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      Accomplishment number one: walking down the aisle without falling flat on my face and crushing my sunflower bouquet into my pale blue bridesmaids dress. Accomplishment number two: getting through the wedding dinner without tipping over my champagne.

      So far I hadn’t embarrassed myself in front of Taylor and Brad’s families, but there was always the first dance. The whirlwind of activity to get Taylor to the church hadn’t given me a second to confess I’d messed up on getting a date to dance with. Her lack of ushers was down to Brad’s personal preference. And his best man had a heinously jealous girlfriend, hence the reason Taylor’s bridesmaids were instructed to bring their own dates.

      I cringe as the waitresses whisk our dessert plates away. I haven’t even touched the array of mini cheesecakes. My stomach is already packed tight with nerves. I bite at my bottom lip. What the hell am I going to do? I spent the morning trying to get in touch with a friend of my sister’s, but he hadn’t replied. That last ditch attempt had failed so what now? My eyes scan the room. There has to be someone I can steal for a three minute whirl around the dance floor.

      The lights dim and I know I’m in trouble. The bride and groom are called to the middle of the dance floor, where a spotlight follows them as the opening bars to their song play out. I get to my feet when the other bridesmaids do, panicking silently as they start to move forward and their partners line up at the edge of the dance floor to escort them on, one by one. I glance them over. One, two, three, four guys in good suits... Wait a minute, four? My gaze drifts over the unknown faces of the other girl’s dates and lands on the last person I want to see.

      Frowning, I stop walking and have my hand pulled by Casey. She gives me a vicious look and I know what it means. Get moving. Swallowing, I let Vinnie take my hand. I even pull on a nice fake smile for the crowd. But inside I’m screaming. How could he do this? As we fall into place and he pulls me into his arms I try not to think about how good it feels to be this close to him. I won’t forgive him for what he’s done. I can’t.

      The jovial music seems to mock my contained anger. I seethe silently, not daring to glance at his face as we move around the floor. I manage to keep my stumbling to a minimum somehow. He always seems to know how to keep me from falling. Damn it, Mel, don’t even think about giving him credit for showing up here.

      The music changes. He holds on but slows his movements as some of the crowd start to join the dance floor. I pull away. I have to. Thankfully my bridesmaid’s duties are mostly over now. I glance at him as I back away. His face is more somber than usual, his brow creased and his mouth in a thin line. His bright blue eyes are hard not to stare into, but I just can’t bear to look at them anymore. I can’t stand to see him at all. I turn quickly, just managing to straighten before my stumble becomes a full-blown trip. I rush out of the function suite, not thinking about where I’m going. I just have to get away from him.

      The thick carpet in the hallway slows my movements. I stop and put a hand against the wall so I can yank my stupid heels off and make a speedier getaway. The sounds of the function suite bleed out into the hallway and I know he’s followed me before I even hear his pleading voice.

      “Mel, wait, please...”

      “What are even you doing here? I can’t believe you...” I shake my head, refusing to turn and look at him. “Leave me alone, Vinnie. I’m not some girl you can just...” I stifle the sob before it can break free. I’m not going to let him see me cry, not on top of everything else.

      “I was an idiot. You know that. It just took me longer to realise. Please, Mel, you have to give me a chance...”

      I take a breath and glance his way, reminding myself what he’s done and feeling the anger it had caused filling me up again. “No. You don’t get a second chance just because you decide you want one. I’ve had enough, Vinnie. Whatever we were, we’re over.” My voice shakes on the last two words. I have to walk away then, knowing my resolve will crack if I wait a second longer to get away from him. I hear him whisper curses under his breath as I rush down the hallway.

      I used to be invisible to the guys I liked. Ironically, Vinnie was the one who fixed that. I just hadn’t known what it would mean until it was too late. The heartache is too much to handle. I’d do anything to be that invisible girl again.
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(Three months earlier)

      I slam the car door closed with my hip and try to keep the coffee cups steady on top of the cake box. My two-inch heel manages to find a crack in the sidewalk, but my hands keep the box steady as I stumble. Unfortunately my stealthy recovery is thwarted as I take another step towards Taylor’s path and jerk backwards unexpectedly. The cups judder on the box.

      I twist slightly and figure out the hem of my cardigan is caught in the door, just as my coffee decides to face-plant the sidewalk. I gasp as the liquid splashes the bottom of my new cream skinny jeans — typical! The other coffee cup is sliding toward the edge and I catch it, almost dropping the cakes in the process. I somehow manage to shift around and place the cakes on the roof of my little Fiat to allow me to free myself from the door.

      My gaze drops to the dark stain on my jeans and I can’t hold back the sigh. It only took me two hours to ruin them. That has to be a new record. Shaking my head, I pick the cakes back up and head toward Taylor’s front door. It’s been a while. She moved out to the ‘burbs about a year ago, buying a house for herself when she made partner at her law firm. I know she has news and I know it’s big. She only ever calls when something amazing happens, now that she has Brad.

      Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad she got back with the guy. Their whole ‘will they, won’t they’ situation was getting kind of old. But the moment she decided she’d always been in love with her high school sweetheart was the moment I ceased to exist to her. Which is fine. Really. Taylor can be a handful.

      I feel a smile stretch and freeze on my face as she comes out of her front door and rushes down the steps to greet me on her path. Her long blonde hair still shines like the sun, and her grin is just as infectious as ever, and then I spot it, about a millisecond before it’s thrust right in front of my face. The sparkler is way too big for Taylor’s slender finger and she looks like she could burst just from showing me it.

      “Brad proposed!” she blurts, her grin seeming to stretch even wider.

      “Oh my God,” I say.

      “Now you know why I said to bring cake!” She hustles me into the house.

      I can’t wait to scrub at the coffee stain on my jeans. Something tells me it won’t matter how quick I am, but I’m determined to at least try. She takes the cup from me when I proffer it, a frown darkening her expression for a tenth of a second. “Did you drink yours already?”

      “Kind of.” I gesture to my leg and she gasps.

      “Melanie! Take those off. I can wash them right now. You’ve got time, right?”

      I’m already cringing at the thought of it when she takes the cake box and places it on the huge oak kitchen table. She waves her hands at me. “You know where my room is. Take something out of the closet and bring me those jeans to wash.”

      I move without another word. When Taylor makes up her mind, she means business. I trudge up the stairs. The photos adorning the walls are cute and showy; fancy vacation shots mixed with sweet couples pics. The bedroom is unbelievably plush. Taylor’s closet is actually the smaller adjoining room. I walk on in and push open the door. It would be easy to spend a whole day rifling through her clothes. I head straight for the skirt rack. There’s no chance of her jeans fitting me, she’s two sizes smaller and her regular jeans are always skin tight. I find a skirt in stretchy black fabric and I get changed quickly, trying to ignore my reflection in her floor-to-ceiling mirror. It’s warm out, which means my freckles are more prominent than usual, and, as always, my hair isn’t doing what I want it to. I don’t bother trying to fuss with the shoulder-length mess of ginger cotton candy waves. I just shrug and get moving. The sooner Taylor gets my jeans washed and dried, the sooner I can get home to finish reading the latest H.P. Mallory novel I downloaded. The only thing putting me off reading is the thought that I’ll need to author-hop when it finishes, since I’ve already torn through all of her other books. I hate coming to the end of a good novel. The waiting kills me for the next book in the series.

      Taylor is pouring me a coffee when I get in to the kitchen. She’s already dished up the slightly squished cakes. I obviously hadn’t been as stealthy with them as I’d thought.

      “Thanks,” I say as I pass her the jeans.

      She smiles and shrugs. “I’ll be right back.” She dashes off with them.

      I pick up my mug and poke at a cake. I can never eat just one. It’s the buttercream icing, one of my only true addictions. Next to wanting guys I can’t have, it’s at least a palatable obsession. I pick one up and run a finger around the side, collecting the excess icing in a little sugar-loaded lump and letting it melt in my mouth as I take a seat at her sturdy table.

      I can hear the far off sound of the washing machine when she comes back into the room, still bright-eyed and beaming from sharing her amazing news with me. The only real surprise is how soon it happened. I mean, she just turned twenty-five. Does anyone still get married that young?

      “So...” She sat down opposite, bouncing slightly as she got comfy. “Wedding invitations are going out in a month...”

      I put my cup down, glad I’d had time to swallow before she came out with that revelation. Though sputtering coffee all over her table wouldn’t be half as bad as spilling a cup on my jeans. “A month?”

      She nods, smile growing devious as she picks up a cake. “Don’t worry, you have almost three months to come up with a date.”

      “A date?” What is she trying to do? Give me a heart attack?

      “I’m having four bridesmaids,” she says, smiling at me, “and there are no ushers, so... I want you all to bring dates.”

      I don’t waste time dragging over the way she just told me I was going to be a bridesmaid. Taylor isn’t really the type to ask questions. Never has been. “Uh... I don’t have a boyfriend.”

      She rolls her eyes. “It doesn’t have to be a serious relationship, Mel. You just need to find someone you like and ask him to be your date.”

      I shake my head. Doesn’t she know me? At all? “What?”

      “Don’t you like that guy who works in the sandwich shop...”

      “That was like two years ago,” I cut in as she brings her cell phone out of her back pocket.

      “Was it?” She sniffs at the cake and sighs deeply. “These smell so freaking good.”

      “You’re serious about this whole thing?”

      She nods, putting the cake back down. “We need to go dress shopping in two weeks. The cakes were maybe a bad idea.”

      I put mine down as if it’s radioactive. It topples and the remaining buttercream drops onto the table; what a waste.

      “So, there is a guy you can ask, right?” Her hands clasp and my eyes fix on the rock that caused this whole mess.

      Sighing, I try to smile. “I guess.”

      She starts to talk plans and I start my internal freak-out. The next hour passes quickly with Taylor’s excitement barely waning. I tell her I have to go when my jeans have dried. She insists on ironing them first. They look perfect when they’re ready; good as new. It brings a smile to my face even while I panic inwardly at the thought of having three months to find a date to a wedding.

      My cell starts to ring when I’m on the way back to the car. I’m still in full-on freak-out mode over Taylor’s bombshell. I have to be a bridesmaid in three months, and not only do I need to have that spotlight on me and be all poised in front of a bunch of strangers,  I need to convince a guy to come with me. It feels like an impossible task.

      “Three months,” I murmur as I open the car door.

      I’m vaguely aware of the continued ringing in my purse as I get into the driver’s seat. I close the door and catch my grim gaze in the rear view mirror. I should just refuse to do it. I know that. I press my lips together. Yeah, right. Tell Taylor she’s not getting what she wants? What am I, crazy?

      So then what? I take a deep breath. “It’s fine.”

      I belt up and dig my cell out of my purse. Pushing my purse into the passenger seat, I somehow manage to drop an open lipstick onto my lap. A bright red stain has already been scored across my thigh by the time I pick it up. “Could today get any freaking worse?”

      I find a tissue and wrap the capless lipstick—which belongs to my sister, by the way—before dumping it into the glove box. Sighing, I answer my endlessly ringing phone. “Selena, what’s up?”

      “That’s how long you take to answer your phone?” My little sister sounds irate. It’s her default setting these days. Apparently being in Art school means you have to wear ripped jeans and thick black eyeliner and act like everything sucks, 24-7.

      “It is today,” I snap back, anger starting to build. Who does Taylor think she is? She can’t order me to bring a date to her stupid wedding!

      “Geez,” Selena says, blowing out a breath. “What crawled up your ass?”

      I close my eyes. Everything is fine. The wedding is three months away. I don’t even have to think about it right now.

      “Nothing crawled up my ass,” I tell her, glad that my composure has come back. If I’m klutzy on a good day, I’m a downright hazard when I’m actually wound up. “What’s up?”

      “Oh, well, I was just... Um... Can I crash at your place this weekend?”

      “What did you do this time?” Mom isn’t harsh by nature, but I’ve seen Selena wind her up into something almost demonic. If she wanted to stay over, there were only two reasons and hiding from Mom was the only one I would help with.

      “I, uh, wanted to meet this guy...” she starts, causing warning lights to flip on in my head.

      “No,” I cut in quickly. The last time she stayed over she brought some random man home and I had to creep around in my own damn apartment. Not to mention the guy slept naked on my couch! There’s not enough cleaning product on the planet to make that couch an acceptable place to sit on ever again. I shudder just thinking about it. “Absolutely not.”

      “Aw, come on, Mel, I thought you were cool...”

      “Well, you thought wrong.”

      She sighs and moans. “Please?”

      “If you want to sleep around, you can get your own place to do it in,” I tell her, my stock answer in these situations now.

      “Oh come on,” she said. “Look, it’s a date, not a hook up. And he has a nerdy friend we could set you up with.”

      The fact that I consider it for even a second is enough to shake me out of the tenuous grasp she’s getting on me. “I don’t date teenagers.”

      “He’s like twenty-three. Come on, Mel, don’t be a buzzkill.”

      I take a breath, ready to tell her no. Instead, I sigh and mutter, “Okay.”

      She gasps. “What? Really? Aw, this is... Awesome. Uh, let me call you back with the details, okay?”

      I’m already wondering what the hell I’m thinking when the line dies on me. I refuse to dwell on it. I put the phone down on the passenger seat and start the car. I’m one step closer to having a date for the wedding.
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      My brother always tells me I have a real problem with the truth. He’s the one person who can really claim to know me, so I guess he might be right, though I’d never admit it to his face. And that’s how I ended up caught up in the one lie that got too big to untangle myself from.

      Usually we meet up every once in a while at a bar. Tonight our drinks are from the fridge in our parent’s old house. As the older brother, it was his for the taking when he turned twenty-five. He didn’t want it. My Uncle passed over the keys to me five years ago. It had been vacant for thirteen years.

      “Seriously, if this is the same girl you started dating months ago, I want to meet her.” Charlie turns his most unnerving stare on me. The same stare that had my Aunt convinced he was possessed by a demon back when he was an unruly teenager. His eyes are the darkest shade of brown you can imagine and they almost appear black when he stares a little bit too intently.

      I sink the last of my beer and smile. “Oh, I’m not sharing this one with anyone.”

      Mainly because she’s imaginary. The perfect woman hasn’t conveniently come along to tame this wild heart, but it seemed to be the most believable excuse when my overly observant big brother began trying to hoist his sloppy seconds onto me. The desire to sleep with every willing woman I’ve ever met used to be what fuelled me. He noticed when that changed, and he knew it wasn’t just because I was in between jobs right now.

      “Hmm,” Charlie says, breaking eye-contact finally and swigging his beer.

      He knows I’m lying. Maybe I should just admit it. The thought of coming clean makes my throat close up. No way. No fucking way. So what’s the alternative? Make the lie more convincing.

      “I’ll let you meet her once she says yes.”

      That catches his attention. He raises an eyebrow. “You’re going to propose?”

      I clear my throat. “When I’m ready.”

      He rolls his eyes. Yeah, I don’t blame him.

      “At least give me a name.”

      “No. I’m not having you Facebook stalk her or something.”

      He laughs. “Come on. One detail then. You’ve got to give me something.”

      One detail? I think it over. As long as she’s imaginary... “She’s a redhead.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “A natural redhead?”

      I nod, knowing that’s sealed it; he at least grudgingly believes me now. Finding a girl with red hair was a mild obsession when I was a teenager. I used to joke that it was all it would take to tie me down. Then one girl I was friends with dyed her hair and I quit with the jokes.

      Turns out she’d misheard I was going to settle down with the next redhead I saw, decided I would take it as a sign she was the one for me, and I never lived that incident down all summer. Charlie got a really fucking superior smirk on his face every time he wheeled that story out at parties.

      “Shit. You really might propose.” He leans back in his seat. “So, the new job starts Monday?”

      “It does.” I’ll have to get up an hour earlier to use the gym. My lack of a routine has let me sleep later and later these past few months, allowing me slip into some bad habits I’d never want to admit to.

      Going two days without a shower is just wrong. Sleeping in the same clothes I’d been wearing all day might have been less gross if I hadn’t spent two hours in my personal gym sweating like a pig in heat every day. The problem is I don’t need to work for the money.

      I was going back to get a better grip on my sanity. My stomach churned at the thought of it, of going back to the city. I’d turned into a recluse while I’d been unemployed, coming back here and claiming the house to get away from everything. It had been more than a year. If I’d waited any longer I might never have gone back. The second I was back in an office environment swarming with pretty women in tight skirts, I was going to be tempted.

      No dipping your pen in the company ink. I’d do well to remind myself of that. Maybe I should get a tattoo I could stare at every day to keep that mantra straight in my head.

      Charlie quits asking about my mythical girlfriend now that I’ve thrown him a bone. He has something to chew on for a while. I have no doubt he’ll be keeping a look out for women with ginger hair everywhere he goes now. I’m going to have to find a way out of this, but I’ll think about it later. Right now there’s beer to be drunk, and a live game starting in a few.
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      So here’s the thing with me and men; I’m always attracted to the wrong ones. And I don’t mean I go for bad boys who break my heart. I just seem to fall for the guys who would never notice me in a million years. It’s like I’m completely invisible to them.

      And I don’t know why.

      Don’t get me wrong, I know I’m not the most outgoing person on the planet. I try not to do anything to draw too much attention to myself, though my klutzy nature seems to take issue with that. I just can’t ever seem to make those guys look at me, never mind see me as a potential date. I might as well not exist for them.

      The prime example is my work-crush, Nathan. Yes, he’s as dreamy as his name suggests. He’s tall and slim and wears his black hair slicked back in a retro style that really suits his face. His dark eyes are framed by rectangular, black-framed glasses. He wears three-piece suits and actually carries a pocket watch. His gaze is always smoldering, even if it doesn’t ever seem to quite lock on me.

      It’s like he’s seeing right through me when he takes the mail out of my hands. It’s probably a good thing. If he actually looked at me with those eyes, I’d turn into a quivering mess and something bad would happen.

      I throw out the lipstick that ruined my jeans and change into a black pair. I try to get the stain out in the sink. It seems to work, but I can’t be sure until they dry. I’m going to have to go down to the laundry room anyway. I ditch them on top of the basket and dig out the cat food.

      First things first, Salem needs fed.

      The second the can-opener starts, he darts out from his hiding space under the ruined couch and swirls around my legs. I reach down and stroke his head. He’s a calico and he doesn’t like to leave the apartment, he’s just never been interested in going out. I guess he’s a kindred spirit. I put his food out and walk to my bedroom. The laundry can wait. My Kindle is there, ready and waiting. I curl up, literally, and find my place. It’s my idea of the perfect Saturday night. I relax, shut out the world and stop thinking about everything.

      The doorbell rings when I’m an hour in and the big twist in the story has just hit. I consider ignoring it, then I realize it’s probably Selena. I bookmark the page and sit up, telling myself it’ll be worth it. My wedding date problem could be fixed tonight.  I’m probably being overly optimistic.

      What are the chances Selena has a decent guy friend for me? I groan as I move toward the front door.

      She’s bright-eyed and has a bounce in her step as she moves in, a couple of shopping bags in her hands that look to be full of clothes and make-up. Her bleached blonde hair is in an up-do.

      “What happened to calling me back?” I glance over the bags and frown. “You’re just staying the weekend, right?”

      “Relax, Mel,” she tells me, putting the bags down. “I just thought you might want some different choices for tonight’s big date.”

      “I am not wearing your clothes,” I tell her, taking in her scandalously short denim mini skirt and stylishly ripped t-shirt. Even if she wasn’t a size or two smaller than me, I wouldn’t be caught dead wearing what she does.

      She just shrugs, kicks off her heels and puts the bags down.

      I close the door and lock it, wondering what I’ve let myself in for. She bends down and scoops up Salem as she moves to the kitchen cupboard.

      “I don’t have any...”

      “Ooh, Bacardi,” she says, pulling out the rum. “I haven’t had this in so long.”

      Damn. I’d forgotten about that. I was pretty sure I had no wine left but there were a few bottles of spirits in there and apparently her tastes had changed since her last sleep over.

      “You’re drinking before we even go out?”

      “We are,” she says with a smile, putting Salem down on the counter.

      I pick him up and place him on the floor. “Salem’s not allowed up there.”

      “Like he doesn’t jump up there when you’re out anyway.” Selena cracked open the bottle. “What mixers do you have?”

      “There’s coke in the fridge,” I tell her. She pours triple measures and passes me my glass with a sly little smile. I take a sip and grimace. Let the nightmare begin.

      A few empty glasses later and I’m standing in front of my little sister in the outfit I picked out, wondering if it’s too late to back out of the double date as Selena’s dark-outlined eyes appraise my outfit with obvious distain.

      “You can’t wear that.” Selena shakes her head at me, her hands on her hips.

      I bite my tongue. Her ripped t-shirt and denim skirt can’t seriously be better than the black skinny jeans and royal-blue blouse I’m wearing.

      She moves to my closet and I see that her bleached-blonde hair isn’t just up, it’s been cut and shaved in at the back. I raise an eyebrow as she rifles through my closet. Sighing, she gives up. “I think you should have been born a nun.”

      “It’s not that bad,” I tell her, bending and looking under the bed for my shoes.

      Salem hasn’t dragged them too far this time. I pull out the black leather wedges and slip into them. The three-inch heels aren’t too impressive next to Selena’s six-inch stilettos. She’s the same height as me in them.

      She scrutinizes me and shakes her head, going into her purse. “You at least need a decent lipstick.”

      I groan inwardly. “I thought the guy you’re setting me up with is a geek?”

      She raises a perfectly-sculpted eyebrow. “You think that means you don’t need to put an effort in? All guys need to know you’re up for it.”

      “I am not ‘up for it’.”

      She shakes her head, a smile breaking out as she comes at my lips with a hot-pink colour. I let her color my lips in and try not to cringe at my reflection on the way out the door. I grab my purse and lock the door behind us as Selena rushes on ahead.

      “Come on,” she calls out. “Happy hour’s over at eight!”

      I follow her down the street. Living in the city is her favourite thing about me. She weaves her way through the streets effortlessly in her insanely high heels. I swear she could give Carrie Bradshaw a run for her money.
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        * * *

      

      Instant regret hits me when we enter the bar. The noise alone puts me off. What the hell am I doing out here when I could be at home reading about a soul retriever and her sexy bladesmith? The place is packed with college-aged kids, slamming back shots and whooping about things I’ve probably never heard of. I’m cringing as Selena grabs my hand and drags me through the crowd. She waves and calls out to a guy at a table across the room. I can’t see his friend but at least we have seats.

      “Matt, this is Mel,” Selena introduces.

      “Hi,” he says, looking me over. His unimpressed glance doesn’t help my nerves. I’m starting to wish I’d said no to this. Or at least downed a bottle of wine before I came out. The one drink Selena poured for me took a while to finish and it definitely didn’t make a dent in my sobriety. The three glasses she downed didn’t do much more than make her slightly more animated.

