busting my balls—in her hand. As far as I knew, Dad didn’t know how the cougar had come on to me my first week in London when I started working for Chick In Bun.

      He remained silent. I looked up and found his eyes focused on something behind me. He walked over to my bookshelf, stopping in front of the baseball and my MVP trophy on display.

      “I guess I’m an old man wondering where all the years have gone. I know I’ve been tough on you. I’ve pushed what I thought was best for you into your life. Your mother has, too. Maybe these weren’t the best choices, but Bronson, we did it out of fear. Someday, when you have children, you’ll know what I’m talking about. I thought I built something the family could be proud of. I sold chicken for a living to support my family, and it did. It put you kids through school and now supports you and Kelly both. The company grew bigger than anything in my wildest dreams. I know it took up a lot of my time, time away from you, but I see now, maybe involving you in the company was a mistake.”

      To say his words took me aback would be an understatement. It almost sounded like Dad was apologizing. Or . . . firing me? Which may be the case and I braced myself.

      “It wasn’t a mistake. I’m here, doing the job Dad. Yeah, some tough things happened this week, but nothing I can’t handle. Sometimes I wish you’d trust me more.”

      He turned away from my trophy and faced me head-on. “But do you want to be here, son? Are you happy?”

      I blinked and took a step back. This really was a monumental day with him. It’d been years since I could recall a heartfelt conversation like this. And him asking if I was happy? Please, his self-centered, workaholic ass had never come this close to sounding like a normal father.

      “Well, yeah. I guess.”

      “But if you weren’t doing this, if there was some other version of your life you could have right now, would it be this?”

      I didn’t know what to say.

      He took up a perch on the edge of my desk, and spoke with what I imagined his fatherly tone might be, all while wearing an avocado green cardigan sweater. He almost embodied the man from Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood. “I know your baseball dreams got crushed, but what else could you do? What would make Bronson happy?”

      My hand raked my hair away from my forehead, landing at the back of my neck. I sighed. “Right now, honestly, all I want is Cassidy back in my life. I want to know her again because she’s the one, Dad, always has been. I wish you and Mom would understand and stay out of my way.”

      He nodded a while as if agreeing, but I wouldn’t believe him until I heard the words from his mouth. “All right. Done. If you love Cassidy, then we’ll grow to love her too.” He put his hand up before I could say anything. “Don’t worry, I’ll work on your mother. She’ll come around. As for me, I’d like to see things between you and your sister improve, just a little. Think you could work on it?”

      I snorted, and I could feel my eyes burning, threatening tears. Was this conversation really happening? “Yeah, sure. I’ll try. But you’ll need to talk to her, too.”

      “Okay. I will.” He stood and held out his hand for a shake. But it would not be good enough for me. I pulled him in for a hug, albeit briefly before he pulled away because a hug might have been asking too much. He was never the hugging type, but I wouldn’t let him off that easily, not anymore. My new boundary would be forcing my family to act as a loving family, even if it meant I had to drag them kicking and screaming into it.

      He stepped back, cleared his throat again, and this time I was certain of a tear in his eye. “You should know, I’m not mad about Matilda. She was one tough woman. Maybe a change in our marketing will be good. And the money, eh.” He shrugged it off, surprising because I thought he bowed at money like a deity. “We’ve suffered worse monetary losses before. We’ll be fine. But if you’d rather be doing something else for a living, don’t let me stop you. I want you to be happy.”

      A few seconds passed before I answered, letting this alternative version of Dad sink in. “If it’s alright with you, I’d like to continue doing this. See where it goes. When I was in college, my first dream was baseball, of course, but I knew a sports career wouldn’t last forever. I figured I’d end up in your company someday. Now I’m here, and I like it, except, well, maybe you could lighten up a little and let me do things my way sometimes.”

      Dad produced an actual smiling, guttural sounding noise from his throat. I could feel confident labeling it as a chuckle. There had been a time, long ago, when he did more of it, and maybe now he’d continue.

      “All right, son. I’m glad you’re here—in our company.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets and walked out.

      Hope surged through me. If Dad could change, something I never thought him capable of, then maybe there was hope for me and Cassidy, too.
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New Year’s Eve Part 2

          Cassidy

        

      

    

    
      Our New Year’s Eve party was in full swing. We drank, we did shots, we laughed, we danced, and we posted photos to my Instagram profile. The party was going well, and then, as often was the case when a group drinks, trouble landed. It was Adam and Aggie.

      During an uptempo song, Aggie caught the attention of a hot guy who showed off his packed abs with no shirt on. He rocked his leather pants on the dance floor with a nice ass and insane moves. They even impressed me. But not Adam. He had words with Aggie, then stormed off the dance floor.

      I had to do something because of my plan for helping Aggie find love again, which wasn’t for her to make use of the five extra-large condoms in her purse all in one night. But if I were looking for fun, then Mr. Hottie Leather Pants might be the one I’d use those condoms with, so I couldn’t blame her. But no, poor Adam, what Aggie did to him wasn’t right.

      I sided up to her, as she did a body shot off the guy’s abs.

      “Oh, this is Cass, my friend.” She slurred her words, pointing me out to Mr. Hottie Leather Pants. “We work together and she’s my best work buddy.”

      “Hey, how you doin’?” His pecs greeted me with alternating flexing. Why did buff guys believe the move was a turn on? I mean, it was, but only at the right moment, which this wasn’t.

      “Excuse us, please.” I tore Aggie away from her entertainment.

      She didn’t take well to being pulled away. “What are you doing, Cass? I finally found a big one. Believe me, I stared at his crotch while we danced, and now I’m worried my condoms might not be the right size. Do they make extra, extra-large?”

      Her eyes right now couldn’t look any wider or naïve.

      “Aggie, you invited Adam here, and he’s over there lonely and annoyed. You should stay with us and have fun. Besides, you don’t know where that guy has been, and he looks like a player to me. Believe me, I’m saving you the trouble and a lot of hurt later.”

      “I don’t care.” She stopped and pulled her arm out of my grasp, then pointed back to Mr. Hottie Leather Pants. “Did you see the size of his fingers? He plays piano in a jazz band. He can hurt me like a bad boy and play me like a grand piano with those fingers.”

      Ugh. I continued pulling her away. “Let’s all have a drink. Adam, share with Aggie the funny joke you were telling us about the twins.”

      He looked annoyed, and Aggie looked pale.

      Suddenly, I could tell she had too much to drink. I knew from past work outings and happy hours she was a lightweight. Pulling her to a nearby trash can in time, I held her braid back. This definitely wasn’t my plan.