      “Hi,” I say back, glancing at the empty seats and back at Selena.

      She leans forward and kisses Matt. It’s more than a peck. The smacking noises encourage my attention to wander. Cringing, I glance around. A tall guy with dark hair and frameless glasses pulls out one of the chairs. He smiles wanly at me, his pale skin flushing. “You must be Melanie.”

      “Mel, please. And you’re...” I press my lips together. Selena didn’t give me his name! I glance her way but she’s still sucking face with Matt, who I’m really starting to dislike. I sit down. “Sorry, she didn’t bother to tell me your name.”

      “Luke,” he tells me, holding out a hand.

      I shake. Limp wristed and clammy. Exactly what a woman wants from a man. I sigh inwardly. The guy is kind of cute, but he’s no Nathan. Stop it, Mel. You need a date to this stupid wedding. Just stick it out. Three months isn’t that long...

      “Can I get you a drink?”

      “Okay,” I say.

      “They just have shots, beer or sex on the beach.” He shrugs, looking vaguely apologetic. I should have guessed. This is definitely a student bar.

      “Um, beer.” I’m not confident enough to ask for the dirty-sounding cocktail. Maybe after a few beers. I glance at my sister and am relieved to find Selena has taken a seat and is only holding hands with Matt the creep now.

      “So you met Luke?”

      I nod. “Seems nice.”

      Matt is smirking. He snorts at my comment.

      Selena elbows him in the chest. “Be nice.”

      “What’s wrong with Luke?” I just freaking knew it!

      Selena rolls her eyes as Matt takes a gulp of his beer. “Absolutely nothing.”

      “He’s a fucking virgin,” Matt says, snorting again.

      I feel my face flush. This is so taking me back to high school and all the idiot gossips. This was a mistake. Adults don’t talk trash like this. I get up and Selena follows suit, grabbing my hand.

      “We’ll be right back,” she tells Matt, shooting me a warning glance. She marches me into the ladies room, which is just as grungy as the rest of the place, only with the added smell of pee that makes me cover my mouth and nose. Selena turns begging eyes on me. “Please, Mel. Don’t mess this up for me.”

      “Me? Mess this up for you?” I’m at a loss as I drop my hand from my mouth. “That guy is a creepy asshole, Selena. You can do better. What are you even...”

      “You have got no idea the things he can do with his tongue, okay?” She sighs dreamily.

      “I’ve heard enough. We’re going home.”

      “Are you really going to do that to Luke?” She stares at me as if I’m a monster. It’s a look she should be saving for her face-sucking partner out there. “Mel, he’s in a really fragile place right now. He needs someone nice to start seeing. He’s not looking for a one night stand. He’s so not like that.”

      I sigh inwardly. The sympathy card rarely fails with me and she knows it. “I can’t stay in this place.”

      I can’t watch her swoon all over that creep. Selena could really pick them, but she seemed to know what she was doing. It’s not like she’s a kid anymore. I can’t force her to leave. “I’ll ask if he wants to go someplace else.”

      “You will?” She beams. “Okay, cool. I... Can I have your spare key then?”

      I shake my head. “You’re not staying at my place tonight, not with him.”

      “Look... I’ll stay there alone. But give me the key so we can use the couch for a couple of hours?” She grins as I pass it over reluctantly.

      “I’d better not regret this, Selena.”

      “You won’t, I promise. Pinky swear.”

      I try to believe her. She squeals excitedly and darts out of the ladies room, my keys in her hand. I groan and move out after her, trying to tell myself this night is going to be worth it. Luke seems sweet, I think. He’s probably a bit too young for me but it’s not like I’m looking for something serious. I just need a date for Taylor’s wedding. I take a deep breath and walk back to the table.

      Luke puts my drink down and smiles at me. “Wasn’t sure where you got to,” he says.

      “Selena and Matt are heading out,” I tell him, taking a sip of my beer. “So I guess we’re alone now.”

      His smile brightens as we sit down. I avoid placing my arms on the sticky table. Finding something to do with my hands makes me feel awkward. I sip at my beer and try not to grimace. It’s not exactly icy cold. Yeah, I hate student bars.

      “I’m glad you came out tonight,” he tells me, reminding me I’m on an actual date. He’s not exactly what I would have called a nerd, or a geek, or whatever the trendy term for it is these days. Okay, so he’s wearing glasses, and he has a blue checked shirt on over a green t-shirt. Neither of those things make him a geek.

      “I am too,” I say, sort of meaning it. I can tell the more I drink the more attractive Luke is going to become. I’m kind of glad Selena took my apartment keys. I don’t want to be tempted to bring him back later. It’s been a while since I dated. My last boyfriend was over a year ago.

      “Do you want to maybe go someplace else after this?”

      “That would be great,” I tell him, hoping he has somewhere in mind.

      “The park is nice this time of night,” he says, grimacing after. “Sorry, I’m kind of low on funds. This place is a dive but it’s cheap.”

      I shrug. “I could go for a walk in the park.” I don’t need him to spend money, but it is a reminder that he’s still a student and I start to feel kind of weird about the age difference. “Are you on Selena’s course? She didn’t say.”

      “Oh. Um, I am. I started school a year late though so I’m almost twenty-two.”

      Oh God, he still talks about his age like he’s a teenager. And Selena lied about how old he is. Not that it’s too big of a shock. My little sister has a tendency to stretch the truth whenever it suits her.

      “I’m twenty-five,” I tell him, knowing the second I say it that I’m already talking myself out of this thing. He’s too young. I can’t do this.

      “You don’t look older than Selena,” he tells me, shaking his head.

      It’s a nice compliment, with only a hint of desperation behind it. I thank him and finish my drink to avoid coming up with something else to say.

      “So, do you want to go for that walk now?”

      I nod and get up. “Sounds great.”

      When we leave the bar, he opens the door for me and he takes my hand. It’s nice to be holding a guy’s hand, even if it is kind of clammy. I try to ignore the voice in my head telling me this isn’t going to work out. It’s the first date I’ve been on in a long time. I want to give Luke a chance.

      We go to the park, enjoying a reasonably comfortable silence on the way. He doesn’t seem to know what to talk about, and I don’t either. It’s good to know we share the same level of awkwardness.

      I can almost imagine I’m with Nathan. The thought makes me sigh. If I was with Nathan I wouldn’t be having second thoughts every five minutes.

      An ice-cream cart is still open just inside the gates. He nods to it and I smile.

      “What do you like?”

      “Um, vanilla with sprinkles?”

      He smiles. “Good to know.” Letting go of my hand, he gets out his wallet and goes over to the cart.

      I look out across the park. It’s a nice spring night, there’s a light breeze and the sun is still scorching the sky. My reasonably attractive date hands me my cone. Okay so I’m not totally into him but come on, if I was he would be walking right past me. That’s how my life works.

      “Nice night,” he says.

      “It is,” I agree, starting to eat my ice-cream.

      He has chocolate. He seems to be a messy eater, but at least he’s fast and wipes his mouth with a napkin when he’s done. I take my time and we walk to the fountain. I’m starting to think about an escape strategy. This so isn’t going anywhere. I toss the rest of my cone in the trash when we pass by, not wanting to finish it when I remember I’m going to have to fit into a bridesmaids dress and stand next to Taylor and three of our model-thin friends at the wedding. I sit down in front of the fountain.

      “So what is it that you do?” he asks, restarting the conversation as he sits down next to me, taking my hand in his and pulling it into his lap.

      “Um, I’m a secretary,” I tell him, not bothering to give him our companies long-winded title for my job. We basically have a clerical pool that serves all of the departments. Right now there are three of us assigned to general clerical which is what I prefer. I hate being assigned to one of the other floors and having to settle in to a new routine with different people, only to be reassigned a few months later when the projects are complete.

      “So you work in an office?” He nods slowly. “Cool.”

      I just nod and look out across the park. It’s a lot quieter than the bar. Luke doesn’t seem anything like his idiot friend. He’s been awkwardly sweet. I just can’t stop thinking about Nathan, imagining it’s his hand in mine even as we sit here now. This is useless. I know what I have to do.

      “Luke, I...” I turn and he has a look of quiet determination in his blue eyes. It throws me, just for enough time that he manages to pull me into a kiss. Shock floods my system and I kiss back before my brain reminds me I’m not attracted to this guy. I pull away and he lets me go.

      “Sorry, I just... I’m no good with women. Damn it,” he says, shaking his head. “I’m sorry, okay? I thought... It seemed like we were having a good time.”

      “It’s okay,” I say quickly, wiping at my mouth and realizing my hot-pink lips have smeared. “I just... I like you, Nathan, but...” I close my eyes. Did I really just say that?

      “Nathan,” he murmurs. “You’re into some other guy?”

      I nod hesitantly. “Sorry, I thought I was over him, but I guess not.”

      “Well...” He stuffs his hands into his pockets.

      “Luke, you seem great. But you can’t just go around ramming your tongue into girl’s mouths like that.” I don’t know how else to put it. I know it hadn’t been intentionally forceful, but his nervous decision to kiss me could have been taken the wrong way so easily. “There’s a way to do these things and that isn’t it.”

      His mouth drops open and closes again. I take a tissue out of my purse and rub my lipstick off of his lips. He closes his eyes while I dab his mouth, sighing softly as if he’s desperate for a woman’s touch.

      “I can’t go home for a while, so why don’t we talk?”

      He nods, gazing at me. “You’re so pretty.”

      My face flushes. It’s not something I’m used to hearing. “That’s sweet, but it’s also a good way to turn a woman off.”

      He blinks, frowning. “I was just saying what I thought.”

      “That’s the problem.” I take his hand. “You can give a girl a compliment or two, but you can’t be so... transparent. You’ll scare them off.”

      “Oh,” he says, eyes widening. “Okay. Tell me more.”

      I sigh inwardly. As keen as he is to listen, all I really want to do is get back home and finish reading my book. The thought of going back too soon and disturbing Selena is all that stops me. Why did I agree to this? Luke is still waiting for me to tell him everything he’s doing wrong. He looks so eager, it’s kind of cute. I manage to smile. “Okay. Tell me what happened the last time you went on a date.”

      “Well...” He pauses before launching into a story that makes me laugh and gasp and shake my head at him. He’s got a lot to learn but I’m not the one to stick around to smooth out his rough edges. I give him a few tips and he seems to listen. All the while, my mind drifts back to Nathan. If only I could get him to notice me. I bite at my lip.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      His eyes widen slightly. “Selena told me about the wedding. I’ll go if...”

      “It’s not that,” I tell him, though it’s good to know he might still go with me if I get stuck. “I’m having some trouble getting Nathan to notice me. What would make you notice a girl more?” I’m expecting a typical guy answer, even though Luke doesn’t seem to be a typical guy.

      “Uh, you’re kind of hard to miss,” he tells me, smiling in a lop-sided way and gesturing to my head. “The color catches the eye. Maybe he’s not into red-heads?”

      I sigh inwardly. “So you don’t think a low-cut top could work?”

      His gaze drops right to my chest. “It couldn’t hurt.”

      I slap his arm. “I think it’s time to call it a night.”

      “Aw, okay.”

      We get up and he doesn’t let go of my hand. He tugs at it and I turn to him.

      “Hey, if this Nathan guy doesn’t ask you out or whatever, you’ve got my number.”

      I just smile and shake my head. “Luke...”

      “It’s the age thing, right?”

      “Something like that,” I say. We fall into that comfortable silence again as we walk. When we get to my house, I decide if Selena still has Matt over I’m kicking him out on the spot, whether he’s wearing pants or not. “This is me.”

      “Hey, so, can we retry that kiss now?” He gives me a pleading look.

      “Um...” It’s not like I’m taken. One kiss won’t hurt. “Sure.”

      He takes it slow this time, moving in closer and keeping eye contact. He has nice eyes. They’re not intense like Nathan’s, but they’re a nice shade of blue and they’re framed by thick, dark lashes. He slowly brushes the skin on the side of my face with his thumb as his face inches closer and his eyes close. When he puts his lips on mine, I can’t help wondering if this is what kissing Nathan would feel like. It’s a slow kiss, a little on the wet side, but it’s a lot more enticing than the one he planted on me earlier in the night. When he pulls back, he looks pretty pleased with himself.

      “Better, right?”

      “You’re getting there,” I tell him, pulling away.

      He looks kind of dreamy-eyed as he backs off. “So, this wedding...”

      “I’ve got your number,” I say. I’m definitely not going there for the wedding. But I don’t have to burst his bubble tonight. He leaves with a smile on his face. I breathe a sigh of relief when I get into the house and find out Selena is alone, sleeping on the couch with Salem purring at her feet. Okay, so it’s pretty bad that she left the door unlocked but I don’t stay in a particularly awful neighborhood so it’s not quite as terrible as it sounds. I lock the door behind me and kick off my wedges. My feet are aching from all the walking around. I go to the bathroom, change for bed and finally get to finish my book.
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      The morning sneaks up on me. I switch off the alarm and manage to haul myself out of bed somehow. My treadmill is calling, but I have to actually try and be at work on time so I’m going to have to make this a quick one.

      Being late on the first day makes a bad impression, and all that bullshit. By the time I’m breaking a sweat it’s time to quit already. I hit the shower and go through the rest of my morning routine on autopilot.

      The dread that smacks me in the face once I’ve left my city apartment is a lingering aftershock from recent events, and one I’m hoping will start to fade soon. It was hard to come back here after almost a year out of town in my parent’s old house on the beach. I’d waited until midnight to drive into town, and it hadn’t been easy to ignore the idle attempts my thoughts kept making to get me to go back to the beach house. I hadn’t left the stove on, or left the door unlocked or any of that shit.

      I was just freaking out and I knew it. I took a breath. I was doing the right thing getting back into the rat race. The new job will take my mind off of everything. It has to.

      I pull on a smile as I walk down the street. The girl waiting for a bus at the stop down the road flushes and looks down when I turn it on her. Still got it, Walsh. There, I’m feeling better already.

      I get closer to the building and my steps get shorter. I brush at imaginary lint on my suit. I lose the smile, it doesn’t want to be on my face right now. My heart is starting to thump and my chest is tightening. I breathe slowly, forcing the impending panic attack to recede.

      I can’t do this. I turn and start to walk back the way I came, glancing back. Maybe if I circle the block first...

      The red-head in the retro-looking skirt catches my eye and I have to turn back. Once I do, I stand there in stunned silence, as if a unicorn just galloped past. She’s naturally ginger, I can feel it like a sixth sense. My jaw slackens. What are the chances? My thoughts race at the sight of her. Schemes unfolding, desires awakening, everything falling right into place. She has full lips and a scattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks. Her eyes are dark. From the distance it’s hard to tell what color, but I’m guessing a warm chocolate brown.

      She’s carrying way too much to manage opening the door at the same time, but she doesn’t seem to be aware of that. The box falls from her hands as the door pushes inwards, and her purse is yanked from her shoulder as she bends to pick up the box. All the while she’s carrying a container in her other hand that I imagine is full of a steaming hot liquid she wouldn’t want to spill over the fluffy cream sweater she’s wearing. I want to rush forward and help, but I can’t seem to move. I’m transfixed by the strange combination of clumsiness and grace she possesses as she keeps the door open with her body weight while she gathers her things back up without causing any more chaos and goes inside. The door swings shut and I move toward it, unable to stop myself. I have to see where she’s gone.

      Pushing the door open, I walk into the building. The enticing red-head is stepping into an elevator, stumbling slightly and cursing softly under her breath as the doors close. I glance at the lights above the elevator. Third floor, eh? I make for the stairs and rush up them, only hesitating when I get to the door. What the hell am I doing? You’d think the mess I made at my last job would put me off chasing down the first damn skirt I see at the next one, even if she is a beautiful creature I once thought elusive to the point of being mythical. I open the door and step out into the landing. I can’t seem to make myself care that I’m being an idiot. My curiosity has been piqued.

      Red is walking to a desk partially hidden by a low partition wall a few feet in front of the elevator. She dumps her box and puts the coffee down carefully. Her purse gets tossed under the desk and she sits down. Her focus is entirely on her computer. She doesn’t seem even vaguely aware of the creepy new guy staring at her. Which is just as well. I don’t want to get off on the wrong foot with this one.

      Her sleepy eyes are indeed a dark shade of chocolate and she has the cutest smattering of slightly lighter colored freckles across her nose and cheeks. Her hair is a mass of untamed curls in vibrant copper tones. I can’t help but stare. She’s beautiful in the most transfixing way.

      Could this be it? I shake off the thought as soon as it pops into my head. Thinking about asking an attractive woman out is one thing, thinking that she might be The One because she has a specific shade of hair is quite another. It’s insane, actually.

      I shake my head, but the thought won’t quite fade.

      I snap out of it when I hear the elevator ding. I’m going to be late. I should be heading to the fifth floor. I go back to the stairwell and dart up the stairs.
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      The weird dreams are fuelled by my book and my situation. I’d been running through woods, breathing heavily as I ran from something that wanted to hurt me. A hand pulled me up when I fell and when I looked up Nathan was gazing down at me, chest bared and wearing a kilt. He even had a Scottish brogue when he spoke. And when he kissed me it was a mirror of Luke’s goodnight.

      I had a hard time forcing the dream to fade away when I awoke. It lingered in my thoughts on Sunday while I cleaned the apartment, did my laundry and convinced Selena she should go home.

      It repeated on me that night, this time with a finale that had me blushing all over.

      I seriously had to forget it.  Monday mornings were murder on a good day. Today, I was going to be completely flustered. I’d already had a klutzy moment and if I caught even a glimpse of Nathan I’d probably do something hideously stupid. I pushed the thought down, I had to. It was just a dream!

      When I check my cell on the way to work I see a message from Taylor and feel my head start to ache.

      Dress fitting is booked! Next Sat at 12pm. Don’t be late!

      I take a breath, stuff the phone into my bag and head on to the coffee shop. My morning to pick up donuts for the admin floor. I decide to grab a coffee while I’m there, something I have mild regrets about once I realize how awkward it’s going to be to carry everything. I manage, just barely, and make my way to the office. It’s only along the street.

      Mitchell’s Marketing is the biggest building on the east side of town yet it doesn’t have a revolving door or any kind of easy entry point that would make this less damn awkward. I drop the box of donuts on my way in, getting my purse strap tangled in the door. Typical. I unhook my strap from the door and pick the box back up. Not far to go now, I can’t possibly get into any more trouble before I can ditch the box. I get into the elevator, just managing to keep my skirt from getting caught in the doors as they close.

      Today is going to be a good day. I am not going to embarrass myself in front of Nathan. I did not have that dream.

      I get off on my floor, drop the box at the unmanned reception desk, and take my seat amidst the secretarial pool, checking my clothes for unnoticed spills; thankfully I’ve managed to keep myself clean this morning. Two of the girls who sit behind me are chatting quietly. I turn slightly, wondering if I should ignore them but too intrigued to pretend I don’t hear them.

      “I can’t believe they got The Mouth,” Belinda was saying, shaking her head. “There’s a hiring freeze on and they won’t even consider giving me overtime, and they go and take on another asshole salesman?”

      “Yeah, but he’s The Mouth,” Deana says, pushing her glasses up on her nose. She presses her lips together and smiles slowly. “He could talk his way around anything. Prepare for a pantydropper, ladies. This guy’s got game.”

      Belinda makes a disgusted noise and folds her arms. Her pretty face scrunches up as she curses under her breath. “He won’t be getting into my panties, that’s for damn sure.”

      “What’s going on exactly?” I’m not sure asking is such a great idea, but Deana’s head whips in my direction before I can really regret it.

      “They’ve hired that guy who did those stripper adverts. You know the one, he...”

      “He was a stripper?” What the heck?

      She laughs as she gets to her feet, setting Belinda off. “No, Mel. He just came up with the ad. Geez.” She picks up a pile of paper and walks away, shaking her head.

      I glance at Belinda, but she’s still muttering curse words under her breath as she types. She’s definitely not interested in discussing it any further. I shrug as I get on with checking through my emails. Whoever this guy is, I’m sure I’ll find out soon enough.
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        * * *

      

      The mail lands at exactly five minutes to midday. I pick it up and smile as my gaze lands on the department it’s addressed to: Finance. I move quickly, before I can really think about it, heading to the elevator. Nerves hit as the doors close. There was no dream. I tell myself the same thing on repeat, and I try to keep the tension out of my expression.

      I’m not alone so I can’t mutter the words out loud. A tall blond guy in a grey suit is standing behind me. Someone I’ve never seen before.

      I glance back at him as he brushes imaginary lint off of his suit. He smiles at me and my stomach flips. He looks like he just stepped off the cover of a magazine. That chiseled jaw-line and that thick, well-behaved hair; too perfect to be real. It’s kind of disconcerting. I look away.

      Then I dare another glance. Yeah, he’s definitely real and he’s really that handsome. He starts to hum quietly as we ascend. When the doors open on my floor, he steps past me and gets out. Which completely throws me, considering he’d hit the button for a couple of floors above. I take a few steps, coming out of the elevator and moving past Mr. Too-hot-to-be-true, who has stopped just outside of the elevator.

      What the hell is this guy doing?

      I start to turn, reconsider and trip over my own damn feet. “Oof!” I land with a thud on the thick carpet, scattering the mail across the floor.

      “Hey, are you okay?” The blond guy is kneeling down beside me, his hand steadying my elbow as I start to get up.

      I manage a wry smile. “Would you believe I’m usually more graceful?”

      He smiles as he helps me to my feet. “If that’s what you wanted me to believe, you’d have to really sell it.”

      I roll my eyes. “So you’re in sales.” I look around as he starts picking up my mail.

      “I’m headed to finance,” he says, waving my mail pile in his hand. “I can take these.”

      No freaking way! “That’s okay,” I say, quickly, snatching the letters out of his hand.

      His raised eyebrows are followed by the beginning of a question, “What’s...”

      “No time,” I say, rushing away and bumping into the damned doorframe. Ahhh! I clamp down on the pain. I so don’t want him to know that hurt.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      I glower for a second, then push a bright smile to the surface. “Oh, I’m perfect.”

      He whistles. “O-Kay then.”

      I march into the finance office, totally thrown off by the weird encounter. Nathan’s desk is three rows down, to the left. I calm myself and walk over, vaguely aware that the blond guy from the elevator is following me. I slap the mail down on Nathan’s desk and turn sharply, before he can even see my shadow. I slam right into the chest of the blond guy.

      “What are you stalking me now?” I blurt, feeling my face flush as I glare at him, not moving a muscle. He doesn’t even attempt to back up. What the hell is this guy up to?

      His bemused smile riles me up even more. “Hey, I told you I was coming here. I offered to take the mail.”

      “And you pressed the button for the marketing floor in the elevator!”

      “Uh, thanks for the mail,” Nathan says quietly beside me.