      A half-hour later, Hank and Adam helped get a sick and drunk Aggie safely into an Uber.

      She yelled at me, “You ruined my night,” while flinging her extra-large condoms out at me through the rolled-down window. “I won’t be needing those,” she yelled as Adam joined her in the backseat.

      “What was that all about?” Hank eyed the condoms in my hand while his warm breath puffed clouds into the cold air.

      “Don’t ask.” I headed back into the pub before I got colder, but my attention was caught off guard by the couple making out by the pub door.

      “Lily? Is that you?” My sweet, book-loving, head-in-the-clouds, romantic roommate pinned a random guy against the building with her arms wrapped around him and her tongue shoved down his throat. The dude’s hands were all over her, one getting twisted up in her teased hair and the other threatening a lift of her skirt, giving everyone a show by squeezing her ass. It wasn’t a pretty PDA.

      I stomped up and tapped her on the shoulders, making her part ways with the guy she held captive. “Um, excuse me, but it’s not even midnight. What are you doing, Lily?”

      The guy shooed me away. “Get lost, lady. Me and the flower here are having a little fun. Ain’t we sugar? How about we go back to my place and keep having fun right on through midnight?” The guy was possibly the quirkiest guy I’d seen all night.

      Dressed like going to a retro jazz club, his look was complete with an old suit and greased hair combed over to the side, which was visible once Lily took off his fedora hat and placed it on her head. I didn’t believe it was possible for two quirky people to exist in one relationship. Which is why I was positive he wasn’t right for her. Lily needed an oppositely attractive man who could appreciate all her quirks and not outdo them.

      “Lily, a word over here, please?”

      Lily threw me a cheeky smile and chewed bubble gum at the same time once we stepped five feet away. She motioned to the condoms in my hand. “Hey. Good thinking. Glad you came prepared.” She tore off one condom, hesitated, then took a second with a giggle. She read the size, “Extra large.” After assessing the guy at the wall, she turned back to me and wiggled her brows. “They might work.”

      It stunned me into a reaction. “Lily, I thought you wanted only a kiss. A nice, respectable kiss at midnight.”

      “Lighten up, Cass, I’m having fun.” And back to the dude she went, making plan number two obsolete. I couldn’t move, unable to process how this night turned out to be such a failure.

      Hank reappeared at my side then, eyeing the three condom packages still in my hands. “For the record, those are the right size.” He gave me a sly half-smile and a sexy wink.

      I winced. “Oh! Emily! We should get you back inside, Hank. She’s probably wondering where you went.” I rushed into the pub and scanned for Emily, finding her out on the dance floor between two guys wearing BU sweatshirts.

      “Why me?” Hank pulled me back from the dance floor. “Why would Emily be wondering where I was?”

      “Well, because you two are hitting it off tonight, aren’t you?” I gaped at him.

      He threw his head back and laughed at first, but when I didn’t join in, he stopped. He gave me a sideways glance and squinted his puppy dog eyes. “Emily and I are just friends. There’s nothing there. Wait. Did you invite me here tonight so I could hook up with Emily?”

      “Yeah, Hank, that’s exactly why. I mean not to hook up, but yes, for Emily. Which is why you’re here, isn’t it?”

      He blew out a breath, ran his hand through his hair, sort of paced a few feet away, and then came back. His face reddened. “Cass, when you invited me here, I thought it was because you and I were . . . Oh, but you’re not interested in me like that, are you?”

      Certainly, my face turned a pale shade of pink, and I almost looked around for the trash can to lose the contents of my stomach What had I done? How had the night gotten worse? And there was Hank’s face, his eyes turned down where the twinkle in them disappeared. I swear his ears flopped forward and down like a sad golden retriever.

      “Oh Hank, you’re a sweet guy, but . . . a friend.”

      “But all of our texts this week . . .?”

      “I was trying to learn about you, thinking how right you’d be for Emily. I mean, I texted about Emily the whole time back to you.”

      His sad face crossed over with irritation. “Why is that? Does Emily like losers? Because that’s all I am to you, isn’t it? I’m a loser.” He turned and slumped away as the music switched to another popular song. A swarm of ladies split my path to Hank as they strutted to the dance floor. I craned my neck in time to see him leave the pub.

      Emily bounded off the dance floor and into my arms. “Isn’t this the best night? Hey sis, my friends and I are hitting a party near campus. You want to come with us?”

      “What about Hank, Emily?”

      “Hank? Oh, did he leave?” She looked around, then shrugged her shoulders. “Oh well, I’m sure I’ll see him in class this semester.” She glanced back at her BU friends.

      There was no project left, and I was in no mood for good times anymore. “You go on, but be safe. And text me.”

      At a half-hour to midnight, I found myself alone, standing in a crowded pub, surrounded by people I didn’t know, abandoned by people I knew and loved, and about to ring in the next year—all alone.

      If misery was a person, then he/she/they were not pleasant company, bringing me the gift of tears brimming over right now. At least I knew Maddie behind the bar, and her boyfriend Daniel at his usual barstool talking with her. She placed a cup of coffee in front of me with two sugars and three creams the way my sensible roommate knew I liked it. But coffee didn’t have a fighting chance since I sobered up quickly by watching my friends walk out on me.

      “Are you okay, sweetie? The coffee is from the guy down at the end of the bar. I can’t be sure, but he looks like the picture you showed me of Bronson, maybe an older version. If it’s not, then I can tell him you’re not interested.”

      My head snapped up to the end of the bar. I strained my neck and squinted my eyes to see while swiping at my tears when a tap came on my shoulder behind me. I turned on my barstool right into Bronson. His closeness, exactly what I didn’t know I needed right then, came as a total surprise since he was the person who had hurt me the most.

      “You look like you could use a friend.” His cinnamon tainted Guinness breath drifted my way while the sound of a soul I knew warmed up to my ears. I didn’t want their invasion, but I couldn’t stop them.

      “It didn’t seem like we were friends last night,” I blubbered out. “Why are you here, Bronson?”

      “Hank told Tony he was meeting you, Tony told me where.”

      My surprised look turned into eyebrows raised. What did he want now?

      “I had to see you tonight and tell you something important. Are you ready for this? I found out Matilda changed your printing code. She’s the one who changed the coupon last minute.”

      My eyes went double-wide. “I told you it wasn’t me, but why would she accuse me?”

      He shifted on his feet and scratched the back of his neck. “She sort of had a thing for me, I guess. Look, after you and I broke up, and I started working for her at Chick In Bun in London, she took me under her wing, and we slept together. But in my defense, I was missing you and stupid and getting drunk a lot, trying to self-medicate. Matilda meant nothing to me and it was over as fast as it started. I guess since I was back, she thought we could resume, but I squashed the idea quickly. I never thought she’d sabotage a marketing campaign.”

      Bronson and Matilda? I couldn’t picture it. I let my face tell him what I thought of this news. “Okay, first, yuck, and it might take me a while to lose the vision of the two of you together. Second, I get it, and we’ve been over this. It wasn’t an easy time for either of us. I also tried replacing you with other guys at first.” I watched his jaw tighten. “But, Bronson, there’s something else. When I was at Acme Printing, Tom showed me the first drafts of the Tater Spud campaign. They were my ideas. I shared them with Matilda, and she said they were awful, but they were right there in the middle of the campaign somehow.”

      “You mean ‘The Love Match’ marketing campaign was your idea?”

      I nodded vigorously. “Yes. I don’t need recognition but some acknowledgement that I had a hand in it would be appreciated. If you need proof, I can give it to you. I keep my initial ideas in my pink notebook, and I always date the meeting notes. And I took photos of my storyboards on my phone. I can show you.” I pulled it out of my pocket to find the photos.

      He moved too, taking out his wallet and pulling something out. I held up my phone, and he held up my pink paper at the same time.

      “My notes! You had them? But how?”

      He pointed to my cursive handwriting of our names scrawled together through my doodles. “I might have passed by your desk one night and found this on it. I remembered in college how you had a notebook full of these pages with my name doodled on them, and I guess I was sentimental, so I took it.” He shrugged with a sheepish grin. “I believe you, Cassidy. And I already fired Matilda over the printing fiasco.”

      “Fired?” The emotions of the entire week along with this news finally sent my tears breaking down the dam and streamed their way down my face. Lucky for Bronson, he was my towel as I thrust my body into his, burying my face into his chest. His muscled arms wrapped tight around me and his body molded around mine like they welcomed me home.

      I needed this. The memory of his embrace wasn’t half as good as this, and my tears flowed harder, and my shoulders shook. He held me close and then, against his chest and between my muffled sobs, I filled him in on the worst possible New Year’s Eve ever.

      “Nothing turned out the way it should have. Aggie wanted a huge penis, and Adam got all mad, and then Lily found some quirky guy for a public display of affection. And then Hank thought he was here for me when I thought he was here for Emily. They all hate me now. I only wanted a happy ending for all of them.”

      He listened to my blubbering mess, patiently stroking my hair. When I finished, he leaned down to my ear and said all the things making him a perfect candidate for the hero in a second chance romance. “For the record, I don’t know who some of those people are, but I know you, Cassidy, the happy maker. You give your heart out to the people you care about and try so hard to help them and be there for them. So things didn’t work out the way you planned tonight? They’re adults. They’ll figure out how to be happy on their own without you. Maybe it’s time you gave yourself a break. Let someone take care of you and do all the things that add to your happiness. Like me. I’ll take on that role if you let me back into your life.”

      Why did he have to say all the right things ringing to the tune of perfect in my ears? I had remained steadfast against the idea of Bronson and I having another chance. I had given Fate the middle finger. Or so I thought. Then Lily’s words came rushing back as a warning. You found your right person twice, don’t throw the second chance away.

      All around us in the pub were people seeking the right person. It was tough to find the one in this crazy world, but Lily was right. Bronson was mine. He always had been. I kept denying it and pushing him away, and he kept trying, even when forces rose against us. But how many chances was Fate going to give me before Bronson gave up?

      “Will you let me back into your life, Cassidy, please? For so many reasons, but especially because there’s no one else I’d rather kiss at midnight on New Year’s.”

      He lifted my chin, wiped away my tears, and studied what must have been my Picasso face, with mascara smudges all over it.

      The pub erupted with the sounds of a countdown around us. Denial, anger, fear disappeared when I reached up, bringing his face closer to mine. We held there, our lips two inches away from each other, his heated breath twirled with mine, our hearts seconds away on the brink of starting again. And finally, on the stroke of midnight, his cinnamon lips brushed across mine, testing the waters and questioning if I’d join him, and when my lips didn’t pull back, he tested again, lingering this time on mine with hope. When I parted his lips with my tongue, seeking his, they swirled together. Nothing stood in the way now, nothing would dissuade his tenderness in the full-bodied intent of his midnight kiss.

      He had his answer. Yes, I’d let him back into my life.

      And dammit, this moment had all the makings of a perfect kiss for a second chance romance. Yes, Fate, you won.
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Reunited at Midnight

          Bronson

        

      

    

    
      One kiss at midnight wasn’t all I had in mind. I hoped to convince Cassidy we were ready for the next level.

      “Come back to my place,” I groaned.

      The crowd around us breaking into the traditional Auld Lang Syne song wasn’t stopping our progress in getting reacquainted with each other’s lips. And no matter how many people clapped my back and danced and moved around us, excited for another year’s birth, my arms were not letting Cassidy go.

      She pulled back, a look of horror on her face. “Where are you staying? Your parents’ house? No thanks.”

      “I’m checked into a hotel for now until I get a place of my own. So, it’d be only the two of us.” I knew her fears before she even said them, and moved in to kiss her again. A second away from her lips was a second of torture. But she pulled away.

      She found her coat on the barstool. I took it as a sign that she agreed. I pulled out my phone and called an Uber, but she stopped me.

      “Bronson, as much as I want to, I can’t. I know tonight would be so amazing, but after tonight, then what? What makes you think your family would accept me this time around? I’m sorry. I’ll call my own Uber.” If I thought she was sad before, she looked downright torn up now.

      I laced my hand with hers and didn’t let go. “It’s not like that. I’m calling my own shots now, doing things my own way. I’m stronger, so it won’t be like it was. They won’t be telling me what to do, and they won’t have a say in who I can love. I want you, and they will have to live with my terms. And if they can’t, well then I’ll leave the family and Chick In Bun behind. I have money saved now, and I’ll find somewhere else to work. As long as you and I are together, it’s the only thing that matters to me.”

      She cocked her head at me. “You’d do that for me? Leave the company? Your family? But how long would it last? Until Buck worms his way back so deep into you again and pressures you to leave me? I don’t know. We’ve been down this road before.”