      I’m too angry to shift my attention to him. “Welcome,” I snap, moving around the weirdo who’s thrown me off. I can’t get out of there fast enough. I don’t even notice what Nathan is wearing today.

      “Hey, wait up,” the guy calls after me.

      I hit the button for the elevator, tapping my foot and willing it to hurry the hell up.

      He catches up and stands next to me. “So... what makes a girl like you want to deliver mail so badly to the finance office?”

      I refuse to acknowledge him, let alone his question. I make for the stairway. He swiftly and infuriatingly follows.

      “Hey, hold up. I’m sorry I was being such a dick.”

      “Whatever,” I mutter, starting down the stairs.

      “Let me make it up to you,” he insists, following me down.

      “Why are you following me?” I stop on the landing and he stops a couple of steps before me.

      “I don’t usually make this bad a first impression.”

      “Well, good for you,” I say.

      “Let me buy you lunch.”

      “I pack lunch,” I say, not willing to bend to what he wants.

      “Then, I’ll escort you to the lunch room and listen to your work based complaints while you eat.”

      I have to laugh. “Seriously?”

      He moves down and offers his arm. “Your escort awaits.”

      The thought of Deana’s face turning colors seeing us walk by her desk is tempting. I look up. “You didn’t even tell me your name.”

      “Oh, right. I’m Vinnie.”

      “The Mouth?” He had to be, didn’t he?

      He shrugs. “I prefer Vinnie.” He motions to his arm. “Are you getting on, or what?”

      I take his arm and we start to walk. As weird as it is, there’s nothing really awkward about it.

      “So, what would your name be, pretty lady?”

      “Melanie,” I tell him, thinking about what the girls were saying earlier. I can definitely see the pantydropper thing being true. I glance him over when we get to the secretarial floor. “Can you really talk anyone into anything?”

      He shrugs. “You tell me.”

      I walk toward my desk and he lets me go. Digging my lunch out, I find he’s still waiting for me with his arm at the ready.

      Belinda frowns at me, and then him. Deana’s not around.

      “Uh...”

      “I’m taking my lunch break,” I tell Belinda.

      She gapes as I go back to Vinnie and he starts walking me to the lunch room. Yeah, I’m wondering what the hell I’m doing too.

      The lunch room is all ours, courtesy of the beautifully sunny day outside. My sandwich is barely out of the bag before Vinnie starts to talk. They don’t call him The Mouth for nothing, I guess.

      “So, seriously, offload on me, sexy secretary,” he says, motioning to me to get talking.

      I take a bite of my sandwich and my expression says it all.

      He sighs in defeat and leans back in his seat, drumming his fingers off the table. “It’s that 50’s looking guy up there isn’t it? He’s gay, you know that, right?”

      I manage to swallow my bite without choking. Just barely. I shake my head and take a sip of water. “I don’t think so.”

      “So it is that guy. Floats your boat with the oil-slick hair-do, right?” His raised eyebrows and joking tone make me laugh. “Or not.  Hmm. What is it then? The soulful eyes? Or the dull-as-dishwater personality?”

      “Dull as dishwater?”

      He shrugs. “He’s an accountant, Melanie. They all take their work home and organize their lives by checking off a million little boxes every day. You really think you’d fit in to one of those boxes?” He gets up and goes to the fridge. Opening the door, he noses around.

      “He’s not like that.”

      “And you would know, how?”

      “I’ve been here four years.”

      “Ooh, yogurt.” He takes something out the fridge and heads to the cutlery drawer.

      “Um, you get that the stuff in that fridge belongs to people on this floor, right?”

      “What? Oh, right. Yeah.” He shrugs as he sits down with it, reading the name off the side as he peels the top off the yogurt. “Deana. Sounds like a bitch.” He starts eating.

      I laugh and shake my head. “It’s your funeral.”

      “So she is a bitch? Nice. I made the right choice.”

      I watch him eat, amused but kind of feeling like the universe is pulling my leg right now. This guy is too much too be true and it’s not just his unbelievable good looks.

      “Mmm, cherry,” he says, leaving the evidence of his stolen snack on the table as he licks the spoon.

      “You’re washing that spoon,” I warn him.

      He smiles. “Make me.”

      I shake my head. “Just, don’t put it back in the drawer.”

      “Why the hell not?” He waves it at me, showing how shiny and clean it looks.

      “Don’t tell me you’re one of those guys.”

      “One of what guys?” He pulls on an innocent look. It doesn’t sit right on his face.

      “You’re disgusting,” I say.

      He rolls his eyes and gets up. “Fine. I’ll wash it. I wouldn’t want to be disgusting.”

      I relax and finish my lunch as he washes the spoon and puts it back in a drawer.

      He checks his watch and sighs. “Damn meeting. I suppose it can’t really wait any longer.”

      “You’re supposed to be in a meeting right now?”

      He shrugs and heads to the door, holding his arm out. “Ready to be escorted back to your seat?”

      I put my paper bag into the recycling bin. “Now I am.”

      He walks me back to my seat and heads to the elevator. Turning, he smiles. “Same time tomorrow, right?” Before I can answer he’s stepping into the elevator. “Bring me a sandwich and I won’t raid the fridge again!”

      Belinda glowers at me as I sit down and check my emails. I hide my smile, wondering when Deana’s going to notice her missing yogurt.
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      Now she has a name. And I know her perfume is sweet and floral and makes me think her skin would taste like honey doused rose-petals. Shit. I shouldn’t be thinking about what she might taste like. I shouldn’t be thinking about her at all. But meetings are fucking boring, so to hell with it.

      She has a crush on some other guy, I remind myself.

      Funnily enough, the thought of that only makes me want to work harder to remove said other guy from the picture. In what world would Vinnie Walsh lose out on the woman of his dreams to some boring-ass accountant with cat pictures all over his desk? Not this one, that’s for sure.

      I hear my name and force myself to focus on what my new manager is saying. He’s introducing me, and letting everyone know I’ll be working on the latest advertising campaign with the crabby-faced woman wearing black lipstick and the middle-aged guy who hasn’t accepted that his clothes outgrew his donut-loving frame in the nineties. Said guy has crumbs in his moustache. He finds them halfway through the meeting and makes disturbingly erotic noises as he sucks them into his mouth.

      I just barely hold back a snort. The woman scowls at me, clutching her pen so hard I wouldn’t be surprised if I heard it snap in her hand.

      My thoughts shift back to Mel. To what I can do to make her mine. It’s not going to be easy. In fact, the plan is going to get decidedly twisted. But that’s what it’s going to take.

      Phase one, show her she can have any man she wants. Give her a taste, a hint of what she could have with me, and let her start to realize she’s not interested in the other guy.

      Everything unfolds from there.

      A tremor of doubt tries to slink its way in and I slap it down. The past is what it is. I can’t change what happened. I was an idiot to think I’d be able to avoid dating completely to avoid history repeating itself.

      I wouldn’t be doing this if I hadn’t met the unicorn I’ve been searching for ever since I was a teenager. I know now that I’ve spoken to her.

      This woman is The One. Failure is not an option.
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      Serena’s watching TV with Salem purring in her lap when I get home. Apparently sending her home before didn’t take. Her eyes light up when I close the door. “What’s for dinner?”

      “What am I, your mother?”

      “Uh, well, no I suppose not. So... Takeout?”

      “There’s frozen pizza in the freezer. I’m not made of money.”

      “Hey, so, how’d it go with Luke the other night?”

      I sigh. She didn’t bother asking yesterday so this is clearly a distraction tactic. “We’re just going to be friends. How’d it go with creepy Matt?”

      She frowns at me. “Hot Matt.”

      “Yeah, okay, whatever.”

      “I get that he’s a dick,” Selena tells me. “I don’t need to like a guy to sleep with him. Okay?”

      “I’m pretending I never heard any of those words. Ever.” I take the pizza out the fridge and turn on the oven.

      “I fed Salem already,” she tells me, as if I couldn’t tell by his satisfied purring.

      “I can see that. How much exactly did you feed him? He’s in a food-coma by the looks of things.”

      “What? Cats don’t eat three meals a day like us?” She plays dumb and then rolls her eyes. “So, you don’t have a date to Taylor’s wedding then?”

      I stare at her. “What? How do you know about...”

      She motions to my laptop. “Your emails were open. I peeked.” She shrugs. “Sue me.”

      “Selena!” It doesn’t matter how much I tell her off, she’ll only keep doing it. “I’m changing my password.”

      “Okay good. I didn’t like ‘Tallis’.” She sticks out her tongue. “It’s creepy how much that bitch enjoyed getting fucked by a sword handle.”

      I take a breath and count to ten. “Stay out of my Kindle!”

      “You read some really weird shit, Mel. I’m kind of worried that’s why you can’t get a man to date you and stuff.”

      “This from the girl with a creepy hook-up who doesn’t even have his own place.”

      Selena grimaces. “He’s only good for one thing. What do I care if he has an apartment? That’s his problem.”

      I’m never taking my sister’s help again. This whole date for Taylor’s wedding thing is going to have to be on my own shoulders alone. Or maybe... I might have a confidante at work now, maybe, if The Mouth doesn’t turn out to be some kind of creep. His whole do-whatever-he-pleases attitude could do with rubbing off on me. Maybe it would even help me snag Nathan’s attention. My smile makes Selena nervous enough to move from the couch.

      “What? You have this really weird look on your face...”

      “Go back home, Selena. Mom is wondering where you got to.”

      She blows out a breath. “But Matt...”

      “He’s not coming back around here.”

      She sighs. “Fine. You suck, by the way.”
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      When Charlie calls that night, I half wish I hadn’t lied about being seriously involved with a red-head. If anyone would understand how obsessive I was getting over one little encounter it was him. Making her laugh had done weird things to my insides. Men shouldn’t get butterflies. They’re not manly.

      “What do you want?” I answer like I could care less.

      “Just seeing how the new job is going?”

      “It’s  fine, it’s going to be fun.” The project was dull, but my partners in crime were entertaining enough to make it less yawn-worthy.

      “Okay. That’s good. So, I was speaking to Uncle Sal last night...” Charlie trails off and I know exactly where he’s headed.

      “Oh?” I’m not going to let him hear me freak out.

      “I told him you’ve got a girl now. They’re expecting you to bring her to the barbeque next month.” He sounds pleased with himself. He would. He thinks he’s caught me out.

      I smile, thinking of Mel and knowing I’m going to have to speed up my plan to win her over.

      “It was nice of you to tell them,” I start, knowing he’s expecting me to admit it was a lie now. “Especially since you knew I wanted to keep her to myself for a little bit longer.”

      “Well,” he says with a laugh, “what can you do? It just slipped out.”

      “I’ll ask Mel if she wants to go,” I say. “I won’t force her.”

      He’s quiet for a second. Then he says, “Did you just name the mystery red-head?”

      “No point being coy if I’m going to end up bringing her to the barbeque.” I knew I could get her to come, even if we weren’t at the point where she was head over heels by then. It would be easy. So why was my stomach churning at the thought?

      “I can’t believe this. She’s not made up?” Charlie sounds shocked.

      “I can’t believe you think I’d make up a woman.” I try to sound insulted. “Especially a red-head.”

      “Shit. She might actually be real.” He blows out a breath. “Well, I’m glad things are going okay.”

      “They’re better than okay.” Not really, but they would be.

      The guy Mel liked in the office was the one complication I could really do without. It would slow things down. It might even fuck them up if she liked him more than I thought she did. Physical attraction was one thing, love was quite another.

      “Good to know,” Charlie says. “I’ll call you at the weekend.”

      “Fine. Speak to you later.” I hung up and tried to lose the growing doubt that was playing on my mind.

      Mel wasn’t going to fall for the accountant. I wouldn’t let that happen.
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      Another day, another rush to get to work on time while my head is full of steamy dreams from the night before. I don’t always remember every detail. This morning I was being driven crazy with lustful desires left over from dreams I couldn’t quite remember.

      Those feelings lingered all day and made me flush when Vinnie showed up at my desk at lunchtime. I wonder what he’d think if he knew I was imagining him taking me over this desk. I wasn’t even sure if that image had come from the dream or just because I was incredibly horny right in that moment.

      “Lunch?” He smiles and I get up, pushing those thoughts out of my head.

      “Sandwiches for two,” I mention, bringing my cooler bag.

      His hand brushes the small of my back and I bite back a gasp. What is wrong with me today? I seriously need to get a grip.

      Deana watches us suspiciously as I head into the lunch room with Vinnie. She chatters quietly with Belinda as we move into the room. He closes the door behind us and listens at it.

      “So, there are two bitches in your office?”

      I shrug, opening my cooler bag and bringing out the sandwiches. “Ham or Turkey?”

      He moves over quickly and takes one of each. “Good choice.” He presses them together and eats as if they’re one sandwich.

      “Mmm,” he says, with a full mouth.

      “Glad you approve.”

      He swallows. “So when did I fuck someone in this place?”

      Last night in my dreams maybe? I flush and avert my gaze to my sandwich. “Um, what?”

      “They’re calling me The Pantydropper out there.”

      “I think they heard that about you from before. Rumors or whatever.” I watch his face to see his reaction.

      He raises an eyebrow. “Damn. I didn’t know I had that kind of reputation. Wow. Talk about an eye-opener.”

      I start to eat, trying to work out if he’s really surprised or really sarcastic. “So you’re saying you’re not that kind of guy?”

      “Women don’t drop their panties when they see me,” he says, staring right at me with dead-pan eyes. “Do I make you want to strip right now and mount me?”

      I laugh nervously, hoping he’s not some kind of mind-reader. “I don’t think so.”

      “Damn,” he mutters, eating another massive mouthful.

      “Are you really called The Mouth because you eat like that?”

      He smiles, nodding. “Good one,” he says after he swallows. “You got me. I’m a fat bastard.”

      I smile, instantly checking him over and knowing the chest I slammed into the day before wasn’t anything but muscular. Fat, right. “So, I wanted to ask your advice on something.”

      “Me? Give advice?” He tries the fake innocent look again and I still don’t buy it.

      “Well you seem to have a way of getting everything you want, so...”

      “Does it really seem that way?”

      “Uh, yeah.” I point at his lunch and he gives me that fake-innocent look I saw the day before and didn’t buy then.

      “Hmm.”

      “Okay, so...” I take a deep breath. Do I really want to ask him this? Ugh. What’s the worst that could happen, really? I close my eyes and just blurt it out. “I want to get Nathan to notice me.”

      I open my eyes, wincing. I’m waiting for him to laugh, or to tell me I’m pathetic. He doesn’t.

      He lowers his hand so his knuckles rest on the table as his fingers hold the remainder of his sandwich. He stares into space behind me before systematically polishing off the sandwich and brushing his palms off of each other. Then he clears his throat and looks at me.

      “You really like this guy?” His gaze is intense, like he’s watching for something.

      “I do.” My face is bright red at the admission but I make it without losing eye contact.

      “He barely knows you exist.”

      “I know,” I say, wishing for a second that I wasn’t speaking to someone so brazen.

      “So you need to change that.”

      “How?”

      “Let me think on it,” he says. “You don’t need a make-over or some shit like that. The problem’s his. He’s not noticing the gorgeous secretary who’s openly drooling over his pathetic bones. Is he noticing anything, or anyone, else?”

      I take a breath, but apparently he doesn’t need me to answer. He opens the door and ushers me out, offering his arm as he walks me back to my desk.

      “Are you sure about this finance guy?”

      I nod, feeling kind of weird about it all of a sudden. It would probably help if I didn’t find Vinnie so damned sexy too. He’s a player, Mel. I know, but it doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy looking.

      He shrugs. “Hey, there’s no accounting for taste.”

      A giggle bursts from me as he steps into the elevator.

      “Same time tomorrow, right?” He smiles.

      I nod as the doors close.

      “So,” Deana says, “Does The Mouth live up to his reputation, Mel?”

      I frown at her. “That’s just gossip, Deana. You shouldn’t listen to rumors.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I spend the afternoon wondering about those rumors while I work. He’s attractive enough for them to be true, but he really hasn’t been acting like a sex-obsessed asshole. He seems like a nice guy, but maybe that’s the point. He makes women think he’s one thing when he’s the complete opposite. The thought troubles me. I don’t want it to be true, regardless of whether I’m ignoring my attraction to him or not. I like him.

      Groaning, I force myself to concentrate on work until it’s time to head home. I go through the motions of housework and cooking and feeding my cat. I check my savings account online and groan at the paltry balance.

      It’s going to take me forever to save for a holiday, the only real goal I’ve had since I’ve been working. I have a passport, and I want to use it before it expires in a few years. I check if there’s anything I can shuffle around and I work out where I might be able to go.

      My heart sinks. I’d be lucky to afford a weekend trip to California in two years time. All dreams of seeing Italy or Spain fade quickly. One day, I tell myself. I keep saving and I’ll get there.
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      Sex sells, it’s a fact and it’s one I base a lot of my ideas around. So my plan to make Mel see she has options, needs to include a little sauciness. What flavor of sauce is really up to me. And that’s where it gets complicated. I dreamt about her last night and my personal preferences are really pushing this in a direction that could get dicey.

      I spent all night coming up with a plan. Something that would work with what she wants as well as what I do. It only sounds impossible on the surface. There’s a way it can work out, if I maneuver everything perfectly. All of the pieces will just drop into place.

      I head into work still thinking about it. A make-over is a no-go. Some might say she should dress more provocatively to get more attention. Maybe use a bright lipstick to draw attention to those full lips, unbutton her shirt to show a hint of cleavage. Force that idiot in accounts to sit up and pay attention.

      But that just isn’t her, and there are deeper levels to what makes a woman sexy. That’s surface shit and it’s cheap, tacky. Don’t get me wrong, it usually works.

      It’s just not what I want...

      Fuck. I know exactly what I want. To walk in there and take her for my own. One kiss would do it. She’d feel me pressed against her and there’s no way in hell she’d still be thinking about that other guy.

      Doing it in front of everyone would be asking for trouble. It would also show her I don’t give a shit about anything else. She’d be utterly intoxicated by the whole damn thing. Putty in my hands.

      Slow down, Vinnie.

      Yeah. Listen to that little voice. You don’t want to scare this one away.

      Too much too soon and there’s every chance your unicorn will run for the hills.

      I get into the elevator and head up to my office.

      I’m still thinking about it when lunch-time rolls around. She deserves better than my tried and tested moves. I’ve had enough women worship me for my body besides. This time, it’s not what I want.

      Realizing that stalls me. So what do I want? I want her, but I want her completely. I don’t know what that means yet, not entirely, but I’m going to figure it out.

      Practicing some restraint is going to be hard, but not impossible. I can do this. I just need to keep reminding myself I’m playing the long game. It might sting to wait but it’s going to be so worth it when she’s all mine.
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      Vinnie shows up at the same time at my desk again and we head to the lunch room. The beautiful day means it’s empty again, aside from one guy who’s taking food out of the fridge just as we walk in.

      I hand over my lunch bag as Vinnie asks what I’ve got for him today.

      “Check the fridge,” I tell him, nodding to it.

      He puts the bag down at the table we sat at the day before and gets into the fridge as the guy who was taking his lunch out leaves the room.

      “Cherry yogurt.” He sounds excited.

      I have to smile as he comes to the table.

      “This is for me?”

      “It has your name on it so I guess it is,” I say.

      “Awesome.” He puts it down and picks his sandwich out of my bag before passing it back to me.

      “Can’t have you stealing from the fridge every day,” I tell him.

      He starts eating and I look him over. There’s something that’s been bothering me.

      “Hey, why did you follow me off the elevator the other day?”

      He looks up and a slightly guilty expression appears on his face. He’s still chewing so I cross my arms and make sure he knows I’m waiting for an answer.

      He swallows. “You looked nervous. I got curious.” He shrugs. “I didn’t really think about what I was doing. I just did it.”

      “Okay then,” I say, wondering what he’s leaving out. “So what made you come to work here?”

      “I like to change jobs every year or so. It keeps me from getting bored.” He smiles at me. “You seem to like this place. Maybe I won’t get so bored around here.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “I’m here for the pay-check. Boredom isn’t exactly a reason to leave.”

      “Speak for yourself,” he tells me. “Since clearly you haven’t googled me, I should just tell you. I don’t need to work. I just do it to keep my brain active.”

      “And to have people to talk to?”

      “Right,” he says with a laugh. “A captive audience, like yourself.”

      “So you’re saying you like to work?”

      “It helps when you love what you do.” He smiles. “You don’t love typing and bringing mail to dusty accountant types?”

      I snort and shake my head. “Dusty accountant types?”

      He shrugs. “You know what I mean.”

      I guess I do. I start to eat my sandwich as he talks about his job.

      “I get away with doing whatever I want because my boss knows I don’t need to be here. He’s just happy I’m coming up with the ideas that are going to make this place money.” He polishes off his sandwich and gets up, going to the cutlery drawer.

      “So basically, you have everything you want?” I try to imagine what that would be like. It sounds too good to be true.

      He runs a hand through his dark blond hair as he sits back down. He doesn’t quite meet my eyes as he answers. “Basically.” He shrugs and shoots me a smile as he starts on his yogurt. “Mmm.”

      Whatever he’s not saying, I know it’s the one thing he wants that he can’t have. He’s not so different from the rest of us after all. No-one can have everything they want. It’s impossible.

      When lunch is over, he walks me back to my seat and there’s a sparkle in his eye as I sit down.

      He smiles, glances around theatrically and bends to whisper, “I’ve got the solution to our oblivious accountant.”

      He couldn’t have told me that while we were alone? I look behind me and breathe out a sigh of relief. Belinda is across the room at the copier and Deana isn’t around. I look back at him expectantly. “So what is it?”

      I just know he’s going to propose something I can’t make myself do. Like act sexy when I drop off the mail, or wear a tight dress to work. I’m cringing just thinking about it.

      “It’s a secret,” he tells me, smiling slyly. “Just, be ready for me to give you your next instruction.”

      I really don’t like the sound of this. “You have to tell me what it is.” My stomach is churning at the thought of it already. Oh God. This was a mistake. I never should have told him I wanted Nathan to notice me.

      “I promise it’s going to work and you’ll thank me when it does.” He winks at me as he backs away, going back toward the elevator.

      “Wait!” I call out, getting up.

      He blows me kiss from the elevator as the doors close.

      I glance back at Belinda as she sits down behind me. She narrows her eyes. My stomach plummets as I sit back down. How worried should I be about this? I swallow. A notification pops up on my computer. I have to go take reports to my boss, the weekly review. I bite at my lower lip as I get up to go. I can’t stop worrying as I pick up the pile of reports. What the hell is Vinnie going to do?