      I brought her into my arms again, because now I could do that any damn time I wanted. She was halfway on the same page with me, and I needed to get her fully on it so we could write our next story together. “That was then, Cassidy. We can do this now. Will it be perfect? Likely not. But we’ve learned from the past. We’ll face whatever happens together, because we’re meant to be.” I pressed my lips to hers again to seal my words with tenderness, understanding, and longing.

      “Cassidy Masters, it’s you, it’s always been you. We’ve lost five years. I can’t go another second without you.”

      She nodded and smiled and cried and laughed all at once. “I want you too, Slugger. And I still love you.”

      My forehead connected with hers. “Oh baby, I still love you, even more.”

      She was mine, and I was hers. Once again. Only this time, it would be forever, or I would die trying.

      For my next move, all I could think about was taking her back to my hotel tonight and then waking up tomorrow morning with her in my arms, and—well, I was thinking about a lot of other sexy stuff that might occur in between night and morning. But we hung around the pub an hour more. Maddie introduced me to her boyfriend, Daniel, and we had a good talk over beer about business, baseball, and investments. He seemed like a good guy. Cassie and Maddie helped Lily sober up with coffee. And we all watched the New Year’s Eve crowd die down, with hopes high for another year.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Later, in the Uber on the way to my hotel, I pulled Cassidy closer in my arms, snuggling her as comfortably as we could in the small sedan backseat.

      “I think we need a selfie of us together again.” She held up her smartphone and snapped a few while we smiled, and another where I nuzzled her neck, making her squeal. She saved the last one to her phone wallpaper.

      “Do you mind if I post to my Instagram?”

      I winced. “I don’t do social media. It’s your thing, and it’s fine, but not for me.”

      “Here, look . . . ” She showed one of our photos but enlarged, focused on our hands laced together. “I’ll only post photos like this one.”

      “Okay, but I want you to myself and not have your millions of followers know our business each second of the day. So try saving some private moments for us.”

      She snorted. “Millions. As if.” I watched her thumbs fly across the screen. When she hit post to her profile, she exclaimed. “Oh. I broke a hundred thousand followers.” She squealed and threw her arms around my neck and hugged tight.

      “I don’t blame people for following you. You’re an amazing woman attracting people to your positive outlook on life.”

      Her phone pinged with a text. We both looked at it.

      Hank: I’m sorry. I’m an asshat. Still friends?

      Cassidy: Friends forever. :)

      I smirked down at her phone. A little jealousy might have kicked in, but it was no big deal. I knew I had her loving heart, and it wasn’t going anywhere. As long as she made our relationship a priority, then she could take on as many projects as she needed to feel happy and fulfilled in her life’s mission to make the world a better place for all. Even for someone like Hank Amato. Because my Cassidy cared for the people in her life.

      She giggled. “Relax, Slugger, he’s not competition.” She turned off her phone and put it away.

      “I know he’s not competition for me, because I know you’re mine and I’m yours. And when we get to the hotel, I’ll prove it by doing anything and everything I can to satisfy you.”

      “Hmm. Sounds like a promise.” A sultry and deep groan teased my ears as her head burrowed into my chest and her hand rested on my thigh.

      I moved her hand up higher. Her fingertips explored, grazing across my pants, daring to see how hard I already was.

      “It’s more than a promise, Cassidy. It’s a plan. This is now, and it’s our time.”
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Second Chance Valentine’s

          Bronson

        

      

    

    
      I circled this day on my calendar with a red pen, it was Valentine’s Day after all. But as things ended up, it was also our moving day. Once Cassidy and I reunited, I didn’t waste any time, and I asked her to move in with me.

      Maddie told Cassidy about a new building Daniel had acquired featuring large open-air loft-style condos. We met up with them for dinner one night and toured the primo penthouse loft. It pleased Cassidy so therefore it pleased me. I’d plunk down whatever cash was necessary to make her happy and it was perfect for us right now. Things progressed faster after that.

      Our friends and family helped us move in, even my mother and Kelly made an appearance dropping by with a new set of china as a gift. They talked with Cassidy over coffee, which pleased me to see they were getting along. Kelly sweetened up when Cass offered to have my nieces and nephews over often.

      Finally, after a long day of moving, we waved goodbye to everyone at our new front door. The moment had arrived with Cassidy all to myself in a place all our own.

      “Well, we did it, Slugger. Welcome home.” She put her arms around my neck, and the feeling of her body against mine in the new privacy we shared made me want to strip her down and do nasty things to her on the spot.

      “Yes, we did. And now that we’re alone . . . I’d like to celebrate by making love right here in the entryway.” I dipped my head to her creamy neck and placed tiny nibbles on a random path there.

      She giggled. “In the entryway?”

      My hands on her hips backed her up about five feet. “Or I could take you right here in the living room.” My lips moved to her earlobe. The sound of her sucking in a breath told me I knew the perfect spot to suck on.

      “Hold that thought, Slugger. I have a gift for you. It is Valentine’s, after all.” She brought out a box from her bag, beautifully wrapped and ribboned in pink and red.

      “Okay, let’s see.” I teased at first, taking my time carefully pulling off the ribbons, but then I tore the paper off. I flipped the lid open. “Mm, sexy. But I don’t think it’s my size.” I held up the red lace corset and panty set to my torso and already imagined stripping it off of her with my teeth.

      “Haha, you’re hilarious. If you keep it up, you might have to beg me to model it for you.”

      “Hm. Well, maybe my gift will make it up to you?”

      Her eyes bulged when I brought out a present I’d been hiding in my suitcase. I presented her with a box wrapped in silver and pink. She didn’t hesitate and tore the paper off. When she opened the box, she gasped. Lifting out the sterling silver frame that held the torn-up Babe Ruth card from our past, she read aloud the engraving around the edge.

      “Cassidy: When pieces of your heart are on the floor, all you need is hope, love, and a lot of tape. I love you, forever, Bronson.”

      Her voice caught in her throat, and her hand covered her mouth. “Oh, Slugger. It’s beautiful.”

      Tears, hugs, and kisses ensued. Yeah, I’d say the second time around on our first Valentine’s Day was a home run. I slammed this one out of the park.

      “Now, when did you say I get to see you in the red lace thing?”

      Her hands ran up my chest and around my neck. “Well, there’s one problem. I have to get naked first,” she teased me, nipping at my bottom lip with her teeth.

      “I don’t see that as a problem.”

      She wriggled out of my arms, running ten feet over to the nearest dining room chair. I followed and caught up to her, but she pushed me down in the chair then straddled me.