      My boss looks the reports over, makes his usual small talk while he marks up the changes he wants made. It takes the usual half hour and I have to stand around awkwardly the whole time while he picks at things and asks questions I have to guess the answers to. He calls me Melody twice, and Melanie once. I don’t bother correcting him for the Melodys. He finally passes me the stack back and I head out of his office and back to my desk.

      I walk back into the clerical office with the stack of paperwork in my hands, realizing I’m getting shocked glances from Deana and other girls I barely know who are hovering around her desk. Trainees, I guess. I smile tightly as I walk by them. I catch whispers, gasped accusations. What’s going on? I reach my computer and sit down, ditching the stack on my desk. There’s one unread email sitting in my inbox that has been copied to everyone in the company, sent by me.

      I click to open it and stare at the screen, horror filling me.

      Last night was amazing. Meet me later?

      “What the...?” I glance at Deana as the blood drains from my face. “Who the hell sent this?”

      Deana snorts at me. “What kind of idiot copies the entire office in on her emails? I hope he was worth it.”

      So it wasn’t her? I feel like I’m going to throw up. Belinda is smirking at me and the other girls are gossiping in the corner. I think I’m going to faint. I rush to the bathroom and stare at my washed-out face in the mirror. I look like a ghost. “Shit!”

      This cannot be happening. I pace the floor, biting at my thumbnail. Who did this? Surely it was obvious I wasn’t at my desk when that email went out? I take a breath and march straight back to my boss’s office. Knocking on the door, I wait for his permission to enter. His smile is frozen when it falls on me.

      “Melinda,” he says, pausing awkwardly.

      My throat dries up but I clear it. Again, I ignore that he gets my name wrong; it’s not a new thing. “Sir, I did not send that email. I was in here when it sent. Someone else did that.”

      He takes the information in, looks down at his screen, squints and nods. “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      He nods and motions to me to leave. “It’s fine. You can get back to work. No harm done.”

      His words echo in my ears as I leave his office. No harm done!

      I glower at no-one in particular as I head back to my desk. There’s another email in my inbox when I sit down. Vinnie. Great.

      Hey, sexy secretary. Sorry for not putting you in the loop when I sent that email. I devised a plan that’s sure to get the finance throwback to notice you. You’ll thank me later. I guarantee it. V.

      “That little...” I type back my reply, making sure several times that I was only hitting reply to Vinnie, not the whole entire building.

      What the hell do you think you’re doing? My boss saw that email. That was a dumb stunt, you idiot! Stay out of my love life from now on.

      Fuming, I pick up the report I still have to get through that afternoon. Vinnie’s reply is quick in coming back.

      I know what I’m doing, trust me. Everyone in your office knows you didn’t send it. I waited until you were in that meeting with your boss to get the IT guys to hook me up. The finance guy just asked his buddy who you are.

      I’m too angry to ignore him. I fire off another quick response.

      And now he thinks I slept with you! How does that help me? And how the hell do you know he asked who I was?

      His reply appears instantly, as if he knew what I was going to ask.

      That email can be explained away, it doesn’t necessarily mean sex. It’s got him wondering who you are. And I know because I’m in the finance office right now.

      I have to admit, I calm slightly at his last explanation and notice his reply is via iPhone, which helps with my suddenly developed trust issue with the guy. Not enough to ignore the whispering behind me, but still. I get on with my work and only look at the five further emails he’s sent once I’m caught up.

      He’s not sure who you are. What an idiot.

      Wait, someone just called you the cute red-head. He thinks he remembers.

      You’re the girl who delivers his mail! He definitely knows who you are.

      Ooh, they’re congratulating me on ‘hitting that’. What should I say?

      Don’t worry. I explained I was helping you with a work project. Phase One is complete and he definitely knows who you are. Think I caught a glimmer of curiosity in his big soulful eyes there. I’d say you’re in. Deliver the mail tomorrow. I bet he looks at you this time. Make sure you’re wearing that fluffy sweater. You owe me an extra large sandwich tomorrow.
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      Sending that email was risky as fuck. I knew that when I did it and it was almost enough to make me reconsider. In the end it had to be done. I’m taking the long way round with this. It’s the only way to go. The prize is going to be worth it. She might hate me a little bit for a while, but once the plan starts to kick in she’ll realize I was right.

      I smile as I leave the finance office. When Nathan said he didn’t know who Mel was I felt like smacking his face off his desk. How could he not notice her? The way she looks when she talks about him, if she gives him half that gaze of adoration when she sees him, he’d have to be blind not to know she’s into him. Fucking idiot. She shouldn’t be giving him a second thought.

      I head back to my office for the remainder of the day, where I bang out a few ideas that should please my new boss before I switch my computer off.

      My thoughts drift as I gaze back over the emails I sent her, and I wonder if I might have been better off staking my claim with a kiss after all. I don’t want her annoyance at me to drive her into his arms when he finally fucking opens them. My lips twitch as I think of the second part of phase one. The inevitable build up. I can hardly wait, but I have to.

      This is a slow burner, Vinnie. Patience.

      Too bad I have none. It’s too late to switch tactics now. Things need to unfold in the right way. She needs to see she can have whatever she wants. She needs to be given the choice.

      What if she chooses him? I tell myself she won’t. The guy’s an oblivious idiot. He’d have to really wake the hell up and smell the gorgeous woman to make her choose him now. He’d have to worship the ground she walks on. I doubt he has it in him.

      She isn’t his unicorn. She’s mine.

      I find an email from Charlie in my inbox when I stop obsessing over Mel. He’s telling me he’s thinking about coming to town for a couple of days. He wants to know if I’ll meet him for lunch while he’s here. He’s been more invasive over the last year. I know why and I don’t blame him, but it’s starting to get old.

      I don’t like to think about the bitch who almost ruined my life, but he likes to remind me how close I came to losing my damned mind. His solution has always been the same.

      Find a woman I can give a damn about. I’m not sure if that’s to ease his own mind that I’m capable of having real feelings for one, or if he truly believes that’s what I need to erase the fuck-ups of my past.

      I agree to meet him for lunch when he’s here. I don’t tell him, but I make one adjustment to the plan in my head. I’ll bring Mel. That’ll shut him up about her. If he sees she’s real he’ll quit being all over my ass about finding a woman I want to keep. I don’t think about how I’m going to talk her into it. The woman makes me sandwiches without even thinking about it. She’ll do this for me, even if I do have to convince her to play doting girlfriend.

      She might not know it yet, but she’s already mine.
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      On Thursday morning, I still haven’t really forgiven Vinnie for that email, but I did make him lunch. I would see what happened when I delivered the mail. That would decide the fate of his sandwich.

      Shaking my head, I made my way to work. I’d ignored his sweater advice. The white shirt was a little more revealing. It wasn’t totally me, but I’d caught guys looking when I wore it in the past. The black skirt was a pencil skirt rather than my usual a-line style. It wasn’t quite sexy, but it showed my figure off more than usual and I spent longer checking it in the bathroom to make sure there was nothing unflattering about my silhouette. I’d probably regret it come lunch time. The skirt cut in slightly whenever I sat down. It’s one I’d gotten to wear to parties when I was a teenager.

      The wait for the mail was excruciating. More so because no one broke breath to me all morning. Vinnie’s email had done more than he’d expected it to, that’s for sure. I fire him off an email while I’m still irritable about it.

      No one in my office is speaking to me after that email stunt. You seriously need to fix this.

      The mail shows up while I’m still irritable and I grab it ahead of Deana. She frowns at me. Yeah. It was a weird thing to do. She was closer and I’d practically snatched it out of her fingers before they could clamp onto the envelopes. It’s done now.

      I take the little pile to the elevator and grimace. There are a few letters for marketing too.  I head to finance first anyway.

      The walk down the corridor to the finance office is terrifying. My face flushes as I enter the office. Some guy I’ve never even spoken to before smiles and nods at me. Yikes. I approach Nathan’s desk and put the envelopes down.

      “You’ve got mail,” I say, breezily.

      He looks first at the letters, then at me, smiles and glances me over. “Thanks. Mel, is it?”

      I nod and take a bow. “The one and only.”

      His smile brightens. “I’m Nathan.”

      “I know.” I walk away before I can do something embarrassing. A couple of whistles follow me as I go. My heart is banging as I get to the elevator. And realize I just dropped the marketing letters off along with the accounts ones. I cringe and get into the elevator. Maybe if I keep acting annoyed with Vinnie he’ll go and get them for me.

      He shows at lunch time and I glower as I take his arm. I only wonder if I really want to after it’s too late. Besides, he’s the only one talking to me these days.

      Today the lunch room has a few more people in it. He glances around and makes a face.

      “Pah. This place has lost its atmosphere.”

      “Sit down.” I yank at his arm before I let it go. If he tries to raid the fridge when there are other people around I might just die of embarrassment, like I’d thought I was already going to when that email went out.

      He sits, poking at my lunch bag the second I put it down. “What have you got for me today, Mel?”

      “Maybe nothing. You need to go pick up letters I left with Nathan that weren’t for him.”

      “I need to... You gave him something that wasn’t his?” He shrugs. “Leave it. He’ll use it as an excuse to come find you.”

      I think it over and it kind of makes sense. “They were letters for marketing. They’re yours.”

      “Huh. The guy’s got his paws on my stuff. I feel like I should care about that.” He starts to eat. “Mmm. Good job again, Mel. Keep it up.”

      I glance around and notice everyone is stealing glances our way. I groan inwardly. This better be worth it. “I’m still mad at you.”

      “As long as you bring me food, all is forgiven.”

      Yeah, I really need to stop making him sandwiches.
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        * * *

      

      Vinnie’s right about Nathan seeking me out to bring the wrong mail back. He appears after four, looking lost as he approaches, shuffling the letters in his hands.

      “Uh, hi.”

      I smile at him from my seat. This is a definite turn around. “Oh, hi. Nathan, right?”

      How am I being so cool around him? I’m bound to mess this up somehow.

      “Um, these aren’t mine. I opened one by mistake. Usually you’re spot on with the mail.”

      “Off day, I guess.”

      He passes it over, clearing his throat. “So, um, are you and The Mouth a thing?”

      I smile. “We’re just friends.”

      “Oh. Cool. That’s... That’s good to know. Okay, thanks.” He leaves abruptly and it feels like somehow the shoe is on the other foot now. Nathan actually cares that I might have a thing with another guy?

      Nothing wipes the smile from my face all afternoon. I even smile as I get in the elevator to take the marketing department their mail. When I step off the elevator I see the office is mostly open plan, but there are a row of offices behind with names on doors. Vinnie doesn’t seem to be around. I catch the eye of a dark-haired teenager with an infectious grin.

      “You must be Mel,” he tells me.

      “I must?” How the heck does he know who I am? I’m never up on this level.

      “The Mouth talks about you all the time.”

      “Well... he does like the sound of his own voice.” He talks about me? All the time. What?

      I catch the kid’s gaze drifting and I regret my choice of clothing for the second time that day. “So who takes the mail around here?”

      He nods back to a girl with a short bobbed haircut. Her lips are red and her eyes are squinting at her computer screen. “The bitch from hell over there.”

      “Uh, what?”

      “Sorry, I mean Jennifer. Force of habit.”

      “O-Kay.” I press my lips together and consider asking if Vinnie’s around. Instead I walk to Jennifer’s desk and present her with the mail. “This is for you.”

      She glances at it, scowls at me and returns to squinting at her screen. Nice. I put it down on the edge of her desk, about to turn and walk back to the elevator when one of the office doors open.

      Vinnie smiles out at me and moves quickly toward me. “Mel, hey.”

      He puts his arm around my waist and nods to his office. “We should talk.”

      Given that his insane plan worked, I’m willing to grant him an audience. “Lead the way.”

      His arm stays around my waist as he leads me into his office, only dropping when he has to close the door. He leans against it and I look around.

      “How did you get this office? You must really be good.”

      “I think you know how good I am. My plan worked, didn’t it?” He’s smirking when I turn away from the view. He folds his arms. “He’ll be eating out of your hand in no time.”

      “He brought me back your mail,” I say. “I don’t know if you can really call that a success.”

      He glances me over as if he’s just seeing me now, like he didn’t notice my outfit at lunchtime. “I don’t like what you’re wearing.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “It’s not you. I hope it’s a one off? You don’t want to give him the wrong idea.”

      Annoyance nips at me as he moves over and actually buttons my shirt up the rest of the way, hiding the little bit of cleavage that was on show.

      He cocks his head, shakes it and shrugs. “It’s better, but you really should have worn that sweater.”

      “You know what...” I’m already mentally planning to buy more shirts. I start unbuttoning myself. “Keep your hands to yourself this time.”

      “Hey... I was protecting your modesty, not feeling you up.”

      I shake my head at him and he backs off.

      “So, um, I have a meeting tomorrow lunchtime,” he tells me. “So I’ll see you on Monday for lunch.”

      I nod, wondering if I’m crazy to keep spending time with him. His tactic might have worked to get Nathan to notice me, but I’m not sure how worth it it’s going to turn out to be.

      I stare at him, wondering what’s going on inside that head of his. He just gazes back at me, eventually clearing his throat.

      “Monday,” he says. “We can talk at lunch.”
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      The meeting is bullshit, but there’s some truth to absence making the heart grow fonder and I feel like testing that sentiment out. It’ll make Monday’s plan work about a million times better than it already would have.

      I already get the feeling that things are beginning to spiral out of control, and I’m not sure how to stop that. It should worry me that Mel stepped off track and pulled the sexy makeover move on her own.

      It does. Shit. Nathan’s just the kind of oblivious moron to buy in to the cheap trick. And she doesn’t get that she isn’t being herself when she dresses like someone else. This is headed for trouble.

      My phone rings when I’m leaving the office. Charlie’s number springs up and my stomach twists. Still weeks to go before our Aunt and Uncle throw their party but I know he’ll ask about my mystery woman and right now I’m not as confident as I was that Mel will agree to come with me.

      “Hey, what’s up?” I try to sound interested.

      “Want to come over?”

      Let me see, did I want a grilling face-to-face, or over the phone. “I’m kind of busy tonight, Charlie.”

      “Hmm. With that new woman of yours?”

      “Maybe.”

      “You can’t keep her hidden forever, you know.”

      “I can keep her to myself for a little bit longer though.”

      “You’d better be bringing her to the party.”

      “I haven’t asked yet. Don’t want to scare her off.”

      He snorts. “Right then. Have you proposed yet?”

      “No,” I say.

      “You have a hot red-head on the hook and you’re letting her dangle?”

      I hate his fishing analogies, and he knows it. “She’s not a fish.”

      “But she is a catch?”

      He knows I’m lying about having a girlfriend. We both know that. He probably didn’t even tell Uncle Sal about her. He’s messing with me. He doesn’t know I’ve found a woman I could actually fall for.

      If she can forget about the guy she’s been crushing on forever.

      I’m so fucked right now.

      He clears his throat. “If it’s a lie you should tell me before I call Aunt Maria and tell her you’re bringing your new girlfriend Mel to the barbeque.”

      “She’s real,” I say. “You’ll meet her at lunch when you’re in town.”

      “You’re bringing her to lunch?” He sounds surprised.

      I hope to hell I’ve not just dug a deeper hole for myself. “Yeah. Why the hell not?”

      “Okay, then.”

      “I have to go.” I hang up before he can come up with any tricky questions.

      I’m weirdly nervous about pulling Mel into something she has no knowledge of, but it’s too late for regrets. Getting Charlie off my back will be worth it.

      This plan is definitely headed for trouble.
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      I actually miss Vinnie on Friday, when lunch time comes around and he’s not there talking the hind legs off a donkey while I eat my bland sandwich. I’ve finished the last H.P. Mallory book on my Kindle and there’s not much else to do but stare out across the dull room.

      The thought of searching for something new right now makes me grimace. I’m still hung up on the last adventure. The characters are burned into my mind. It’s going to take a few days to get over this series hangover.

      The scandal of the email has died down more than I expected. I think the day without Vinnie making an appearance has helped. I suppose the fact that I don’t really talk to Deana and Belinda much helps too. It’s not like they’re asking me a ton of uncomfortable questions.

      Though I could do without the sniggering when I do catch them whispering behind my back.

      I toss the last quarter of my sandwich into the trash. It’s not too long until my dress fitting. One week to go. I want to look good, hopefully for Nathan. I gaze into space as I think about what he said when he gave me back the miss-delivered mail.

      Sighing, I get up and go back to my desk. I’m too preoccupied to notice when the mailman enters the room. Belinda jumps up and I notice her smirk as she heads to the elevator with the pile of letters.

      I brush it off. It doesn’t matter anymore.

      Nathan has finally noticed me. I’m not an invisible girl to him now. It’s all I’ve wanted for so long.

      Why does the thought of it terrify me so much now?
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      I spend the weekend in my gym, trying to keep busy. It’s useless. Nothing quiets the thoughts that run rampant through my head. I can’t stop questioning what the hell I’m doing with Melanie.

      Messing with her head, is the answer I keep coming back with. The thought of just asking her out gives me the cold sweats, because I know she’d say no. Probably give me a funny look too. Ask me what I think I’m up to.

      I haven’t flirted with her. She hasn’t caught me staring at her. She’d wonder what the fuck was going on.

      Christ. How did I mess this up so badly? All I can do now is move on with the plan and hope to hell I catch her off guard. Turning her head was never going to be easy. Not with another guy in the mix.

      It was never going to be simple to win her heart. Maybe that’s why I want it so badly.

      Too late to back track now. The plan is in motion. Time to step it up.

      That means a couple of things. Starting to show her my hand feels even riskier than sending that email. Her reaction isn’t guaranteed. Not while she still thinks she’s interested in the accountant.

      It’s got to be a slow reveal, a seduction. Meanwhile that guy will start to make his move. I can’t have that happen before she has some inkling that I’m interested. She needs to know she has a choice before he gets up the balls to asks her out.

      I think back to my original plan, the one that has me just walk in and claim her as mine in front of everyone. I still like it, but it’s not quite right. A smile plays on my lips as I work out exactly what the next move is.

      It’ll give her a taste, turn her head. And it’ll have that idiot falling at her feet at the same time. Perfect.

      I’m still lost in my thoughts when I quit the gym session for the night and head to the shower in my en-suite. I’m stopped in my tracks suddenly.

      There are panties on my bed. Black lace. You might think I’m the kind of guy who collects panties from my conquests. Maybe I used to be that guy.

      Considering I haven’t slept with a woman in just over a year, the sudden appearance of this underwear makes me incredibly nervous. Who the hell has been inside my apartment?

      I move over there and I know immediately who did this. Brianna was the last woman I’d been with. I had never brought her home, and I certainly never would have given her a key to my apartment.

      “Fuck,” I breathe out, wondering if she’d left already. Hoping she has. I go to the living room and to the panel of security cameras there. I rewind until I see her leave. My stomach churns on sight of her. She waves to the camera and blows it a kiss before she goes.

      She’s breaking a restraining order doing this. Somehow, I don’t think she cares.

      This is a woman who tried to blackmail me into marrying her, after all.

      I make a call to my lawyer. It goes to his voicemail.

      Then I think about how she could have gotten in. I have a housekeeper, a cleaner who keeps this place from turning into a dust-trap full of unwashed clothes. She’s the only one who has a spare key.

      I’ll have to speak to her. And I’ll have to change the locks.
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      The weekend went by in an eye-blink. Feeling like I got nothing done, it’s already back to the work day grind. Mondays have never been a favorite and today is no different.

      It’s barely nine o’clock and I’ve already ruined my cream sweater when the cap on the latte I got on the way to work decided to fall off when my attention was elsewhere. I take a break and go buy a new shirt across the street. Lunch is going to have to consist of stuffing my sandwich down my throat while typing.

      I change in the ladies room, kind of embarrassed when I realize the shirt is semi-transparent. Too late to care now. It’s not like I have all day to run back and forth to the store, if I even had the spare cash to splash on a new work wardrobe.

      The pink color seemed light and soft when I picked it out, but it’s kind of bold and bright under the fluorescent lights, like bubblegum. My white bra seems overly obvious underneath. I cringe and try not to stare too much at it. Maybe dark colors should be my new thing. Surely the black wouldn’t have been see-through.

      I email Vinnie so he knows we can’t do lunch. He asks if I brought him a sandwich and tells me he’ll come and get it later. The mail shows up when Deana’s on break.

      I pick it up, checking through it. All for accounts. I take it and head to that level.

      Nathan seems to sense me when I walk into the room. He looks up and his piercing gaze burns through me. He smiles as I hand over his mail. “Hi, Mel.”

      “Hi, Nathan.”

      It’s an easy interaction and I walk away with butterflies in my stomach. Just having him notice me has been like a dream come true. Maybe eventually I’ll build up the guts to ask him out.

      Who am I kidding? I’m not that kind of girl. I groan inwardly as I head to the elevator. I wish lunch wasn’t off the table for the day. Vinnie’s first plan was insane, but it got the desired results. My stomach twists at the thought of asking him for more.

      I head to my desk and he’s already there, leaning over Belinda’s desk, actually making her laugh. What the heck? Did hell freeze over?

      Nope. Just The Mouth getting his silver tongue all over one of the office bitches. The flush of jealousy is like a bucket of water being tipped over me.

      Why should I care if he flirts with her? I shouldn’t. I shake off the feeling.

      “Hey,” I say as I slide into my seat. “Lunch time already?”

      “I guess it must be,” he says, moving away from Belinda, his grin fading as he locks his gaze on me. “I thought you were done with the shirts?”

      “I spilled coffee on my sweater this morning.”

      He smiles, but it’s tight. “That thing is see-through.”

      I cross my arms. “It’s not like I’m leaving my desk again until it’s time to go home.”

      He frowns, and I wonder what the big deal is. Belinda’s wearing a tight shirt. He seems to like it on her, if his flirting was anything to go by. Did he ask her out?

      None of your business, Mel.

      I roll my eyes. “Do you want your sandwich, or not?”

      He slips into a grin. “Of course. So how’s the boring accountant?”

      I shrug. “He’s noticing me now.”

      “You don’t sound too happy about that.”

      “I don’t think it’s going to prompt him to ask me out,” I say as I pass him his sandwich.

      “He’s such a loser.” He starts eating the sandwich, perching on the edge of my desk. “I don’t think he even knows how to ask a woman out.”

      “What? Shut up. Every guy knows.”

      “Nah. Some of them are terminally single. He maybe gets some action in bars, where there’s liquor flowing freely, but here... No chance.”

      “So what can I do to change that?”

      “Staff night out? If he even goes to those.” He took another few bites, staring into space. It seems to be his thinking face. My gaze lingers on him while he thinks. He’s focused by the time he finishes the sandwich. “I know what to do. I’ll email you later, okay?”

      “Uh, okay,” I say, starting to get a bad feeling. “Hey, no email-hacking this time, okay?”

      He smiles. “Don’t worry about that. I never use the same trick twice.”

      “Okay, great,” I murmur.

      “Lunch tomorrow,” he calls out.

      I nod and he disappears.

      “So you guys are really just friends?” Belinda asks, making me jerk in my seat. I’d forgotten she was even there. She has her head perched on her fist, her lustful gaze pointed towards the elevators.

      “Um, yeah. Like I told everyone before, I didn’t send that email.”

      “Good to know,” she says with a sigh.

      Please don’t let him go out with her. I bite on my lower lip. I shouldn’t care who he goes out with. He’s a friend. Yeah, okay. Keep telling yourself that, Mel.
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      Making Mel jealous didn’t really seem to work. I shouldn’t be surprised. She hasn’t shown any sign of being attracted to me. I know she likes me. Women don’t make lunches for guys they don’t like. It’s not the same as lusting after someone though.

      Whether or not my next move sparks an attraction is starting to make me nervous. I’d planned to make it happen this afternoon, but my nerves are off. That incident with Brianna last night messed with my head. I’d thought I’d seen the last of that crazy bitch. She screwed up my life enough the first time, I can’t let her get inside my head again. Not now. I sigh as I realize I have to push the next move back. Confidence is one hundred percent required to make a play for Mel’s heart, and it seems to be abandoning me around her lately.

      What if she really likes him more? Shit. Don’t think like that, Vinnie. You’re screwing yourself over.

      The makeover she seems to think she needs is really going to fuck with my plan.

      Men can be pretty dumb. Seeing her like that might make her crush think on a subconscious level that she’s easy. He seems averse to taking risks but this could be enough to let him take that risk, and ask her out.

      Right now I’m sure she’d say yes.

      Tomorrow, she’ll get a taste of something more interesting. It might not be enough to sway her, considering the way I have to play it, but it’ll definitely turn her head.

      My lawyer calls me back while I’m sifting through my emails. I pick up quickly.

      “Hey, Vinnie, I got your message.”

      “Can you do something?”

      “The restraining order was up two days ago. It was only valid for a year.”

      Why did I just know the news was going to be bad? “Damn.”

      “You should still report the break in. Any idea how she got into your place?”

      “I called my cleaner, she’s the only one with a spare key. She said she gave her it because she said she was my fiancé, and she wanted to leave me a surprise.”

      “That’s not so good.”

      “What I thought.” I didn’t have anything to charge her with. She hadn’t done anything illegal. “Okay, thanks.”

      I hung up, wondering what to do. I’d already arranged to have the locks changed, and I’d made new arrangements for my cleaner to only come at times when I’d be home so she wouldn’t have the chance to make the same mistake twice.

      I knew that wouldn’t be enough. If she couldn’t get into my place, she’d come at me when I was at work.

      I groaned at the thought of that. It wouldn’t be too difficult for her to find out where I worked.

      Why wouldn’t she give up? She already knew I wasn’t interested in her. Our fling had been ill-advised at best, but she’d been persistent and I’d been a man-whore.

      If I could take it back, I would. Especially now. A crazy ex-fling stomping around was the last thing I needed while I was trying to win Mel over. I know what she’d think if she met Brianna. She’d believe the pantydropper rumors completely.

      More so if Brianna actually spoke to her. The woman could be very convincing.

      I need to keep her away from Mel. I know what that means. I look at my phone and flip through to her number. I’d kept it because she’d sent me threats for a while. I wanted to delete it so badly, but I knew she was psycho and I needed to make sure I still knew the number if she ever started to harass me again. Now, I might need it for other reasons.

      I’m going to have to meet with her. She won’t go away on her own. I’ll have to find a way to make her.
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      Tuesday rolls around and I’ve learned my lesson. I’m wearing a black fluffy short sleeved sweater with my black a-line skirt. Dark colors are definitely my new thing. Spills don’t show so I don’t need to worry about nerves making me even clumsier than usual.

      I come in to an email from Vinnie.

      Phase Two starts this afternoon. Go to the finance office at exactly two-twenty-five. I’ll be there. Trust me. This is going to get you a date.

      Okay. I’m nervous all day, wondering what his plan actually is, but not even dropping my pens all over the floor and upending my chair when I try to pick them up spoils the smile Vinnie’s email has put on my face. A date with Nathan. I can’t even...

      “Lunch time already?” Belinda fusses with her hair as the elevator ding signals the doors opening. She smiles at Vinnie and I raise an eyebrow when he gives her the cold shoulder.

      Vinnie approaches, holding out his arm. I pick up our lunch and take it. He leads me to the lunch room and we take our usual table.

      “This is more like it,” he tells me, motioning to the empty room. “Our own private dining room.”

      “I don’t know how long that’s going to last,” I tell him, motioning to the door. “Belinda’s kind of into you now.”

      He snorts and takes his sandwich.

      I raise an eyebrow at him.

      “Sorry, not my type.” He takes a bite of his sandwich. “Thanks, though. I’ll make sure she doesn’t have the wrong idea before I head back up to marketing.”

      My shoulders relax and I wonder why they were tensed. “So this Phase Two...”

      “No hints,” he tells me, amusement in his eyes. “I know what I’m doing. Believe me. He’ll be falling all over himself to ask you out after this.”

      Butterflies make my stomach their playground. I try to eat but can’t manage more than a few bites. I pass the rest of my sandwich to Vinnie. He eats it and sighs in satisfaction.

      “The only thing missing from this lunch is a stolen yogurt.” He glances back at the fridge.

      “Deana would gut you if you tried that again. She knows it was you.”

      “And I haven’t yet been gutted,” he mentioned, patting his stomach. “I think I’ll risk it.”

      I shake my head as he checks the fridge and sighs. “Damn. She beat me to it.”

      After lunch I get to witness Belinda tell Vinnie to go screw himself after he whispers something clearly shocking into her ear. He shrugs as he moves away and she yells at him to stay on his own floor as he gets into the elevator. He mouths, ‘later’ at me and I nod as the doors close.

      The clock ticks down slowly. Two hours haven’t taken this long to pass since I was a kid waiting on the school bell to ring for summer break. I head to the elevator at twenty past two. Nerves get a hold of me in the hallway, outside the finance office. What am I doing? I don’t even know why I’m up here. Damn it, Vinnie, couldn’t you have clued me in at least a little?

      I force myself to walk into the office once the clock shows it’s twenty-five minutes past the hour. Heads look up from desks. I don’t see Nathan.

      “If you’re looking for Nate, he should be back soon,” one guy mentions, no doubt seeing my confusion.

      I nod and stand around at his desk, wondering what the hell to do. He has pictures of cats around his computer. I’ve never noticed that before. Probably because all I’ve ever fixated on before is him. I wonder if the cats are his. The compulsion to walk away hits as the sound of typing and ringing phones all around me seems to intensify to make me anxious.

      I turn and almost crash into Vinnie. Sighing, I nod back at Nathan’s empty desk.

      Vinnie nods, his gaze intent and drifting to my lips. He moves closer, whispers, “Trust me.” And he pulls me into a kiss in a slow and measured move that elicits a response I don’t expect. My palms rest on his chest as his arms close around me. The chaste touch of his lips on mine makes me gasp in a breath. He uses my shock to deepen the kiss, gently probing my open mouth with his tongue. One of his hands holds steady at my lower back, pressing me against his hard body. The other moves up into my hair and around to stroke the side of my face.

      If I had butterflies before, they only triple the instant I melt into his embrace. The second I start to kiss back, his heart starts to thump harder under my palm, and his hands grasp me tighter like he doesn’t want to let me go. I realize I don’t want him to let go either, but what I want right now doesn’t matter because suddenly I remember where we are. I want to pull away instantly, but he asked me to trust him and I do. I have to let him end this. He pulls away after a few more tense seconds. I can barely think straight.

      I stare at him as he leans in and whispers in my ear, “You might want to slap me right about now.”

      He moves back and I have no trouble landing a hard slap against his cheek. “What were you thinking?”

      His gaze drifts past me and I realize what’s happening.

      “What’s going on? Mel, are you okay?” Nathan’s worried voice makes my knees shake.

      He saw us do that? Oh my God. I swallow and look at Vinnie. I thought the email was too far, but this? I try to calm down. Nathan’s arm goes around my shoulders protectively. He’s so close, I can smell his musky cologne, but all I can think about is Vinnie’s hard body pressed against mine.

      “I’m... I’m fine.”

      “My mistake,” Vinnie tells me, shrugging his shoulders and turning on his heel. I want to chase after him but I know exactly why he did what he did. I’ve got no reason to go after him.

      Nathan looks at me, concern in his gaze. “Are you okay, Mel?”

      I nod, glad Vinnie hadn’t shared his plan with me before acting it out. My state of shock wasn’t faked in the slightest. I’m a nervous wreck after that kiss. “I’m just... I didn’t think he liked me like that.”

      “Well, he’d have to be idiot not to. But that doesn’t excuse what he did.” Nathan sounds so gallant and caring, I know I should be swooning in his arms. It feels kind of wrong that I’m not. He rubs my shoulders and leads me to sit in his chair.

      I sit at his desk and stare at his cat pictures. He even has one where he’s posing with the cats. They’re definitely his.

      “That’s Aristotle,” he tells me, pointing at the orange tabby, “And that’s Archimedes.” The other kitty is a grey tabby and on the overweight side. He’s smiling at the picture. He squeezes my shoulders. “I’ll get you water, or soda?”

      “Water is fine,” I tell him, pressing my lips together. I sit there, gazing at the exit. The desire to rush after Vinnie is still present. It was a staged kiss, I tell myself. It doesn’t mean anything. I start to calm down. But I can still feel his heart racing under my palms.

      So he’s an adrenaline junkie. That means nothing. It certainly doesn’t mean he’s into me.

      My rescuer brings me water and I sip it. He crouches down beside me. “Are you feeling okay now?”

      “I am,” I lie, smiling to sell it. Vinnie would be so proud.

      “Good. I’m glad,” he tells me. He bites at his lower lip. “Would it be okay to call you sometime?”

      I blink and nod, dazed as I write down my number for him. He writes down his for me. Mission accomplished.
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        * * *

      

      I keep glancing at my emails, but Vinnie isn’t talking. I start to type one to him, only to find out he’s gone for the day.

      Damn it, Vinnie. This isn’t funny.

      I email him anyway, rewording it over and over again before I’m happy with what I want to say. I close my eyes and try to figure out what exactly I’m trying to say to him without jumping off on tangents.

      In the end all I can come up with is:

      What the hell, Vinnie? Where are you? I can’t believe you did that. We so need to talk.

      Belinda walks by, bumping my desk with her bag.

      It’s five o’clock already? I hit send and get moving.
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        * * *

      

      Selena is sitting on my couch, a pitcher of something green on the coffee table and my cat asleep on her lap.

      “How did you get in?”

      “Don’t be mad.”

      “How could I possibly be mad?” My little sister only broke into my apartment and scared the shit out of me by being there. Oh, and there’s one tin of cat food left when there had been enough to last the week. “Stop overfeeding Salem.” I let the cupboard door close with a bang.

      She winces. “I told you Mom was on my case. I needed a breather. And what am I supposed to do when he miaows at me for food?”

      I shake my head at her. “He gets fed once a day, Selena. When I get home from work.”

      “God, what’s got you in this mood?”

      “I was in a perfectly good mood before you crashed in on me.” Kind of. I’d been confused all afternoon. And now Nathan had my number and what was I supposed to do when he called?

      “You look tense, Mel. Let me make dinner. Here, have a drink.” She poured me a glass of the bright green stuff in the pitcher.

      “What is this, anyway?”

      “It’s mostly rum and pineapple juice. You’ll love it.”

      I took it and sipped. It was sweet and didn’t taste alcoholic. “Okay. Fine. Hide out from Mom, just stop feeding my cat and do not invite Matt over.”

      “I stopped seeing Matt anyway,” she says, shrugging her shoulders.

      “Oh. Well, good.”

      “You’re so boring,” she tells me. “So who are you taking to Taylor’s wedding?”

      “That’s more than two months away,” I tell her, thinking about the dress fitting at the weekend. “I’m not even thinking about it right now.”

      “Liar. Luke’s been asking about you. He doesn’t scrub up too badly you know.”

      “So, you date him then.” I didn’t have time to train my date on how to kiss, or behave, or whatever else I should be worried about. “There’s a guy at work I might ask.”

      Her eyes lit up. “What guy? Tell me. Is he hot?”

      “By your definition, no.”

      “So he’s a geek,” she says, shrugging as she sticks a straw into the pitcher and sips from it.

      “Maybe,” I say, sipping more and sitting on the armchair I now favor since she wrecked the couch.

      My mind drifts to Vinnie when it should bring up an image of Nathan. Vinnie’s definitely not a geek. He’s so far outside my usual type it’s not even funny. I wouldn’t even be thinking about him if it wasn’t for that kiss.

      No, wait. That’s a lie. I’d been thinking about him before that. Who wouldn’t? He was too hot not to think about inappropriately. It isn’t my fault he’s too handsome for his own good.

      I sigh as Selena starts her game of getting me drunk and asking me increasingly inappropriate questions to try and extort information she can use to bring up a Facebook profile. I keep my lips sealed.

      I can barely answer her questions right now besides; I’m not even sure who I’m crushing on anymore.
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      She kissed me back. The shock in her big dark eyes showed me what I’d wanted to see. I should have been happy my ploy had worked. But it ate at me. I was turning her head, making her see me the way I wanted her to. Pulling desire from her to match my own.

      She had to know my decision to kiss her was more than a ploy to help her get some other guy interested, but she hadn’t reacted like I’d expected her to, in the back of my head.

      To pull away and act pissed, be pissed. I was ruining her chances with the other guy. Most women wouldn’t put up with that kind of shit, if they really wanted the other guy.

      She’d actually kissed back. I’d given her another option, and she was interested, even if she didn’t fully realize it yet.

      What the hell am I doing? I like this girl and I’m screwing with her already. There’s no way this going to end well for either of us.

      Forget the kiss, Walsh. It meant nothing. Even if it felt fucking amazing. She’s too good for you, let it go.

      The first thing is realizing when something is wrong. The second is acting on that realization. I had to take a step back from this messed up game I was playing. I logged into my emails from my phone and set up an out of office alert for the afternoon. I couldn’t be around if Mel tried to talk to me. I’d end up admitting things I didn’t want to. She didn’t deserve to get tangled in my messed up life. It was time to admit the truth. She deserved better than me.

      I got out of the building and made a call to Charlie. I was tempted to spill my guts, get his advice. He already knows I’m lying about having a woman. When he answers I realize I can’t do it. I still have hope that everything will work out like I planned. Even if I did take the long, stupid, asshole route instead of just staking a claim and asking her out.

      “What’s up, little brother?”

      I take a breath before I tell him. “Brianna got into my apartment last night.”

      “Fuck,” he curses. “Did you call Simon?”

      “The restraining order isn’t valid anymore. It was up days ago. She must have been waiting for it to happen.”

      “Did you report her?”

      “She didn’t break in. She got the keys from my cleaner.”

      “Damn.” He’s quiet for a second. “Okay. Give me her number.”

      “Um, what?” I’m kind of stunned by the order.

      “Text it to me or whatever. I’ll speak to her.”

      “You don’t need to. She’s my problem...”

      “She’s obsessed with you, Vinnie. You can’t talk to her. So let me do it.”

      I can imagine him staring her down with those demon eyes. He might actually be able to get her to back the hell off. “Okay. But let me know what happens. I need to keep her away from Mel.”

      “She won’t bother you again, I’ll make sure of it.”

      “You’re not going to kill her, are you?”

      He laughs. “Don’t worry. My tactics are less bluntly obvious than murder.”

      “If you can get her to leave me alone, I won’t ask any questions.”

      “I’ll let you know when it’s taken care of.”
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      Wednesday is torture. I break my heel getting to work and I can’t fix it. The thought of limping around all day makes me cringe. I attempt to hide out under a mound of paperwork at my desk, ignoring the mail when it comes in. Belinda eventually picks it up and disappears with it.

      Lunch time hits and I realize I haven’t heard from Vinnie all day. I check and he’s unavailable. I’m not going to pester him with another email. He can go to hell if he thinks his radio silence is going to make me jump through hoops for him. He’s just a guy, no matter how good that kiss was.

      Damn it, I’m thinking about the kiss again.

      I rub it out of my mind and get to work. The day passes and I toss his uneaten sandwich in the trash on my way out of the building. No lunch together and no word from him. Maybe his reputation really is as bad as Deana seems to think it is.

      I start to write an email in the afternoon, but I end up scrapping it. What can I say that won’t sound crazy? I should be pleased his insane tactic worked. At least, I’m sure that’s what he’ll say when he actually decides to speak to me again.

      I catch myself daydreaming about him as the afternoon wears on. My face flushes at the thought of seeing him again. I shouldn’t be thinking about him like this. He’s a friend, that’s all. An extremely attractive friend, who decided kissing me was a good way to make another guy want me.

      Who’s the crazy person here, really? Honestly, I’m pretty sure it’s me. I finally get the object of my lusty daydreams to notice me, and I’m being distracted by a good looking nutcase? This is idiotic.

      Maybe I should email Nathan. Just ask him out and forget all about the weirdo I’ve been making lunch for. I start to type his name in, but I freeze up when I try to think of something to say to him.

      I can’t ask him out. I have no idea how to ask a guy out. What if he says no? What if he doesn’t even reply? I’d die of embarrassment. I’d never be able to take the mail up to accounts ever again.

      I stop thinking about it. I have work to do. The remainder of the afternoon passes in a blur. I get up and walk out, determined to forget about everything tonight. I’m going home to find a new author to binge-read and that’s all.

      I spend half an hour browsing and download one of Robyn Peterman’s supernatural series. It keeps me occupied until midnight, when I doze off with well endowed vampires on my mind.

      The reading material doesn’t help with my apparent unstoppable need for sex dreams with supernatural elements. Vinnie’s starring role is the only new aspect. He’s perfect for the role he’s playing; all muscle and inhumanly handsome. I can’t say for sure if he measures up to the other requirement, but my imagination seems to think he will.

      I seriously hope he’s still not talking to me when I wake up and realize it’s time to get ready for work. I don’t think I could face him again after that dream. At least, not without having indecent thoughts about him and wanting to run my hands over his naked chest, and probably also wondering about his package.

      Yikes, Mel. Get your mind out of the gutter. It’s definitely time for a cold shower.

      When I get to work, my anger at Vinnie’s sudden radio-silence is back. The dream has faded into the recesses of my brain. I’m too pissed at him to be embarrassed or flustered. I make his lunch only to give me an excuse to go and find him without looking like a jilted lover out for revenge. I get into the elevator before I can second-guess what I’m doing. It’s just after nine right now, but I couldn’t care less. I’m done with being ignored. The enthusiastic teen smiles at me the second I step off of the elevator.

      “Hey, is Vinnie around today?” I try to sound casual.

      “He’s in meetings most of the day, but yeah, he’s around.”

      “Is his office locked? I just want to leave this for him.”

      He smiles. “He’ll be psyched you came by.”

      It relaxes me to hear it. “Has he mentioned... anything?”

      “He’s been kind of busy.” He shrugs. “Why?”

      I shake my head. “It’s nothing. I’ll just drop this off.”

      I move towards Vinnie’s office. Jennifer glowers at me as I pass. I ignore her and open Vinnie’s door. The room is empty. I slip inside and put his lunch on his desk. I grab a piece of paper out of his drawer and find a pen on his desk to leave him a note.

      At first I don’t know what to write. I glance at his computer screen and move his mouse. He has a ton of unopened emails, which relaxes me at first. Then I notice he’s opened mine.

      He’s been busy, I get that. But he read my email, and he didn’t bother to reply? I take a breath. It doesn’t calm me down.

      I scrawl a pissy note and leave it with his sandwich.

      I can see you’re too busy to talk to me anymore so have lunch without me. I won’t bother you again.

      I somehow refrain from calling him any nasty names. I head outside to eat my lunch in the park.

      I’m barely two bites into my sandwich when I get a text on my cell. I check it and don’t recognize the number.

      Hey, want to meet for a drink tomorrow night? Nathan.

      I’m definitely feeling better about going out with him. The confusion Vinnie created with his kiss has quickly been evaporated by his avoidance of me afterwards. I type back an enthusiastic reply. I’m smiling by the time I walk back into the building. I can’t wait to go out with Nathan.
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      I get back to my office and close the door. The endless procession of meetings are getting to be tedious. My usual never-ending flow of ideas has started to dry up, making my new boss frown a lot. Dick-head. I’ve already given him enough grade-A advertising ideas to build the company revenue up ten times over what it’s making now.

      I see the bag on my desk and realize Mel has been by. It brings a smile to my face, for about three seconds. Then I see the note next to it and groan. She’s pissed at me, which I already kind of knew. This feels different than I’d thought it would. It’s not a step in the plan to get through, like I thought it’d be. I screwed with the woman I’m falling for and now I feel like shit.

      I sit down and sigh. I can feel a decision coming on and I know it’s not going to be a pleasant one. I have to leave Mel alone now. Let her find some kind of happy ever after with the other guy. Walk away.

      I get on with some work and don’t look at the clock until I realize it’s almost six. My stomach is grumbling. The sandwich is probably soggy and ruined, but I decide to eat it anyway. I also hesitate to log out of my emails.

      Walking away from Mel isn’t going to be possible. I don’t know what that means for the plan, but I know I can’t go without seeing her ever again.

      I start to type out an email and end up deleting the whole thing. It was going into psycho territory.

      Telling her I missed the way she smelled and I’d never forget the kiss. Pathetic. I ended up just asking if we could talk. I hit send and switched the computer off.

      I’d come up with another plan over the weekend. Hopefully one that wouldn’t make Mel hate me more than she already did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I let Selena dress me on Friday night. Vinnie’s radio silence hasn’t broken and I’m starting to think he’s done talking to me altogether. Which is fine by me. I just wish I’d realized what an ass he was before I started making his lunches like a goddamned idiot.

      “Okay, so this dress is kind of blah, but the skirt is midi which you like and the top shows  a little bit of cleavage which means you’re not totally covered up like a nun as usual sooo... It’s the best you’re going to get.”

      She stands back and I take in the dress and make-up she’s put me in. My bright orange hair is still an uncontrollable mess, in spite of the serum she’s liberally smoothed through it. But the make-up is as understated as Selena can get.

      The coral lipgloss is bright, but not garish. My eyelashes seem long even though they’re not. The dress is black with grey detailing. The wonderbra she loaned me feels precarious, but nowhere near as much as the heels.

      “I don’t think I can wear these shoes.”

      I take a few steps and stumble. She sighs at me.

      “You’ll ruin the dress if you wear anything else.”

      “I’ll ruin the dress if it rips when I fall and break an ankle.”

      “Fine.” She passes me my wedges. “Look like a dweeb. What do I care?”