      “Mm. I’ll take you in the dining room.” I stripped off her old BU Baseball t-shirt and made simple work of removing her bra. The most inviting spot between her breasts cried Lick me, so I plunged my lips in there, too. It wasn’t long before my tongue sucked and pleased her nipples to hard nubs, eliciting little catches of her breath.

      “Maybe you’d prefer the kitchen?” She broke away. I followed, and she made me stop by the stove to watch a mini striptease. Slowly her jeans inched down her thighs until they hit the floor. Kicking them off to the side, she bit her lip, gazing at the bulge in my jeans, foreshadowing what was to come. Bare before me in her white thong, my eyes took in each square inch of her.

      “You’re fucking beautiful, Cassidy. Come here.” Apart from her for too long, I corrected my mistake, bringing her back to me. She pressed her ass into my groin. I swear I could hear moans from her throat every day for the rest of my life.

      My head crashed down into her neck where my nibbles turned to sucking along her collarbone, and I didn’t care that there might be red marks in the morning. Let the world see evidence of my love.

      My hand, with a mind of its own, slid down into her panties, feeling for her wetness, soaking my fingers, and dragging them to moisten her clit. It was my turn to groan as I pleased her clit with sensitive strokes.

      “Tell me how I’m making you feel, baby.”

      She sucked in a breath. “Loved. So good. But I want to make you feel good too.” She squirmed out of my grasp again, and I chased her into the bathroom. “I’ve been waiting to see you shirtless all day.”

      I gave her that wish and pulled off my Metallica t-shirt, dropping it to the floor. Her fingers trailed along each of my abs where she long ago staked a claim of ownership. When her hands reached my jeans, she rubbed the outline of my length up and down, kissing a trail down my chest.

      Her hands undid my jeans buttons, and I felt the immediate expansion with room to move.

      She snickered.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Extra large. Definitely.” She dipped her hands into my Calvin Klein boxers and stroked my length, assuring me she was pleased.

      “I’m so fucking happy to be here with you,” I growled.

      I crushed my lips against hers. A million kisses later, I allowed her to speak again.

      “Make love to me,” her words cooed out. “Are you ready to take me to bed, Slugger?”

      Our foreheads met. She kissed the tip of my nose.

      “Definitely.” I picked her up and carried her into the bedroom, kicking the door closed with my foot.

      I laid her down on the bed and covered her with my body. Connecting and moaning, entering her inch by inch, staring into her baby blues. It was almost too much for my heart. I loved her before, then I lost her, and she was mine again. I don’t know how I survived years without her, lost, but now letting her take full control, wrapping her legs around me, I was found.

      She rocked her hips up to me. Our lips devoured each other, mouth to mouth, mouth to skin, nipping and kissing, leaving no part untouched. I was all the way here with her, but I was also heading in the clouds thinking about our future.

      “Just so we’re clear, I want more, much, much more,” I hissed, my thrusts quickening into her.

      She snorted, reaching her hands down to my ass to guide the pace of my strokes into her. “You have my heart, my soul, my body—what more do you want?”

      “Ten kids,” I joked, sort of.

      Her legs clenched, almost impeding my movements. “What?”

      I plunged deep back into her. “Okay, maybe five, as soon as possible.”

      She laughed. “I think you skipped some things. Like an engagement, a wedding.”

      “Don’t you worry. I have our future all mapped out. I want to negotiate the number of kids, that’s all.”

      Her laughter spurred me on. “Okay, Slugger. Let’s start with one and see how it goes.”

      I picked up the pace, grinding into her hard because her hands pressing on my ass told me she wanted it deeper. “Give me four.”

      She thought about it for two more thrusts. “Okay, deal. With Kelly’s kids, that’d be eight kids, an even split for your little baseball teams in the backyard. Until my sisters have kids, then the teams get bigger.”

      She knew me so well. “Fuck yeah, baby. I want it all with you. It’s only been you, Cassidy, since the beginning.”

      “Mm, Slugger, give it to me harder.”

      I did as I was told. I didn’t slow my rhythm, our pacing so in sync, even our breathing united as if we breathed the same air, one lung shared between us. And I drove the muscles in my body harder to please her.

      Her orgasm building, my pressure mounting. It wouldn’t be long before this round finished. And I still had a red corset to preview on her tonight. It was the perfect Valentine’s, a night in with my girl, sex and more sex, ordering dinner in. The only thing better . . . Who was I kidding? There was nothing better than this.

      I reached down to rub her clit, slowing my pace a little, but she was already right there with me. It didn’t take long before we both moaned out each other’s names and lost it together.

      I wanted her. Us. All of this, twenty-four-seven daily for the rest of my life. She didn’t know it yet, but I had big plans for our engagement, and a huge rock made for her, the best my money would buy. As long as Fate was on my side, I was wasting no more time getting exactly what I wanted in life.
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Later That Year . . .

          Bronson

        

      

    

    
      One actor, dressed as a potato fry, sat next to the actress, dressed as a chicken patty in a bun. They snuggled on a red velvet couch lined with golden-carved wood, and a dark paneled wall appeared behind them. They grasped hands, lacing their fingers together.

      “The moment I saw him I knew, it was love at first sight,” the Chicken character started.

      “Yeah, it was like a beam of light illuminated behind her golden crispy halo,” the potato character reacted with a love-sick goofy grin. “Then once we added a little spice into the mix—” he said, bouncing his eyebrows up and down.

      “And a little ketchup . . .” the chicken quipped.

      “We knew we were a match made in Heaven,” they both finished with grins of admiration, adoring each other.

      The audience clapped, and the lights came back up in the theatre. I heard a few whistles. The host of the Annual Boston Advertising Awards made the winning announcement.

      “And the award for best TV campaign goes to . . .” The host ripped open the envelope, and I grasped Cassidy's hand. We exchanged nervous smiles.

      I leaned over and whispered into her ear. “No matter what, I’m the winner here tonight because you’re exquisite.” She squeezed my hand tighter. Earlier tonight, when she walked out of the bedroom wearing a figure revealing sleeveless, red velvet gown with a slight train in the back, reminiscent of Jessica Rabbit, my heart dropped out of my skin onto the floor. I almost couldn’t let her out of the apartment looking that hot. I was all smiles all night, keeping her on my arm and not losing sight of her.

      The announcement was made. “Chick In Bun and Tater Spud for The Love Match advertisement.”