      She motions dramatically around her and swans off to grab her drink. The cocktail today is bright pink. I’ve already drained a glass. And a half.

      I’m moderately relaxed, but nervous butterflies fill me at the thought of meeting him. I’ve been crushing on this guy for the past few years. Excuse me if I feel like I need to throw up at the thought of going on a date with him.

      What if I mess things up? What if I cause a disaster? I kick off Selena’s shoes. They’re a size too small anyway. I slip on my wedges and wish I’d had time to think about re-doing my toe-nails. The polish isn’t chipped, but it doesn’t totally match the dress. Selena had insisted on painting them dark blue to match my shirt for our double date. It’s too late to care now.

      I sink the rest of my cocktail before I pick up my purse and head for the door.

      “You want me to go with you?” Selena asks, picking up Salem.

      “Nope.” I head out and try not to worry about her bringing strange boys over while I’m out. There are much bigger things to worry about right now. I calm my nerves on the walk over by taking deep breaths and telling myself everything’s going to go great. It’s all very well and good until I get there and find Nathan waiting for me outside the cocktail bar, in a shirt, waistcoat and pants. He looks as good as he ever has and I catch him glancing me over before he smiles brightly. I suddenly feel like a nervous wreck. This is a date. With Nathan. How the hell did I manage this? What do I do?

      “Hey, you’re early,” he says, dropping his cigarette butt to the ground.

      He’s a smoker? How come I never noticed that before?

      “I am?” I don’t have a watch to check, so I shrug. “Guess I was just... kind of looking forward to it.” Oh God, did that sound desperate? I seriously need to relax. Why didn’t I drink more before I left the apartment?

      He grins at me and takes my hand. “You’re going to love this place.”

      I follow him in and he leads me to a back room called the ‘Kitty Cat Lounge’. I gasp as I take in the furry occupants of the room. “What the... Is this for real?”

      There are cats lounging around the room, and people petting them at tables loaded with cakes and cocktails served in glass tea-cups. It’s like walking in to another dimension. I’m wondering if I’m seeing things.

      He picks up a white cat and tickles under its chin. “I love this little guy. His name is Snowball.”

      “You come here a lot?”

      “Every now and then,” he tells me, letting the cat go. “It’s not a meat market like some of the clubs and bars in town.”

      I get it, but still... Wow. I had no idea this kind of place even existed. We take seats and I look over the cocktail menu. The names are all cat-related. Cute and kind of annoying.

      “That one’s good if you like coffee,” he tells me, pointing out the ‘Purrfect Latte’.

      I suddenly notice he’s sitting really close to me, so close our arms are brushing against each other. I can smell his cologne. It’s stronger than I remember from work. I guess it needs to be. I can usually tell a smoker by how he smells but he’s doing a good job of covering it up.

      “So,” he says, his attention on me. “That guy Vinnie was kind of obsessed with you.”

      I grimace at the mention of his name. “Yeah, well, we don’t hang out anymore so...” I shrug.

      He smiles. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have mentioned it. I just... You two seemed pretty friendly. That email.... but I know he sent that as some kind of weird prank. He told the guys he could get any girl out of her panties, but I guess not.” He coughs.  “I didn’t think you’d fall for that loser, not for a second.”

      I took in what he was saying, trying to curb the anger that was rising in me. Vinnie had said what? I could kill him. If we were even still talking. “He’s an idiot.” It was all I could really say.

      “Anyway, I’m glad you gave me your number.” His gaze connects with mine and drops quickly.

      “I have a cat,” I blurted, suddenly desperate to find some common ground with him.

      He smiles. “You do?”

      “Salem, you know, like the talking cat in Sabrina the Teenage Witch? He’s a calico.”

      His smile finally infects me and we start to relax as the cocktails begin to flow and the cats crawl around us. It’s funny how much the odd setting helps with my nerves. I don’t worry about making a fool of myself. We just talk and laugh and have a nice time. A few drinks in, his looks are starting to linger, and I know he’s calculating whether or not to make a move. My heart races as he reaches out. Brushing my unruly hair back, he gazes into my eyes. His intense stare still turns my insides to mush.

      “Can I kiss you?”

      I smile. “I’d like that.”

      He moves slowly and it feels strange when his full lips meet mine. The sparks I expect don’t fly the second our mouths meet. A few butterflies start to stir in my stomach as I realize I’m actually kissing the guy I’ve been into for so long. It feels good, but I don’t melt inside. I brush off the realization that I responded more to Vinnie’s kiss.

      I’m a little drunk. That’s all. My heart starts to quicken at the thought of that idiot. I’m definitely drunk.

      Nathan pulls back after a few minutes and gazes into my eyes. “I like to take things slow.”

      He’s so sweet. I push a smile to the surface. “So do I.”
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      I go home tipsy and fall into bed in my dress. The dreams that come are strange and leave me feeling odd when I wake up, confused at the ringing of my alarm. I don’t remember them this time and I’m kind of glad.

      I don’t want Vinnie breaking into my dreams again. I reach out to kill the alarm. Why did I set my alarm anyway? It’s the weekend.

      I sit up and remember the instant I look at my phone; the dress fitting!

      “Damn it,” I curse as I rush to get ready.

      Selena is asleep on my couch, Salem at her feet. She doesn’t even stir as I blow through the apartment like a hurricane. I rush out to meet my perfect friend at some fancy dress shop a few blocks away. I still feel drunk and I bump my knee against the wall as I rush down the steps to the street. Rubbing at my leg, I keep moving. Taylor’s perfect blonde halo comes into sight as I get closer to the shop.

      “Mel! I thought you’d forgotten,” she tells me, enveloping me into a hug that jars my slightly sensitive stomach. “Casey and Elena just left. Alex said she’d meet me next weekend. She has an emergency this morning.”

      I grimace as I let go. “I was out last night and I might have slept through my alarm.” Next weekend was an option? Damn. Wish I’d known.

      “You were out?” Her eyes widen as we walk into the boutique.

      This place looks expensive as hell. I glance around and hope that Taylor is in her usual generous mood. There’s no way I could afford a pair of pantyhose in this place, never mind a bridesmaids dress.

      “I was on a date.” It feels weird to admit it. I can barely believe it myself.

      She smacks my arm with her hand. “I knew you’d have no problem getting a date if you went for it. So who’s the guy? You think you might still be seeing him for the wedding, or are you shopping around?”

      I shrug, not sure yet. “He’s from work. He’s nice. It could work out.” And I wish I could be more enthusiastic. I’m going to blame the still being drunk. I wonder when that’s going to turn into an actual hangover. Maybe I should have brought sunglasses and painkillers.

      “That’s awesome. I’m so glad to hear it.” She picks up a blue dress and shows it to me. “Okay, no pressure, but this is the dress I picked out.”

      I look it over. It’s a pretty shade of baby-blue, silky material and holy hell it’s how much? It was going to clear out my savings account and then some. I raise my eyebrows. “What’s the wedding budget?”

      “I’m buying the dresses, so never you mind.” She thrusts it on me. “Go try it on. You can get measured up and they’ll order it in your size.”

      I do as instructed. The material is glorious. I wonder how quickly I’ll stain it at the wedding reception. Sighing, I pull myself together and take a good look. It’s a size too big but if it fit it would be stunning. And here I thought bridesmaid dresses were supposed to make the bride look better by being ugly as sin. Not that there was anything that could outshine Taylor on a good day. The girl was radiant, even more so since Brad put that rock on her finger.

      I open the dressing room curtain and come out. “Ta da!” I swirl and almost tip over. Taylor catches me and I straighten up.

      “I think I might still be drunk,” I admit.

      “Well you look gorgeous.”

      The dress-measurer glowers at me. She’s older, maybe fifty and she doesn’t seem impressed by my behavior. I try not to care. Hey, you only live once, right? Right. I sigh inwardly and try to look apologetic.

      “We’ll take it in her size,” Taylor tells the girl, moving back into the shop.

      “Sorry,” I feel the need to say to the dress maker.

      She rolls her eyes. “Dress.”

      I get moving.
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        * * *

      

      The thought of going into work on Monday makes me cringe. I somehow manage to drag myself in after I re-read the text Nathan sent me on Sunday.

      I had a great time the other night. Feel like meeting up again next Friday?

      I had replied that it would be nice and he’d said he’d meet me at the same place, same time. It was kind of predictable, but it hadn’t been a bad night. And he’d been good company. What more could I possibly want?

      I get to my desk and switch on my computer. I have mail from Vinnie. I don’t know if I want to open it. In the end I sigh and take a look.

      Can we talk?

      That’s it? That’s all he has to say to me? I go through the rest of my mail. I don’t know what to say to Vinnie’s message so I ignore it. In the end, I go through lunch alone, outside, and delete his email when I get back to my desk. He made zero effort sending it so I decide to make zero effort to get back to him.

      I’m piled on with reports in the afternoon and manage to get through everything without having to stop and worry about anyone else. My only irritation comes in the form of Belinda whispering to Deana that Vinnie is taking that bitch Jennifer out for lunch tomorrow.

      I decide I don’t care.
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      New plan: test the waters. Be romantic, show her I like her and see what her response is. It’s a terrible plan and I know it. It’s not a scheme and there’s too much that could and, most likely, will go wrong. What the hell am I thinking? I don’t know what I’m doing.

      So I float a rumor that I’m taking Jennifer out to lunch. It’s pathetic, really, but knowing Mel went on a date with the accountant makes me more nervous that I already am.

      What if they’re already in the honeymoon zone? I might have completely missed the boat, ghosting her like I did.

      Why the fuck did I do that? Shit. Fuck. I’ve messed this all up to hell.

      I’m going to blame Brianna. Her sudden appearance really knocked me for six. Charlie told me he took care of her and she hadn’t shown back up. I should be relieved, but he won’t tell me what he did.

      Every time I see a headline about a dead body I have to check if it sounds like it could be her.

      Yeah, I’m losing it. I can’t seem to help it.

      My unicorn is running away from me. I don’t know if I’m ever going to catch her.

      Romance it is. I buy a red rose on my way in to work. That’s romantic, right? Shit, I don’t even know anymore. Maybe it’s just desperate.

      I see myself apologizing profusely and talking her into going out to lunch with me. I’ve missed her. Talking and hearing her laugh. I don’t even care if all the talking is about him. I need to hear her voice. I need to see her face.

      I want to kiss those soft, sweet lips again. But I shake that desire off. This isn’t about what I want. It’s about making up for what I did. Showing her I’m sorry.

      Maybe, if she forgives me, I can tell her how much I’ve been desperate to taste her. Maybe that won’t sound too pathetic.

      I stop at the doors to the building and look at the rose in my hand. I feel like a loser, but it’s all I’ve got. What the hell is happening to me?
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      The next day Vinnie appears at my desk, with a rose in his hand. I knock over a cup of water in fright as he swoops down to crouch next to me.

      “What the... damn it, Vinnie.” I’m too annoyed to really look at him. He puts the single red rose down on my desk.

      “I’m sorry I’ve been...” He seems to struggle to find the words, “Um... out of reach.”

      “More like you’ve been avoiding me.” My muttering makes him wince. Good, that’ll teach him to act like an ass.

      “I’ve had all these meetings and... I’m sorry. I should have talked to you sooner.” He stood up. “I know you’re probably pissed at me for that stunt in finance, but...”

      “No. I’m pissed at you because you completely stopped talking to me.”

      His mouth drops open. He rubs at his chin and I notice stubble. Interesting. He’s usually clean-shaven. He looks kind of tired too.

      “Well, I’m sorry. I promise, it won’t happen again. So...”

      “You’re going out to lunch with Jennifer, right?”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Who told you that?”

      “It was being gossiped about yesterday afternoon.”

      “Oh, right. Well, yeah.”

      “Have a good time.”

      He shrugs. “It’s just lunch.”

      Yeah, right. I remember what Nathan told me and I frown at him. “You told the finance guys you were going to get in my pants. What the hell, Vinnie?”

      “So you went out with Nathan then?” He sighs. “I was laying the groundwork for that stunt I pulled. Hey, it got you what you wanted, didn’t it?”

      I couldn’t argue with that, even if I did still feel kind of furious at him. He seems to notice. I suppose I’m glowering a little bit.

      “I should go.” He pauses and turns. “Can we have lunch together tomorrow?”

      I shrug. “Only if I don’t have to make it.”

      He smiles. “It’s a deal.”

      When he leaves, I blow out a breath and look at the rose. Red usually has something to do with romantic intentions. Or maybe I’m just being hopeless. He probably thinks any kind of flower works for an apology.

      I’d have to be crazy to think he was into me, right? He’s taking another girl out to lunch today, and besides all of that I’m seeing Nathan. I shouldn’t care if Vinnie might be into me or not. Sighing, I get on with my work.

      I take the mail when it comes in later that afternoon. There’s one letter for marketing and I kind of want to talk to Vinnie in private. I know it’s probably a mistake, but something’s been bothering me since we kissed and I have to get it off my chest. I go to marketing first.

      The kid with the grin greets me and I ask him if Vinnie’s around. For all I know this is his lunch date, but no, Jennifer’s at her desk and not looking mellowed out at all.

      “Hey, Mel. More mail?”

      “Yeah. Is Vinnie in his office?”

      “He went into a meeting a couple of hours ago.” He shrugs. “I thought he would have told you at lunch. I mean, he did take you out to lunch, right?”

      I wonder what the hell is going on. “What about Jennifer?”

      “What about her?”

      “Has she been here all day?”

      He nods. “She rarely moves from her desk.”

      I sigh, pass her the mail and move on down to finance. Something weird is going on and I’ll get to the bottom of it if it kills me. I’m still distracted when I walk in to the finance office.

      Nathan’s not at his desk. I put his mail down and write on a post-it.

      Missed you! See you Friday, Mel x

      I leave before I can think about scrunching up the note. When I’m back at my desk I look at the rose Vinnie left me and wonder what the hell he’s playing at.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      That night, I blurt the story out to Selena as she listens raptly, her eyes bright. She nods when I finish and sips at her latest alcoholic creation.

      “The marketing guy sounds like a player.”

      Okay, so I left out their names. Selena’s social media searches are the last thing I need right now.

      “He does, doesn’t he?” I kind of wish he didn’t. I don’t think too hard about where that thought came from. “I feel like he’s trying to mess with my head.”

      I look at the rose and wonder why I brought it home. Selena had assumed it was from Nathan and I’d felt too guilty to correct her. I shouldn’t have kept it.

      “The accounts guy sounds solid. You should just stick with that guy. Totally.” She shrugs. “Even if he’s a bit of a cat-crazy hipster-freak.”

      “Thanks,” I tell her, sipping my drink. “I thought he was a friend, you know? He just... I don’t know. I barely know him, I guess. Maybe I shouldn’t go to lunch with him.”

      “Maybe?” Selena snorted. “You definitely shouldn’t. Hipster-cat-freak would go crazy. He’d think something was going on.”

      I hadn’t even considered that. I can’t believe I’m taking dating advice from my promiscuous little sister, but I know she’s the voice of reason here as much as that admission kills me.

      “You’re right.”

      Choosing to date Nathan had to kill my friendship with Vinnie. There was no alternative.
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        * * *

      

      Another red rose was sitting on my desk when I got to work that morning. Somehow, I knew Vinnie wouldn’t take my blowing off lunch well. I opened my emails and had one from him. The radio silence was well and truly over.

      I can’t wait for lunch. You’re going to love this place I’m taking you to.

      I run a hand over my hair before I start to type.

      Maybe we shouldn’t be going to lunch. Nathan’s going to think it’s weird that I’m still hanging out with you after, you know. I don’t want to mess things up.

      His reply is almost instant, as if he knew I was going to protest.

      This won’t mess things up. If anything it’ll keep him on his toes. Just tell him we’re friends. He can come along if you really want. I’ll try to keep the boring accountant jokes to a minimum.

      I tap my fingers off the desk. The rose really doesn’t cool my suspicions. He’s up to something and I have no idea what. The memory of our kiss floods back through my head.

      It was a crazy stunt, that was all. I bite into my lower lip. Maybe meeting up wouldn’t be such a bad idea. I could figure out what he was up to, at least. Or maybe I was just kidding myself.

      My fingers hesitate to tap out my reply.

      Well, okay. But if you pull another stunt I have to warn you, I have a taser in my purse.

      He replies back a few minutes later.

      Phase Three, make boring accountant up his game. No stunts allowed. I promise not to take liberties with your lips again.

      I agree to meeting, reading over his last email one more time before deleting them all. I bury myself in work and lunchtime rolls around before I even start to think about him again.

      The ding of the elevator precedes his arrival at my desk. He smiles winningly at me. “Ready?”

      I bite at my lip as I take his arm. Being so close to him makes my skin flush. I’m attracted to him and I can’t keep denying it. This is a mistake. What am I doing going to lunch with this guy?

      We head out of the building together and I start to freak out about Nathan. What’s he going to think if he finds out I went to lunch with Vinnie? He was clearly worried that something was going on between us. It was the first thing he’d asked on our date.

      I swallow, dropping my hand from his arm.

      He looks at me and frowns. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m not so sure we should be having lunch together anymore.”

      He sighs. “Is this about Nathan?”

      “What else could it be about?” It’s certainly not because I’m attracted to the guy who thinks it’s acceptable to mess around with a girl’s feelings.

      “I’m sorry for the way I did things,” he tells me. “Please, Mel. I don’t want to lose you as a friend.”

      He sounds so earnest. I feel sorry for him. I don’t want to stop spending time with him.

      He motions to the park. “The restaurant is close. We can at least talk about this over there.”

      The Italian restaurant has tables in the park. Vinnie pulls my chair out for me and sits opposite. He clears his throat. He looks thoroughly uncomfortable as his eyes meet mine.

      “In case it wasn’t clear before, I’m sorry for what I did.”

      “It’s fine,” I tell him, not wanting it to be something we both dwelt on. It was bad enough that I was having such a hard time forgetting about it. If this was going to work we both had to be on the same page.

      “Okay, great. Order what you want, it’s on me.”

      “I intend to,” I tell him, picking up the menu and raising my eyebrows at the prices. I knew Vinnie was making a lot more than me in sales, but this... The prices were scandalous. Forty bucks for a lunch-sized portion of pasta in butter? Geez.

      “So what’s been happening with you?” His casual question feels strangely loaded.

      “Nothing much,” I tell him. “I went out with Nathan on Friday night and I got fitted for a bridesmaid dress on Saturday. That’s about it.”

      “So, one of your friends is getting married?” He raises an eyebrow.

      “In about two months so she’s planning things really tightly right now.”

      “Wow. So you think you’ll catch the bouquet? I’m sure dull-as-dishwater accountant would propose if he thought you’d say yes. Rope you into his ever-grey world as fast as he can manage.”

      “Well, I’m sure bitchy sales girl Jennifer would jump at the chance to be your wife, but probably only because she kills and eats her husbands’ like a black widow.”

      He snorted. “I’m not seeing Jennifer.”

      “Interesting. Then what was that lunch rumor about?” Did he have some other scheme running?

      “Nothing,” he says, with a shrug. “It didn’t pan out.”

      “So what’s been keeping you so busy?”

      “Work,” he says. “It’s all I do. Work, work, work. Like a busy little bee.”

      “Sounds fun.”

      “Who has time for fun?”

      I sigh and order an alcoholic drink with my pasta. He does the same.

      “So what do you do when you’re not looking sexy around the office?”

      I laugh. “I do actually work.”

      “I know that. I’m not a complete sexist pig. So what do you do outside of work?”

      “I read, and I drink cocktails with my little sister. I have a cat.” I shrug. “What do you do? You can’t just be working all the time. Not even doctors work all the freaking time.”

      “I work a lot. I like to go to a beach and surf when I get a break. It doesn’t happen all that much now. I get up, go to the gym, go to work, get home, go to the gym, watch shitty reality TV shows and go to bed. That’s pretty much it. I would get a dog but I’d probably forget about it. Poor thing would die within a week.”

      “What about the weekends?”

      “Sleep, takeaways, shitty TV shows, the gym. Basic housework shit. Shopping for food. That’s all a guy like me has time for.”

      “Really? The pantydropper doesn’t have time to sleep with hot women?”

      “Well...” He takes a swig of his beer. “He’d like to but he kind of doesn’t.”

      “So he’s all talk?”

      “Rumors are powerful things,” he says. “Look what a rumor did for your love life.” He shrugs. “I mostly keep the pantydropper rumor going to put girls off. There’s a big difference between being a player and people knowing it’s what you are.”

      I’m stunned into silence. I drink and eat and try to work out what Vinnie’s deal really is. Not that I think he’s lying to me. He hasn’t so far, aside from about Jennifer and he came clean pretty quickly about that.

      “Liar,” I eventually say. “You’ve got player written all over you.”

      “That’s how I like to keep it,” he tells me with a smile. “Why do you think I move jobs a lot? People start to catch on that I’m not what I seem to be. Girls start to see me as ideal husband material. I’m not. So I start over. It’s easier than having to fight off gold-diggers with a stick.”

      “Well, you won’t have to fight me off,” I promise, ignoring the memory of the kiss and the steamy dream it caused. This guy is so not boyfriend material.  “I’ll help you keep the others away if it’s what you really want too.”

      “It is.” I’m not sure I believe him when I look into his sky-blue eyes and realize he’s gazing at me intently, as if he’s memorizing my face. I feel my skin burn under his stare, desire spiking through me in a sudden rush of heat.

      This was such a bad idea. I don’t know what I’m thinking, but I know I’ll never be able to say no to this guy. He has a hold over me that excites and terrifies me all at once. I can try to resist him, but it’s not going to work forever. I shake those thoughts from my head as our lunches arrive. It’s just the alcohol talking.

      The revelations dropped at lunch had me reeling, but not as much as the ultra-strong cocktails I’d sunk two of. My head is spinning when Vinnie drops me off at my desk.

      “Bring me a sandwich tomorrow?” he asks softly.

      I nod and he gets into the elevator. The mail comes in and I’m not sure I should take it, but Belinda screws her face up at the mailman.

      I take it and take a breath. I’m not drunk. I’m not. Maybe I’ll just wait a while before I take this stuff up to Nathan. Yeah. That seems like the best idea.
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      My cell starts to ring when I’m trying to justify taking Vinnie’s second rose home. I take a breath and leave it on my desk. The cleaners will throw it in the trash, problem taken care of.

      I check my cell and see Casey’s number. I think twice about answering it. Taylor’s forthright college friend is the last person I feel like muttering in agreement to right now, but I get the feeling it might be about the wedding so I douse my sigh and answer as I head out of the building.

      “Hi, Casey. What’s up?”

      “Mel. Can you please call Alex and tell her she has to come to the bachelorette?”

      “Um, there’s going to be a bachelorette?” Damn, I’d hoped that was going to be overlooked since everything was happening so quickly.