      The attendees of the award show erupted in applause. We jumped out of our seats and hugged and kissed. My smile split my face, and I knew Cassidy was thrilled but nervous. She told me all day how her high heels were too high, and she was afraid to walk in them. I picked her up, letting her blonde hair fall in waves behind her. She laughed, as did the audience, while I carried her up the steps onto the stage and over to the podium where we accepted the award trophy. As we agreed earlier, I gave the speech. Only, it wasn’t the speech she heard me practice.

      With Cassidy standing next to me, I launched into the most important speech of my life.

      “Thank you all. This award means the world to us. And if you don’t mind, I’d like to take a moment to thank the woman to my right, Cassidy, for not only creating the concept behind The Tater Spud Love Match campaign, but also for capturing my heart for all eternity. And Cassidy, I’d like to ask if you wouldn’t mind if I captured yours.” Gasps and oohs and ahs and camera clicks from the audience came at us from all directions as I knelt down before the woman who I hoped would marry me and give me children. I held up a blue velvet ring box.

      “Will you marry me?” I sweated balls by then, and the floor was hard on my knee, but I waited for her answer . . .

      By the next morning, the proposal video and her acceptance blew up Instagram, skyrocketing her followers to one million people and counting. Up until then, she’d kept my face off her posts, but when the video and photos leaked with me in full view, it went viral. Oh well. If the world saw my face then they saw a man completed, absolutely fulfilled by the woman he loved.

      

      The End
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Bonus Scene

          Bronson

        

      

    

    
      With the advertising award to her credit, and her Instagram business making a profit, I supported Cassidy’s decision to leave Chick In Bun and work from home as a social media consultant.

      It wasn’t long until our wedding planning took over many of her posts and stories, pushing up her number of followers again.

      Of course our wedding was perfect, and the honeymoon in Belize was sexy as hell. After that, photos of the house we were building replaced wedding planning. It seemed like her followers stayed true to her, remaining right there along with her on each step of our journey through life.

      Of course, I kept up with her daily posts. Each morning when my assistant brought me my triple espresso, I’d take a moment to sip and view what my beautiful wife was up to for the day. Some days she’d be touting her latest line of couch pillows, in collaboration with a furniture retailer. Other days it’d be a makeup tutorial or a marketing lesson. Occasionally her posts would be about some event we went to.

      I enjoyed watching her work, and so did millions of fans. She had this natural way of being in front of the camera, coming across with this trustworthy, natural, and girl-next-door quality that attracted people to her. Since I didn’t see her around the Chick In Bun offices anymore, watching her on social media was my way to still have her with me each day. 

      This morning, when my assistant brought the coffee, her smile seemed different. 

      “Be sure to check Instagram today, sir,” she said. Like there was a day where I wouldn’t? Why point it out today?

      I pulled out my phone, and there was my Cassidy in a baby store holding up little baby clothes and gushing over tiny little booties. This was new, and she’d never been in a store like that before. What was she trying to promote? I didn’t see the connection between the baby store and most of her followers who were newlyweds and buying first homes. It took me a few minutes of watching her stories to finish my coffee, and by that point, she had pointed out a lot of baby paraphernalia, adored the teddy bear motif printed crib sheets, eyed a mobile of dancing teddy bears for over a crib, and then sat down in a rocking chair and started reading a baby book while cradling a baby doll in her lap.

      And then I realized exactly the message she was sending me. I didn’t know whether to jump for joy that my sperm worked wonders or to cower in fear under my desk. I was going to be a father. It’s what I wanted. We were going to be parents. It was finally happening. The more I considered what the new label of parenthood meant for us, I had no doubts that we would be wonderful parents together. And a whole new chapter in our love story was about to begin.

      

      Read the entire Fated Loves Series by visiting the series page on Amazon.
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Prequel: Cassidy & Bronson

        

      

    

    
      Would you like to go back to the beginning and find out how Cassidy met Bronson the first time around in college?

      Click here, join my newsletter, and I’ll send updates when the free ebook prequel Time Stood Still becomes available (Summer 2021). https://www.zeeirwinauthor.com/newsletter-signup

      

      Keep reading for preview chapters of:

      This Is Fate, Fated Loves: Book One (Maddie’s story)

      All This Time, Fated Loves: Book Three (Lily’s story).

      ==>

      

      Read the entire Fated Loves Series by visiting the series page on Amazon.
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Preview: Chapter 2

          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 every day for it.

      I thanked Brigid 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. They opened the pub of their dreams, and 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 scowled over the schedule. “Do you have any 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 worrying you about my marital troubles. I’ll ask Barry if he can work another shift.”

      I chewed my cheek. My plan for becoming 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 could manage it maybe every other week.”

      “Yeah? You’re 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 opening a new keg delivered earlier in the 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 ordering 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 aloud so the other man heard. Nods passed between them. “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, only 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 ignition from this were like the kindling to a roaring fire. It burned me from the first spark.

      I ignored what I figured was my imagination. He showed 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 the 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 her. 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 it? 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 the 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 passed by him. “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 lip. I didn’t recognize the woman, and the hundred-dollar tip would be nice.

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

      Watching him get up from his table, I suffered over losing my tip. The jerk sent me a cool look as he joined her, but I didn’t 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 simply a formality to the love they would make later. The last laugh was on him, and I didn’t bother hiding my glee.

      I returned to my position behind the bar, serving a few more customers and keeping my eye on him. I sized 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. 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 near me. I almost wished he hadn’t, but banter with this guy might entertain me, and the large 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. I put him in his place because players like him never dealt 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 warning off guys from hitting on me, but it 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 with classwork and homework, I nabbed any amount of study time as long as I took care of the customers first.

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

      Okay, so this guy 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 it cut into my study time. 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, completing my MBA, and I’ll graduate in December.” I turned up my nose and flipped my long hair over my shoulder. 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 resembling a smile. For the first time, he showed he might be human. It was a quick flash of pearl white teeth, but one briefly highlighting his dimples.

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

      Flattered by his nickname for me, Harvard, which was better than sweetheart, I indulged him. “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 I’ll 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 laid on me earlier, this conversation was enjoyable.

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

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

      “Listen, it pays having connections in Boston, especially among us Harvard alums. You never know when you’ll need someone. 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 and nodded 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 use it, but just in case, I stuffed the card into my pocket and went back to my regularly scheduled life.

      

      Read the rest of This Is Fate, Fated Loves: Book One available on Amazon: This Is Fate
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Preview: Chapter 1

          Lily Young

        

      

    

    
      An inventory of ten thousand books, six cats of different sizes, colors, and temperaments, and an enviably odd assortment of tea, teacups, teapots, and cozies were a few of the things I loved about The Cat’s Cradle. And it was all mine.