      “Oh, right. Yeah, you should have an invite when you get home. Elena had to handwrite them and deliver them. Like we couldn’t just group chat it.” I could see Casey rolling her dark eyes. She couldn’t stand formalities. I wasn’t really sure what she could stand, in all honesty.

      “So um, why do I need to call Alex?”

      “She moved a while back and Elena can’t find her details. She tried to check Tay’s phone but you know how she does all those short cuts so no names are actually in her cell.”

      “Uh, huh.” I knew Taylor used initials and birth-years in her phone. It was a system no one but her could figure out. I could barely keep track of Selena and my Mom’s birthdays, never mind the million friends Taylor was keeping track of.

      “So, Alex?”

      “Uh, yeah. So, you have her number, right?”

      I probably did. She’d gone to high school with me and Taylor, though we hadn’t really spent a lot of time with her in those days. She’d been kind of a loner. “I’ll call her.”

      “Cool. See you in a couple of months.”

      I check through my phone after Casey ends the call. Alex is in there. I breathe a sigh of relief. I’d have to call her after I got the invitation.

      I worry about what the invitation is going to be for the whole walk home. Please don’t be Vegas. Or a strip-club.

      Surprisingly, Selena isn’t holed up in my apartment when I get in. The invitation has been batted across the room by Salem, but he hasn’t managed to rip it to shreds or lose it under the couch like the last electricity bill I didn’t know I got. I open the perfumed pink envelope as I put my bag down.

      Elena is a perfectionist. The handmade card looks professional, the grammar of the invitation impeccable. I breathe a sigh of relief. It’s a private party at Taylor’s favorite bar. Of all the options available, this one is the least awful. I look at the date. It’s the weekend before the wedding. Two and a half months away.

      I call Alex before I can think twice about it. The girl picks up in a few rings.

      “Hello?” She sounds bright and sunny as always.

      “Hi, Alex,” I say.

      “Mel? It’s been ages,” she says. “How’ve you been?”

      “Fine,” I tell her, running my finger over the beading on the invitation. “Um, there’s going to be a bachelorette party for Taylor. Elena knew you’d moved, but she wasn’t sure of your address, so...”

      “A bachelorette? Sounds kind of girly to me,” she says, the warmth starting to slip from her tone.

      “Well, maybe,” I tell her. If Elena’s card is anything to go by, hot pink is the theme color. “But it should be fun. And Taylor would want you there.”

      She’s quiet for a second and I feel kind of like I’ve invited her to her own execution. Alex isn’t really into parties.

      “Okay. Can you text me the details?”

      “I’ll send them over.”

      I get it done with quickly and get to feeding Salem, my gaze drifting to the still closed rose in the vase. It’s so pretty, but I know it will open and the petals will fall off soon. It’s not going to last forever.

      I bite at my lip as I pluck it from the vase. I should throw it into the garbage. Or... I used to dry flowers when I was a kid. I was always finding out new ways to do it. I glanced at the microwave as I took the scissors from the knife block and cut the stem. I went under the sink and got out a bowl. I scooped some of Salem’s kitty litter out of the open bag and used it to cover the rose in the centre of the bowl.

      I didn’t pause to think about what I was doing until the microwave dinged.

      “It’s nothing,” I told myself, leaving the bowl inside the microwave. It would take a while for the kitty litter to cool down and I didn’t want Salem hurting himself if he tried to mess with it. I wasn’t trying to keep the rose because Vinnie gave me it. I was just seeing if some weird thing I used to do as a kid still worked.

      Right, Mel. Keep telling yourself that. Maybe eventually you’ll believe it.
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        * * *

      

      The second rose is still on my desk when I get to work the next morning. And a third has joined it. I try to ignore them both as I turn on my computer and check my emails. I have three emails from Vinnie from an hour before, and one from Nathan from a few minutes ago. I open Nathan’s mail and have to smile.

      I don’t think I can wait until Friday to see you again. Want to go out for lunch tomorrow?

      I open Vinnie’s first email and my smile straightens out.

      You have to help me. I’ll explain later. Just say you’ll meet me for lunch tomorrow? Please?

      He has to be kidding. What the hell? I move on to his second email.

      Okay, okay, I’ll explain now. My brother is coming to town and he thinks I have a fiancé. It’s not as bad as it sounds, I promise.

      I raise an eyebrow as I hit on his third and final email. This has to be the punch-line, right?

      You just need to come and laugh at my jokes for the hour, that’s all. I’ll do anything you want for the favor. I know it’s a big ask. Please?

      I try to wrap my head around it, knowing what Selena would say. But I don’t honestly believe Vinnie likes me that way. Player or not. I tap my fingers off the desk until Belinda lets out a harassed sigh behind me. I need to make a decision.

      Help a friend, or go out on a date? I sigh. Improving my own love life seems like the selfish choice. And he would owe me a favor... I bite my lip.

      Answering Nathan first, I ask if he wants to do lunch today. Cringing, I send the email, hoping it doesn’t come off too desperate. My fingers hesitate over the keys as I get ready to email Vinnie back. I have a million questions, too many for an email. I sigh and type a quick reply.

      You’re going to owe me a big favor for this.

      His reply comes in at the same time as Nathan’s.

      You’re awesome. You won’t regret it, I promise.

      Sounds great. Meet you at one?

      I get to work, wondering how quickly I can justify heading up to marketing for an explanation. I take my chance just before lunchtime, when Deana is off copying reports and Belinda is preoccupied with online clothes shopping for a weekend party.

      I feel almost naked walking into Marketing without any letters. Crossing my arms feels awkward so I settle for walking a little quicker than I usually would. I only stumble once and nobody even sees it. The door to Vinnie’s office is open and I’m not sure if he’s around. The enthusiastic reception guy is absent.

      Jennifer’s frosty glare barely slows me down. I peek in through the gap and find him tapping away at his keyboard.

      “Hey,” I say, as I walk in to his private office.

      He stops typing, standing up quickly as I shut the door and fold my arms.

      “I thought you might want to fill me in on this crazy lunch thing that we’re doing tomorrow?”

      He smiles. “That’s probably a good idea.”

      “So why does your brother need to think you have a fiancé, exactly?”

      He runs a hand through his hair as he comes out from behind his desk. “It’s not some weird inheritance thing, or whatever. He’s just... He’s kind of a know-it-all and he keeps telling me I’ll regret not settling down and I think I just got sick of hearing it.” He shrugs, looking me over. He doesn’t blush or avoid my eyes but I get the feeling he’s embarrassed. “It’s probably kind of pathetic. I should just tell him I lied to shut him up. You know what, I’ll call him right now.” He takes his phone out of his pocket.

      “What did you tell him about this fiancé of yours?”

      He raises an eyebrow, keeping his phone in his hand but refraining from using it. “Not much. I mentioned it and refused to go into details. He pushed and assumed I was lying when I refused to tell him anything. I would have kind of liked to rub his face in it, but...”

      “Okay,” I say, cutting him off at the same time as wondering why none of what he’s saying is registering as bullshit. I have to be out of my mind to believe a word of it. “So what do we need to do to, um, rub his face in it, exactly?”

      “Uh,” he starts, his face flushing slightly. “Well, for starters we should walk in holding hands. I guess. And you should probably wear this.” He opens a box on his desk and takes out something small and shiny. When he passes it over I can’t hide my shock.

      “You just keep an engagement ring lying around?” If I sound incredulous it’s because I am. Warning bells are finally starting to go off in my head. The guy just keeps an engagement ring lying around? What the hell?

      “Long story,” he says, with a hint of a smirk that vanishes quickly.

      I’m about to tell him I have time, when I realize I don’t. Whatever the story is, I’m going to have to rain-check it. I pass him the ring back. “I have to go.”

      “Shit. I freaked you out with the ring, right?” He sounds mildly amused but I can tell it’s hiding some other harder to quantify emotion.

      “Oddly, not really,” I say with a shrug. I take in his small smile and return one of my own. I’m a step closer to figuring this guy out. The thought of meeting his brother intrigues me. I snap out of my thoughts. “But I have a lunch date, so... I’ll see you tomorrow.” I rush off before he can detain me any further.

      Nathan is waiting for me at my desk when I get back down.

      He smiles, but it’s subdued. I’m not sure what’s wrong until I notice the roses. I make an ugk noise and swipe them into the waste paper bin.

      “Sorry, someone’s not taking the hint,” I tell him.

      His smile brightens. “So, do you like hot dogs?”

      I follow him to the exit, refraining from taking his arm. It’s not something we’ve done and I’m not about to initiate it. He takes my hand once we get outside. It feels nice, warm. He leads the way.

      “Hey, so you look different at work than at the weekends,” he starts.

      I wonder where he’s going with this, but I kind of already know. Considering Selena’s been tarting me up and lending me sexier items for our dates, I get why he might think I’m a different person during the working week.

      “Usually, I mean,” he says. “Sometimes you wear shirts and those are nice.”

      He likes the sexier clothes. I’m not that surprised. He’s a guy, after all.

      I just shrug. “Work is work.” I try not to wince at the non-answer. It’s kind of annoying me that he would comment on it. Even if it is kind of my own fault for trying to be sexy for him, it’s irritating. “Vinnie likes what I’m wearing.” Phase Three, I tell myself.

      “You still hang out with that guy?” he sounds disdainful.

      I shrug again, wondering how I’m managing to keep so cool. “We still have to work together sometimes.”

      “Oh, right. Okay,” he says, a frown on his face now that doesn’t fade until after we get our hotdogs and start to eat.

      Vinnie was so right about keeping him on his toes. He’s extra attentive the rest of the hour, and kisses me less chastely than usual when we get back to the front doors of the building.

      His gaze is intense as he backs away. “I’ll see you on Friday.”

      I smile as we get into the building and part ways. It fades as soon as I realize I’m not thinking about how great Friday’s going to be, but about how right Vinnie was that staying friends with him would force Nathan to up his game.

      What the hell is wrong with me?
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        * * *

      

      The next morning I take forever working out what to wear. I feel like I should try to look good to impress Vinnie’s brother, but I wonder who I think I’m kidding when I look in the mirror. Vinnie’s right about the tight pencil skirt and cleavage enhancing shirt. It so isn’t me, even if Nathan seems to like it. I ditch the look and go for my usual a-line skirt and sweater combo. It would get me two thumbs down from Selena any day of the week.

      I pause on my way to the door, thinking about the ring again, and wondering why the hell he has one. It has to be a fake. Some weird prop he uses for... what? I worry about that all the way to work. What is he up to anyway? My mind snaps back to this all morning. Is he pranking me? I guess I’ll find out soon enough.

      The morning is hectic and I barely notice Vinnie has quit with the roses.  Whatever his goal was with them, he seems to have given up. Or maybe he achieved it. What would I know? I’m just the moron who said yes to playing his fiancé for the afternoon.

      It’s just lunch. I have to keep telling myself that.

      “Hey, sexy secretary,” Vinnie’s enthusiastic words make me look up from my desk.

      “It can’t be that time already,” I say, blinking and taking in the shirt he’s wearing; no jacket? His sleeves are rolled up and his arms look slightly more muscular than I’d expected. He clearly took the whole work, eat, gym, sleep routine seriously.

      “It’s definitely that time. So get up before I get down on one knee and seriously embarrass you in front of the bitches over there.” He flashes the ring at me and I move.

      “You really need to tell me why you just have that. It’s not normal for a guy to carry around... something like that.” I choose my words carefully while we’re still within hearing range of Deana.

      “It’s no big deal,” he tells me as I get up and take his arm.

      He waits until we’re out of the building to slip the ring onto my finger. It’s a near perfect fit, just slightly loose but not enough to fall off. The diamond sparkles on my finger, bright under the sunlight. It’s a surreal moment, and one that’s kind of disconcerting.

      “It looks good on you,” he tells me, as if he’s telling me he likes my dress.

      “I’m getting slightly worried that you might think it means we’re actually engaged,” I tell him.

      He laughs. “I’m not delusional.”

      “I didn’t say you were.” Saying and thinking are two totally different things.

      “Okay so, just... I’m telling him we met at work. For all he knows I’ve been working with you for six months, okay?”

      “Six months and we’re engaged? What am I, pregnant?”

      “Maybe when I looked at you I just knew you were the one,” he tells me, shutting my sarcastic mouth with his searing gaze. Oh, he is good. Definitely a player. I tell my stupid heart to stop hammering and break away from his intense stare. That kiss was nothing. This is nothing.

      We don’t have far to walk. The fancy restaurant is on the same level as the Italian place Vinnie took me to before. I feel under dressed until I glance around and realize the dress code is smart casual. We’re ushered to a table where a tall, tanned, blond man stands to greet us. He’s in a white shirt that shows off his color and jeans that look designer label.

      “Ah, you must be ‘the fiancé’,” he greets, rolling his eyes at Vinnie. He does honest-to-God air quotes on the final two words before he sits back down.

      I glance at Vinnie and he smiles tightly. Squeezing my hand slightly, he pulls a chair out for me. I sit as he introduces me. “This is Mel. We work together.”

      “Ah, I see,” Vinnie’s brother, looks me over. “Not on those stripper commercials I suppose?”

      “She’s in clerical.” He looks at me. “Mel, this idiot is Charlie.”

      “Hi,” I say, trying not to instantly regret my decision to do this for Vinnie.

      “Hi,” he says back, as if he’s being sarcastic. He glowers at Vinnie. “Why do you insist on doing this?”

      Vinnie takes my hand and rubs his thumb over my skin as he turns it over. I know he’s drawing attention to the ring so I just try to ignore the tingling sensation his touch is sending through me.

      “You’ve got to be...” Charlie’s eyes drop to the ring and his demeanor shifts. He looks me over slowly, his gaze starting to soften. “You’re serious?”

      I flush. He’s going to figure out the lie.

      “Of course I’m serious,” Vinnie tells him. “I’m not letting a girl this great get away.”

      Charlie raises a hand into the air and clicks his fingers, never glancing away from me. Oh, he’s so going to work this out. I wish we had food already. I need something else to focus on.

      The waiter appears and Charlie orders two bottles of champagne. Just what I need, another drunken afternoon at the office. I bite at my bottom lip.

      “So, Mel, how did you meet?” His gaze is intent, as if he’s trying to catch me out.

      I swallow and try to crack a smile. I’m nervous and Vinnie’s gentle stroking of my hand is doing nothing to calm the butterflies in my stomach. I flash back to our kiss. “He helped me up when I tripped at work. It kind of just happened from there.”

      “Kind of just happened, huh?”

      I glance at Vinnie. He seems unusually tense. Not that I know what his usual posture is, I mean we barely know each other really. He turns on his charm so suddenly I blink at him.

      “We literally collided,” he says. “I had to make sure she was okay. And then she started making my lunch for me and that was pretty much it. Hook, line...”

      He laughs and his brother joins in. It feels like a weird in-joke I don’t get. I smile but I’m wishing the waiter would hurry back with the wine, or at least come back to take our food order.

      “Well, I’m glad for you, Vinnie. It’s good to hear you’re doing so well.”

      The conversation slowly begins to steer away from me and Vinnie and our whole suddenly engaged thing. The wine arrives, then the food. I drink and eat and watch them interact. There’s definitely tension between them, but I don’t find out the cause.

      And though Charlie seems fine with me now, I don’t totally believe he thinks I’m with Vinnie. I make an effort to stroke Vinnie’s arm or lean into him at times. He seems pleased every time I do something to enforce our supposed relationship’s authenticity.

      When his brother goes to the bathroom, he smiles at me, his shoulders relaxing.

      “Thanks,” he says quietly. “I promise you won’t have to do this again.”

      His brother returns before I can reply. My head can’t seem to think of words that make sense anyway. I blame the alcohol, but honestly, I think it’s him.

      Charlie clears his throat. “Well, I have to head on home. So I guess I’ll see you both at Aunt Maria’s birthday party next month.”

      The information goes right over my head while I’m sipping on the last of my wine. It doesn’t really hit home until I hear Vinnie agreeing to it and saying goodbye to his brother. I murmur my own goodbye as he leaves. Vinnie asks for the check and I look at him.

      “Did he just say...”

      Vinnie grins and shakes his head. “Oh, don’t worry about that. I’ll get us out of it.”

      “Us?” It’s all my brain can focus on. “There’s an ‘us’ now?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he tells me, helping me up. “Let’s get you home.”

      “Home?” I frown at him. “Uh, no. We were at...”

      “I got you a half day,” he tells me as we exit the restaurant.

      “You did not!”

      “I did so.”

      I believe him, he could get whatever he wanted out of whoever. Still. “Why did you do that?”

      “Because it’s impossible to spend time with Charlie without getting drunk and you don’t want to make that kind of impression on your boss.”

      We walk out into the warm, sunny day. I have a half day? That’s awesome. I smile at him. “I don’t think your brother bought the whole engaged thing.”

      He smiles back, stopping on the sidewalk outside the building and tilting my head to his with his left hand. Leaning in, he says, “Maybe not, but he will now.”

      His lips land on mine and my heart races. I hesitate for a second, wanting to respond but afraid to. His touch is light and it pulls me in. I lean into him, my free hand rising over his hard chest to the back of his neck, fingers brushing through his hair. He seems to hesitate now, body tensing and head beginning to pull back. I’m ready to let go when he deepens the kiss instead of ending it.

      Heat bursts through me as his probing tongue delves into my mouth. It’s exactly the kind of embrace that ends in the bedroom. Completely inappropriate for a busy sidewalk. Still, I can’t quite force myself to break the kiss. When he finally does, he’s breathless.

      I gasp as he gazes down at me. There’s something in his eyes that I can’t read. I want to ask what he’s thinking but I’m afraid of the answer.

      In the end I just take a breath and say, “Take me home.”

      In the ten minutes it takes us to walk to my apartment, the summer breeze has helped knock out the effects of the alcohol and I’m telling myself we only kissed because Charlie was watching.

      I’d have to be a special kind of stupid to think Vinnie meant anything by it, especially after everything he’s told me. Still, everything we could do when we get to my place runs through my head. A thrill shoots through me at the thought of it. What was that Selena said about guys not needing to be nice to be good in bed?

      Damn it. I stop outside the apartment building and let go of Vinnie’s hand.

      The silence suddenly seems awkward. He leans in and kisses me quickly on the lips. “Thank you, for today. I know it got kind of... well, anyway, thanks.”

      I glance down at the ring before I take it off my finger. He takes it when I pass it back, but his wry smile doesn’t move when he gently pulls my hand back and slips it back onto my finger.

      “Keep it for me, for now. Okay?”

      I don’t know what to say. Honestly, how do I even begin here? He takes my speechlessness as his queue to exit. I go inside and continually glance at the ring, not removing it from my finger.

      It’s fake, it has to be. Any other explanation is just too messed up. Why the hell does he want me to hang on to it? Why didn’t I just ask him?
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      I could have had her. She’s definitely into me. I should have made the big move, should have sealed it. There’s still the idiot she’s dating to get out of the way. He’d be gone if I took her to bed and I know it.

      She’s interested. It’s the only reason she played along when I asked her to. It’s the reason she keeps kissing me back when she’s probably wondering what the hell kind of game I’m playing on her.

      So why don’t I remove any trace of doubt?

      I couldn’t do it. She deserves better. She should be with that guy. He might be boring, but he’ll never hurt her. Not like I will.

      I don’t know how to leave her alone, but I can’t push things all the way home. I can pretend I don’t know what’s wrong, but I know it’s because I want it all with her. I don’t just want her to drop her panties for me. One night won’t cut it.

      She’s The One. I gave her my mother’s engagement ring, told her to hang onto it.

      I’m hoping I’ll figure out my next move before she gets too close to the other guy. I’m hoping she won’t be sick of my shit by then.

      I go home and exhaust myself in my gym, collapse into bed sweating and tired. I’ll figure it out in the morning. Everything will look better then.
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      I get in to an email from Nathan, asking where I got to yesterday afternoon. Apparently Deana told him I’d taken the afternoon off when she’d delivered his mail. I hesitate to reply.

      Telling him I was with Vinnie seems like a mistake. And that’s not even mentioning the kiss. Why did I have to think about the kiss? I groan out loud.

      Minor family emergency. Nothing to worry about. Still on for Friday?

      I cringe after I hit send, glancing down at my fingers and cursing under my breath. I’m still wearing the ring. I pull it off and slip it into my purse before anyone catches sight. Luckily for me, Deana isn’t in yet.

      I glance through my emails, slightly disappointed that Vinnie hasn’t sent one. I shake it off and get to work. It’s not enough, not today. I need a bigger distraction. I send Selena a text, asking her to meet me for a drink after work. I’m not thinking of asking for advice. I just need something to take my mind off of the weird situation I’ve gotten myself into.

      Nathan emails back.

      Same time, same place. Can’t wait x

      I stare at the kiss. I can’t seem to make myself email him back.
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        * * *

      

      Selena’s already halfway through a cocktail when I get to the bar. She waves me over and I sink into the seat beside her, letting out a weary sigh.

      “Long day?” she asks, raising an eyebrow.

      “Guy trouble,” I tell her, seeing her eyes light up.

      “Um, what?”

      I’m already kicking myself for bringing it up. I offered to fund a drunken night out to help myself forget about that stuff and it’s the first thing I mention? “It’s nothing.”

      “It’s not nothing,” she says, putting down her empty glass. “Get me another one of those and we can talk about it.”

      I get up and go to the bar. Selena doesn’t have a usual. She drinks cocktails whenever possible and switches to wine or spirits when they aren’t available. I order two pina coladas and open my purse as the tender moves off to start making them.

      I see the ring sparkling inside my purse and I bite my lip. Vinnie didn’t contact me all day. I’m starting to sense a pattern here. Only this time, I’m not going to get pissed off about it. I know what he is. He isn’t worth getting riled up about. I have to just stop talking to him.

      I bring our drinks to the table and Selena smiles as she swipes hers out of my hand.

      “So, spill, Mel. Who’s the guy?”

      I shake my head. “It’s honestly nothing.”

      “Luke’s been asking about you, you know.” She sipped at her drink.

      I sigh. “I kind of kissed that guy from work again.”

      “The hot geek you’ve started dating?”

      I refused to give Selena names since the first thing she always did was go Facebook stalking. I did not need to know how many girls were friends with Nathan on there.

      I shake my head slowly. “It was part of another... plan, so it doesn’t mean anything.”

      “But?” Selena put down her drink.

      “But nothing. It doesn’t mean anything.”

      “Bullcrap, Mel. A guy doesn’t kiss a girl twice unless he’s attracted to her.”

      “I don’t know about that.” I’d wondered, maybe hoped, but I knew it would be stupid to think he liked me like that. He was just getting some kind of weird kick out of it. “Anyway, he’s a player. He doesn’t date.”