      Since my uncle retired and transferred ownership to me, I’d been working to transform the shop into one where women could feel comfortable browsing books, reading books, and discussing books while drinking tea with a cat in their lap.

      To me and my customers, the place was Heaven, where we found peace and harmony. Which was the name of the candle of the month in our featured product display. Because who reads books without a scented candle?

      No matter my worries over the money, or the inventory, or the welfare of the cats, or the cleanliness of the store, and fifty million other bookstore owner thoughts landing my stomach often in knots, my morning ritual served as a grounding technique to start my day on the right foot. Every morning when I entered the store around nine, the first thing I did was light the candles on the display at our check-out stand. As flames flickered to life on each wick, George twirled himself between my legs as if going through an obstacle course, leaving orange fur behind to mark his path on my black tights and red suede boots. With a tiny “Mow, Mow,” raspy sound despite his larger frame, the cuddly orange tabby cat greeted me and begged to be picked up.

      “Yes, Georgie, hold on, let me get my apron.”

      Beverly, the dear retired woman who worked for me a few days a week, sewed adorable aprons for us to wear, and we now had quite the collection, one for every holiday and month throughout the year. They nearly always matched my outfit of the day, and they did an outstanding job of keeping the cat hair off our clothes, along with a few twirls of the huge cat hair roller. I reached for my black cotton apron adorned with a ruffled striped pink and white border on the edges and bold pink embroidered lettering boasting: My book boyfriend loves cat hair. Once tied firmly in place, I picked up the gorgeous boy, who promptly rubbed his whiskers against my cheek.

      “Ooh, why are you such a sweetie? What do you think? Going to be a good day? We sure could use it, buddy. It’s been a slow month so far.” I eyed the boxes waiting to be opened. George used his paw against my chin as if saying, Turn your head away from the boxes of new book arrivals and focus on me instead. How could I resist his charms? I snuggled him hard and carried him with me into the small cafe area, rubbed his head, and then put him down.

      I washed my hands, then started up the warmers for boiling water. Opening the box of tea bags of the featured tea of the day sent an aromatic wave adrift in the kitchenette where white tea with notes of citrus lingered. But it wasn’t the tea calling the rest of the cat crew, it was my reach for the tuna cans and the sound of the drawer opening to find the can opener.

      “Here you go, hungry kitties.” Like a teacher needing to take attendance, I set out six bowls and counted each cat as they appeared. “Where’s Boo Boo Bobbin?” It was odd for her not to be the first one on the scene, pouncing on her bowl of tuna like she hadn’t eaten for twenty-four hours. They got fed twice a day, at opening and at closing, and of course, countless treats from customers in and out of the shop all day. They were adorable pets, but cats being cats, they knew how to use their charm and their purring to get more treats.

      “Boo Boo Bobbin?” I called out and went in search of the beautiful, long-haired black cat who stole my heart the minute I found her in the back alley of the shop the first Halloween after I took over ownership from Uncle Joe. She scared me like a ghost, hiding behind the trash bin, hence her name. Matted fur, ear mites, and fleas afflicted her. After a trip to the vet, she became my first shop cat. Like a mascot for the store, I couldn’t imagine my working day without her. In fact, Boo Boo Bobbin was famous among my customers as her illustrated black face appeared on all my store graphics, from logo to business card to website. She even was the author of my monthly email newsletters to my customers. The “Ask Boo Boo” feature was especially popular among the women who frequented my shop.

      She wasn’t visible on the main shop floor. Not in the grand window of the shop where a few cat hammocks lived to allow the kitties to bask in the morning sun. Not in the blanket baskets by the self-help section. Nor in the scratching posts closet. I checked a few more aisles - she wasn’t in moms and parenting or cookbooks. But there she was, curled up in a red velvet chaise in the corner behind my favorite section of the store, the romance books.

      “Ah, I should have known. A kitty after my heart. Stayed up too late reading, huh?” The little sweetheart had been lounging on top of Lucy Score’s latest romantic comedy about a dead guy next door. She picked up her face to look at me with her gorgeous green eyes and turned on her purr box as loud as she could, the sound entering my ears like drawing me into her magic spell of morning comfort. Sit with me, love, her eyes implored. I had boxes of new books to inventory and shelve before doors opened at ten, but none of it mattered when there was a romance book, a cozy chair, and a long-haired, warm cat to keep company. I snuggled into the soft velvet chair, careful not to displace Boo Boo Bobbin too much, and picked up the book to reread my favorite part. It only took a few seconds before the petite cat crawled onto my lap and then perched her front paws on my chest, her nose coming to rest on my chin while her content purrs held me in their magic grasp.

      Cats and book boyfriends were the two things I could count on in my life. Book boyfriends were the best, always there for the heroine, always making grand gestures, always trying hard to understand her. And those tender first kisses, and of course the hot make-up sex after a quarrel, and the reunions after it seemed all was lost. Why couldn’t real men in real life pick up a romance book once in a while and learn a thing or two about what women wanted?

      Lost in the book, I jumped when I heard Beverly unlock the shop door at ten minutes to ten. I dealt myself back into the present, leaving the comfort, and carried Boo Boo Bobbin with me to greet her.

      “Happy Valentine’s Day, dear,” Beverly beat me to the greeting.

      “And to you too, Bev.” The cat jumped from my arms and ran to the tuna bowls. The other cats already licked them dry, but she could still gobble up the bits of tuna on the floor around the bowls. My cats were not the daintiest of eaters, and Bev swabbed the floor before we opened.

      Arms freed, I pulled out a gift for Beverly from my bag. “Here you go, a little something.”

      Bev took the gift and removed the pink floral scarf, revealing her gray hair. “Tsk, tsk. You should save your spoils for a fellow on this day of love, not an old woman like me.”

      “Come on, you know there’s no one in my life right now.”

      She handed me a gift bag, and we both took turns opening. With a hearty laugh reminding me of Santa Claus but the way Mrs. Clause might laugh, like Ha, Ha, Ha, instead of Ho, Ho, Ho, Bev appeared pleased when she pulled out the cat-shaped sticky note holder. I had already filled it with pink-colored sticky notes, so it was ready for her use.

      In my bag, I found a new apron. It was red with heart-printed pink ruffles and embroidery sporting the saying Book boyfriends love Valentine's Day at The Cat’s Cradle. “Oh, it’s perfect! Thanks, Bev.” My black apron promptly got replaced with the new apron, pleasing my eyes with how it matched well with my red booties, and then I got to work on the boxes of new books, but I couldn’t escape Bev’s inquisition.

      “What’s happening with the man you’re talking to online? What’s his name?” She joined me in unpacking the books after she mopped the kitchenette floor.

      I didn’t want to get into this with her now, especially after last night. “Blue92? Oh, it’s nothing. We have a friendly chat now and then, no big deal. It’s not like it’s an actual relationship or anything.”

      I jabbed the next box a little too hard with the box cutter and cut my thumb. Ouch! I hustled over to the sink, ran it under cold water, and then got down the first aid kit to fish for a bandage. I hated to admit to myself that maybe it was a big deal. Blue92 turned me down to meet in person for the second time, first on New Year’s Eve and now for Valentine’s Day, claiming he suddenly had to work. The joke was on me, because I thought after how often we’d chatted over the past several months, we’d reached a level of emotional trust unlike anything I’d ever experienced before.

      Meeting in actual life was the next step in the progression of the closest thing I’ve had to a relationship in a long, long time, but whatever. I was a business owner with too much to do to waste another minute thinking about this. And I was kidding myself because I knew I’d be stewing about it all day.

      Bev yammered on, not about to let it go. “I’ll  understand this. You like him but have  seen him. How can you possibly know if you’re attracted to him, or what he smells like after a clean shave, or how warm his hugs are unless you meet? Why, last month I read how a couple got married over the internet and hadn’t spent a single day together, married just like that, thousands of miles apart. What is the world coming to?”

      “Everyone’s busy these days. It’s easier and more convenient to get to know if you like someone online before you meet in person.” It was so true, what some women resorted to these days to find love. At least for me, meeting someone online was the riskiest thing I had ever done, and it wasn’t even intentional. Blue92 stood out to me last summer when we met at Book Lover Forum’s virtual book discussion event. Several people were debating in the chat room about the challenges of modern-day class and gender in America compared to the time of Edith Wharton’s classic novel Summer. Blue92 was amazing, holding his own as the only male among the women in the debate. Afterward, a few of us continued to chat and meet up now and then in the forum, but eventually, it was he and I left chatting together. It was a natural progression how things grew from there between us into an emotional attachment I had no other explanation for than equating it to the feeling of falling for someone.

      I unlocked the front door and switched on the Open sign. Our mailman, Gary, dropped off our daily bundle of bills and newspapers. I was grateful he took Bev away from me for a few minutes so I could focus on stocking the shelves and not on Blue92. But the entry doorbells went off again when a delivery person entered with a few boxes on a dolly.

      “I have a delivery here for Lily Young?” My eyes swept over the tall man clad in a brown uniform filling in the frame of the shop doorway and stopped at his brown hair and brown eyes. Was this him? Blue92’s description of himself with brown hair and brown eyes wasn’t much to go on. It probably described fifty percent of the men I passed by daily on the walk home after work. We had said early in our chats we wouldn’t talk about professions or exchange photos until we were ready, which I was, but was too nervous to bring up, hoping he’d get around to asking me. It didn’t stop my heart from jumping every time I came within ten feet of a man who fit the description.

      “I’m Lily . . . like the flower.” I waited for any hint of recognition. Blue92 would only know me by my online moniker Flower67.

      “Well, I’ve got five boxes here for ya. And they’re heavy. Where do you want ’em?”

      No, this can’t be Blue92. This guy already didn’t sound as cultured as my online friend. “Can you haul them over behind the register? I’ve already got a mess going here with yesterday’s boxes.”

      I watched and waited for another chance to test him. He stacked the last one and handed me his clipboard to sign for them.

      “So, have you read anything interesting lately?”

      His blank face told me all I needed to hear before he spoke. “You mean, like . . . books?” With a scrunched face like the word books was the filthiest word in the English language, he was definitely not my Blue92.

      After both the men left, leaving the store once again in the accomplished hands of the feminine sort, I picked up Boo Boo Bobbin and let my hands stroking her fur soothe my loveless wound. Bev set a cup of tea on the check-out stand for me.

      “You’re right, Bev. Saving myself for some online guy is hopeless. Clearly I’m destined to have unreal relationships, all the book boyfriends and online boyfriends I could ever want, but  the real thing.”
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        * * *

      

      I did well the rest of the day to avoid thinking about Blue92 until I arrived home. Maddie and Emily were the best roommates ever because they left me a little basket filled with heart-shaped chocolates, a bottle of cheap wine, and an order of Chinese food, both feeling sorry for me without a Valentine's date. It was sweet of them to think of me, and I pigged out plenty while spending my evening in bed reading alone.

      My imagination ran wild, letting Blue92 become the latest hero in my book, in each scene and most definitely the steamy parts. I did anything and everything to avoid opening my laptop because this was crazy to be needing someone so badly. He had said he had to work, which was why he couldn’t go out, so I checked the time, thinking maybe he’d be home by now. And if he was thinking of me and online waiting for me, then I hoped he was dying inside too, because I wasn’t online. He could have met me for a late drink or coffee after his work, right, so why was he making no advances to meet after all this time? All I knew was he was like an addiction I couldn’t shake, and I must not have hit rock bottom yet because I wasn’t ready for an intervention. I took my laptop off the charger on my nightstand and loaded the website. And there he was online, waiting for me.

      

      Preorder All This Time, Fated Loves: Book Three on Amazon today, scheduled for release in August 2021.

      Visit the fated loves series Page for updates on Amazon.
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Preview: Chapter 2

          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’re also working with the FBI on this case. Their profilers believe the 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 eventually leading 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 I’d never have with any of the other officers. Out of habit anytime I thought of the past, 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 do your job well so we can be ready when we get the go ahead.” 

      Disappointing news, but for now I had my hands full anyway.
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        * * *

      

      After a grueling week 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, frosted beer mug and he met it with a Clink! of his.

      “—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. I 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 he might have missed out on loving Marcie and this baby if it weren’t for the fact I’d covered 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?

      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 lucky.

      “I’m sad to hear it, 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 as I left tonight. It’s full steam ahead. I only have to figure out where to set this up now. 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 my 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 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. “I met someone online is all. Not sure it’s going anywhere.”

      “Online? Great news.”

      “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 made this 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, 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, a couple of roommates here, Sammie and I, living the bachelor life. 

      I wanted a dog, but I’d never admit it 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 same 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 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 hitting 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?

      It 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.

      Visit the fated loves series Page for updates on Amazon.
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