      “Bad boys are always way better at kissing than good ones,” Selena says, smiling wryly. “You have to just stay away from him.”

      “Is that what you would do?”

      “We all know what I would do,” she says. “But you’re not me.”

      I finally take a sip of my drink. She’s right. I know that, but it’s not easy to admit it.

      By the end of the night I’ve made the decision to steer clear of Vinnie. If I want my relationship with Nathan to have a chance, I can’t see him again. I sigh at the thought of it but I know it’s the truth.
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        * * *

      

      I hesitate when I get to work the next morning. Vinnie hasn’t spoken to me since the lunch date that ended in our second kiss. I’m beginning to see the pattern.

      Whatever the reason for his avoidance of me, I have to stop wondering about it and just tell him we’re through. He’s messing with my head and I can’t have an honest relationship with Nathan when Vinnie’s around confusing things.

      It takes me all morning to get up the guts to email Vinnie. I bite at my lower lip as my fingers pause over the keyboard. Part of me wants to ask why the hell he stopped talking to me again. Didn’t he learn his lesson after he pissed me off the first time?

      So not the point, Mel. This has to be it. End it. Now. My fingers fly over the keyboard.

      You said you’d owe me a favor. Well this is me calling it in. We can’t hang out anymore. End of story.

      It feels harsh, but there’s nothing I can say to soften the words so I don’t try to. I wait but he doesn’t reply. He doesn’t show up at lunchtime either. I notice he’s opened the email before I leave the building.

      My stomach churns as I walk home. He’ll either listen, or he won’t. Only time is going to tell.
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      Nathan looks good; he always does. He’s stopped asking before he kisses me and things have been getting a little more heated. Tonight I’m wearing a new dress that’s so not me I’ve had to go to the ladies room to adjust it half a dozen times. I pretty much never do strapless.

      But things have been going slow with my so-called-boyfriend and I feel the need to do something to help push things to the next level. I can’t talk to him about it. It feels wrong to have to ask a guy to take charge more. Maybe that’s just me.

      I break our goodnight kiss and bite at my lip as his stare drifts to the neckline of my dress.

      “Do you want to come in?” It’s the most I can make myself ask.

      He looks tempted. His gaze sears into mine as his hands run over my upper arms.

      “I do. But not tonight.” He doesn’t attempt to explain why. He just kisses me chastely on the lips, whispers goodnight and leaves.

      I feel like screaming. It’s just another nice, frustrating date ending in a seductive tease that’s seriously starting to make me think good guys are idiots. Maybe Selena has a point when it comes to bad boys.

      Every Friday night it’s the same thing; we go out and talk and drink and have a great time, and then we get each other hot and bothered on my doorstep before he leaves. I’ve started to get used to the taste of him; I’ve never dated a smoker before, it’s taken some getting used to.

      None of that matters. The problem is the lack of physical intimacy. He’s not making the move and I have no idea why.

      I wait until I’m inside to growl out my frustration. I drop my purse and kick my wedges off.

      Why doesn’t he want to sleep with me?

      I haul my clothes off and get ready for bed. I manage to calm down by the time I’m brushing my teeth. Whatever his problem is, I know it isn’t me. When we kiss... I know he’s enjoying it.

      But it’s not enough for me. It’s like being a teenager again and not having a place to bring your boyfriend so you have to make do with insanely heated over the clothes stuff. I’m sick of making do. We’ve been together for a month now. He’s been calling me his girlfriend and talking about bringing me to his mother’s birthday dinner next month.

      I’m getting into bed when my phone beeps from my bag in the other room. I ignore it, knowing it’s probably Selena looking for a place to crash. If I’m not getting any, she’s not getting any on my couch. Talk about rubbing salt in a wound.

      I drift off to sleep, my mind tracking back and forth over the problem.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up to insistent knocking on my door.

      “Damn it, Selena,” I mutter as I push back the covers and climb out of bed. Saturday morning at 10 a.m. is no time to be knocking on someone’s door. Rubbing at my eyes, I make it to the door. Glancing through the peephole out of habit, I find myself double-taking at Vinnie.

      He’s wearing a t-shirt and jeans but it’s definitely him. I’ve never seen him out of work clothes before. I hesitate, my hand on the key. What’s he doing here? He never spoke to me again after I sent that email cashing in my favor. I thought we were done.

      “Mel?” he calls softly, knocking again.

      I’m not sure what to do. I’ve missed him, but I can’t let him in. He’s too good at messing with my head. “I’m not in,” I call out through the door.

      He pauses, his hand raised to knock. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” I say back, still not wanting to unlock the door.

      “How’s the accountant?”

      I don’t know what to say, so I don’t say anything.

      “I’ve missed... your sandwiches.”

      “That’s why you’re here?”

      “Actually, I’m here to beg you for a favor. But brunch would be nice.”

      “A favor?” A mixture of dread and excitement rise up, causing butterflies to spring to life inside my stomach. “I think I already did you one of those. And you were supposed to do me one in return.”

      The thought of letting him in makes my heart pound louder in my chest. I cross my arms and look down at the floral pajamas I’m wearing. Honestly, what could even happen when I look like this?

      “You did. I know. I... Can we talk?”

      I unlock the door and open it.

      He smiles at me. “Sorry I know this is... It’s one favor and then I’m out of your hair.”

      I let him in and he stays close as I shut the door and turn to him.

      “You remember when you met my brother?”

      I nod, trying not to blush. It had taken a while to bury the memory of that kiss. Being this close to him now suddenly seems like a bad idea. “He seemed like an ass.”

      “He is and that’s why I need to ask you to come to our Aunt Maria’s party today.”

      “Um, what?”

      “You remember, he mentioned it? I thought I could get us out of it, but I couldn’t. I really don’t want him to know I lied so, please, can you be my fiancé one last time?”

      “I don’t know...”

      He gazes at me. “Please?”

      “Nathan kind of hates you.”

      “I’m shocked,” Vinnie says, rolling his eyes. “I thought we were buddies.”

      “Very funny,” I tell him, going to my fridge. If it takes a sandwich to get him out of here I’d better get started. His hand rests on my waist as he looks over my shoulder. The casual touch is enough to cloud my thoughts.

      “You have Swiss cheese!” he sounds excited about it.

      I take it out with the pastrami and butter and he shuts the fridge door as I start to make his sandwich.

      “So how are things with the bean-counter anyway?” He leans over the other side of the counter while I butter the bread.

      “Great,” I say, hoping my lack of enthusiasm is going unnoticed.

      “I’m glad to hear it,” he tells me, no trace of a smile. The absence of his good humor feels like it darkens the room. “I thought you might be bored of him by now.”

      I grimace to myself as I finish the sandwich. I don’t make one for myself. I’m not hungry.

      “Like you’re bored of being a player?” I push the plate across to him.

      He laughs. “It’s been a year or so since I was in the game, but yeah, I was pretty bored of it by then.”

      A year or so? I smile. “Oh yeah, I forgot. The pantydropper retired, didn’t he?”

      He picks up his sandwich and starts to eat.

      I start to make coffee. It’s feels weird that my own boyfriend has never seen the inside of my flat, but Vinnie’s standing right here with me in my pajamas on a Saturday morning.

      Worse, it feels weird that I’m comfortable with this guy being here. We haven’t spoken in weeks and it already feels like we’re back to normal.

      “So the party starts at two, so we’ll need to leave at twelve.” He starts to talk between bites. “You don’t need to dress up for it. I’m wearing this. It’s nothing fancy.”

      I listen, wondering what the hell I’m doing entertaining this. It’s a mistake, and a big one at that.

      “You’ll need to wear the ring.”

      “You’re not allowed to kiss me this time,” I tell him, paling as soon as the words leave my mouth.

      He’ll know he was having an effect on me! Shit. Why did I have to say that?

      His face doesn’t change, his expression stays neutral. “I’ll try. But no promises.”

      I gape at him as he finishes his sandwich. The coffee is ready by the time he puts his plate down. I pour two mugs and he asks for sugar.

      “You probably should know stuff like this,” he muses as he proceeds to tip four spoonfuls of sugar into his mug. “When people are engaged they know this kind of stuff.”

      “And what else should I know?” I take a sip of my coffee.

      “A lot of stuff, actually.” He clears his throat. “But we’ve got a couple of hours.”

      I stare at him, wondering why I’m just going along with this. I must be out of my mind.

      “Take your time getting dressed. I won’t paw through your stuff,” he tells me, fishing around the couch for the TV remote. He sits down with his coffee and turns the TV on.

      He looks right at home, taking over my little apartment, channel-surfing on my TV.

      I take a breath, gulp down my coffee and head for the shower.

      I somehow manage not to panic too much at the thought of an attractive man being in the other room as I get washed and dressed. It doesn’t help that Vinnie’s the kind of guy who can talk his way into anything. One little kiss and he’d have me right where he wanted me... I shake my head as I pull on a T-shirt. I don’t know that he wants that from me. Not really.

      “I didn’t know you had a cat,” he calls through, making me jump.

      I pick up the ring from its resting place by the side of my bed. “He likes to hide under the couch.”

      I open the door and come out of my room. Vinnie is still sitting on the couch. Salem is batting at his ankles from underneath.

      “I’m not sure if he likes me.”

      “He doesn’t even know you,” I tell him, going to the kitchen to pour some dry cat food into Salem’s bowl. He leaves Vinnie’s ankles and makes a mad dash for the food as I put it down.

      I’m still holding the ring, feeling weird about putting it on. Vinnie gets up. He comes over as I hold out my hand. He plucks the ring from my palm and slides it onto the right finger.

      He smiles. “We should really start getting to know each other now that we’re engaged to be married.”

      “I think you should start by telling me why you have an engagement ring just lying around,” I say.

      He lets go of my hand and shrugs. “Why would a guy usually have an engagement ring lying around?”

      I watch him carefully as he goes back to the couch. He clearly doesn’t want to tell me about it.

      “What should a fiancé know about her boyfriend’s ex-girlfriends?”

      “I don’t have any ex-girlfriends,” he tells me, making me snort.

      “None?”

      He shrugs and grins. “Pantydroppers don’t need girlfriends.”

      I make a disgusted noise and head to the fridge. If we’re heading out in a couple of hours I suppose I’d better have some kind of breakfast.

      “So then, what do I need to know about The Mouth?”

      “The Mouth knows how to get what he wants.”

      “And what he wants is?”

      “Pretty much money, and more money.” He shrugs when I glance up at him.

      “That can’t be all you want.”

      “Says who?”

      “Just a girl,” I say, supposing that’s all I am to someone like him.

      “A hot girl who makes me sandwiches and puts up with my nonsense,” he reminds me.

      I have a bowl of cereal while he talks about nothing. Our conversation hasn’t been the slightest bit productive. I’m starting to get nervous about meeting the rest of his family.

      “Who’s going to be at this party?”

      “It’ll be small,” he tells me. “You should probably work on the whole why you love me thing. I think it’ll come up.”

      “Uh, what?”

      “My aunt is kind of protective of her nephews. Why do you think Charlie isn’t married?”

      “Um...” I’m really regretting agreeing to do this now.

      “So, tell me why you love me, and make it convincing.” His expression is expectant.

      I open and close my mouth. Finally, I sigh. “This isn’t going to work. I’m not an actress.”

      “So then, start by telling me why you like me.”

      I smile. “You’re unpredictable and you talk too much.”

      “I didn’t ask you why you don’t like me.”

      “You’re a charmer,” I tell him. “And you know how to kiss a girl. Is that any better?”

      “It’s a start.”

      He keeps talking as I finish getting ready, then we walk out to his car, which is a Mercedes. I sink into the leather passenger seat and try not to look too impressed. He gets in the driver’s side and once his door closes I wonder what I’ve let myself in for.

      He starts the car and pop music filters through the speaker system. Selena Gomez singing about not being able to keep her hands off a guy. The blood rushes to my face. I have to fold my arms to stop myself from flipping the radio station.

      “Last chance to back out,” he tells me.

      I keep my mouth shut, afraid to tell him to stop the car and let me out. I’m freaking out, but I want to spend this time with him. It’s too late to deny it. I like him. Even if we’re only friends, I don’t want to lose him from my life. I’m going to have to speak to Nathan about it.

      “Okay then,” he says. “I should warn you my aunt will talk wedding plans. So you might want to have some of that worked out in advance.”

      “Wedding plans.” I wish I could say I was one of those girls who maps all that stuff out when she’s a kid. I never was. I was too busy getting lost in fantasy worlds, reading stories about princesses who save themselves from the dragons.

      “You know, like the song for the first dance and how many bridesmaids you’ll have and all that shit.”

      “Maybe you should just tell me what I should tell her?”

      “Nah. You’re the bride. She won’t care what I think.”

      “So who’s going to be there?”

      “My brother and my aunt and uncle. Cousins. Maybe a few neighbors.”

      “I thought it was a party?”

      “It’s a barbeque. And it’s her birthday so it’s kind of a party.”

      “Maybe you should tell me the stuff about you that I’ll need to know now.”

      His smile tightens. “Okay. Here’s the whole story. My parents died when I was eight. Me and my brother went to live with my Aunt and Uncle at that point but it wasn’t like they were loaded so I started thinking up ways to make money. I used the money I had in a piggy bank to buy candy bars and I sold them at school for like twice the price. The cafeteria was disgusting and there were no vending machines so I made out like a bandit. I switched to cigarettes at high school, sold them individually. I put half of what I made into a savings account, gave the rest to my Aunt. She never asked where it came from. Business school was a no brainer. I managed to wrangle a scholarship and got an intern job on the side within a few weeks of starting. I worked in a bunch of different firms when I finished, moving every time I got bored. I also own shares in some companies and I’m part-owner of a small restaurant chain. I made my first million a few years back, before the stripper ads by the way.” He clears his throat. “And that’s about it.”

      “Wow,” I say, still trying to take in everything he’s just told me. “And now you’re marrying a secretary.”

      “Cherry on the cake,” he says.

      “And what happens when we don’t get married?” It occurs to me that he already told me he’d get us out of this party, and now we were on the way there. The thought of the same thing happening when it comes to our supposed wedding date makes me laugh.

      “Oh, we’ll get married.” He nods. “Stage three of the plan.”

      Just how crazy is he?

      “I’m not marrying you, Vinnie,” I tell him.

      “Well, no. But we can hire a dress and a suit and take pictures.”

      I laugh. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      “If I’m good at anything it’s holding together a charade. Those girls at work still think I’m the pantydropper, right?”

      “Okay then.” It seems useless to argue with him. I’m starting to freak about what I’m doing. What if Nathan calls or something? I check my phone and start to feel really guilty about this whole thing.

      Vinnie glances at me. “You weren’t busy today, right?”

      “Seems like that’s the first thing you should have asked,” I say, putting my cell back in my purse.

      “You could have said no,” he says with a shrug.

      I laugh. “No one ever says no to The Mouth.”

      He smiles. “Not usually, at least.” He glances at me again. “Seriously. You can back out now if you want to. I’d forgive you.”

      I shake my head slowly. I’ve missed him. Whatever that ends up meaning for me and Nathan... I can’t think about that right now. All I know is I’m with Vinnie and it’s where I want to be. “I’m not backing out.”

      “Thank God for that,” he says, breathing a sigh of relief.

      I sit back in my seat and try to relax.
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        * * *

      

      The house is smaller than I expect. I get out of the car and manage to drop my purse on the sidewalk as I shut the door. “Damn...”

      Vinnie rushes around to help me when virtually everything inside spills out. Including the dried head of the rose he gave me to apologize the first time he stopped talking to me. I rush to snatch it but he picks it up first, a strange look on his face. I take it out of his hand and put it in my purse with the lipstick, phone, tissues and keys that all fell out alongside it.

      He wordlessly takes my hand and we move toward the house. It’s a glorious day and I’m wishing I brought sunglasses. We walk up the path and Vinnie leads me around to the back garden gate. Butterflies are filling my stomach up as we head into the back garden.

      He leads me to a gate that opens to show a back garden with patio tables and chairs set out for a party. The smell of barbequed meat fills the air. I hold his hand tighter, wondering how big a party he’s dragged me to. Maybe I should have downed some shots before I left the flat. I bite at my bottom lip.

      He closes the gate behind us and I walk with him towards the open patio door. The garden is empty, the barbeque on but the grill is bare. There’s a paper plate with a half-eaten burger and some chips on one of the patio tables. Vinnie turns to me as he pushes the door open wider.

      “They’re going to love you, I promise.” He plants a brief kiss on my lips.

      “That’s the fourth time you’ve kissed me and we’re not even dating,” I murmur.

      He rolls his eyes at me before leading me into the house. An overweight fifty-something guy steps into the kitchen from the opposite doorway as we walk in from outside. He has bright blue eyes and thinning dark hair. His grin is just as cheeky as Vinnie’s. He’s definitely family.

      “Vincent!” The guy comes toward us and hugs Vinnie. “Long time. And you must be Mel.” He steps back and takes my hand to kiss it.

      “I can see where Vinnie gets his charm from,” I say, trying not to wince at my awkwardness as he squeezes my hand and lets go.

      “That’s our Vinnie. Charm the pants off anything with a pulse. But he’s settling down and that’s what I like to see.” He motions to the yard. “What kind of meats do you like barbequed? I got burgers and chicken and sausage and what not.”

      “A burger would be great, thanks,” I say, with a smile.

      He heads outside and Vinnie puts his arm around my waist. I try not to fixate on his touch but it feels so good being this close to him. Damn it, Nathan, why couldn’t you just sleep with me last night? I’m getting seriously frustrated. Being around Vinnie right now is just asking for trouble. I try to clear my head and remember why I’m here. “So, um, that was your uncle, right?”

      “Oh, right. Yeah. That’s Uncle Sal. Aunt Maria’s probably still getting ready. I guess we’re kind of early. You want a drink?” He’s moves to the refrigerator and pulls out a beer. “Beer or cider?”

      “Uh, cider I guess.” I’m hoping it’ll get me a little drunker than the beer.

      He shuts the fridge and takes a bottle opener magnet off the front. He twists the cap off his beer and opens my cider with the magnet. He pours it into a glass despite my protestations that it’s unnecessary.

      “Aunt Maria would have my head if I let a lady drink from the bottle.”

      “But you can drink from the bottle?”

      He passes me my pint glass. “Of course. Men are allowed to be uncouth pigs.”

      “I don’t think so, Vincent Walsh.” The stern woman’s voice comes from behind.

      I manage to turn without sloshing my cider out of the glass. My heart jumps into my throat but at least I didn’t spill.

      The woman is petite and slim with thick dark hair that goes down to her waistline. She’s wearing a floaty summer dress that makes me wish I’d made more of an effort with my clothes. I scowl at Vinnie but he just gives me an innocent look. At least I’m wearing my wedges and a nice blazer. She grabs my left hand and her eyes tear up.

      “I never thought I’d see the day.”

      “It wasn’t that unlikely,” Vinnie says, taking a swig of his beer.

      “You have to tell me everything,” she says, speaking to me as she lets my hand go. “Every last detail.”

      I groan inwardly. I knew this was going to be a nightmare. Why the hell did I agree to it? I have to be crazy. I catch Vinnie’s eye as we head outside. He smiles but it’s strained. He’s not as cocky about this as he’d have me believe. I swallow. Is it too late to back out?

      I follow his aunt to the table with the half-eaten burger sitting out on it. She clears it away and winks at me.

      “I’ll be right back, sweetheart.”

      I watch his uncle at the grill, whistling tunelessly as he flips burgers. Vinnie pulls up a seat next to me and reaches for my hand under the table.

      “Hey.”

      I glance at him, trying not to scowl. “Hey what?”

      “You’re doing great.”

      I shake my head at him and take a sip of my drink.

      His aunt comes back with a photo album in one arm, and a glass of wine in the other. She sits down and opens the book. Wedding photos. I can feel my throat clamming up. How am I supposed to lie about something like this?

      “This was our wedding thirty years ago. Styles have changed so much.”

      “You look beautiful,” I manage to blurt.

      “Of course I do. That was back when I was your age. My skin was just...” she sighs, resting her head on her hand and pushing the album over to me. “But anyway. You’re gonna look beautiful too. That hair. Gorgeous.” She sips at her wine. “There might be some baby pictures of you-know-who in here...”

      “Oh no,” Vinnie says, actually sounding worried.

      “That, I have to see.” I flip the pages slowly, taking in the smiling faces of his family. The pictures of his parents bring a lump to my throat. He lost them so young. How does someone even get over that? I guess by having an amazing aunt and uncle to look after them. But still... I can’t even imagine going through that kind of hell. He points at a picture of his parents with a kid who looks about three.

      “There’s Charlie. He was a fat kid. He didn’t like to walk anywhere.” Vinnie’s voice is full of amusement. “He stopped crawling when I started to walk. I guess I embarrassed him, being less lazy than he was. Mom always said I liked to show him up.”

      I smile at him. “So where are you?”

      He flips a few pages and points out a baby picture. “All babies look the same.”

      “Cute?”

      He nods slowly. “I guess.”

      He flips a few more. “Me at five. Would you even have known?”

      The little kid in a shirt and pants is posing for the camera like a pro. I stifle a snort. “Um, yeah. Definitely. That look is so you.”

      He snaps the book shut. “And that’s enough of nostalgia time.” He gets up and goes to the barbeque. I watch him sort out burgers and his aunt smiles at me when I realize I’m staring at his ass and bring my focus back to the table.

      “I’m so glad you two met each other. We’ve been waiting for this one to settle down.”

      I sip at my cider. “I’m glad too.” And I sound like I mean it. The alcohol is starting to work. My ill-advised attraction to Vinnie is stirring back up. I should have known that would happen. Spending time with him always gives me thoughts I shouldn’t have.

      “So what’s the plan for the wedding?”

      My mind draws a blank. I almost blurt that there is no plan, and then I think better of it.

      “Um, next summer. We think. Nothing’s been booked.”

      She clasps her hands together. “That’s wonderful. Are you thinking about relocating after the wedding?”

      “Relocating?” I’m wishing Vinnie back to the table now, but he’s taking his time putting meat into buns. “Like you mean...”

      “Out to the ‘burbs. To raise kids.”

      I choke on my sip of cider. It goes down the wrong tube and I grimace. Kids? This wasn’t talked about. I’m so going to kill Vinnie for this one little favor bullcrap.

      “We haven’t talked about kids,” I blurt once I can talk.

      Vinnie puts our plates on the table. “Kids are years down the line, Aunt Maria. We’ve got wedding stuff and honeymoon stuff and...”

      “Honeymoon stuff?” My eyes light up at the thought of a holiday, someplace tropical. Vinnie in shorts, showing off his hard body... Yikes, Mel. Mind out of the gutter before you do something stupid, please.

      He grins at me. “Hawaii maybe?”

      I smile. “Maybe.” You are so getting milked for that favor to pay for this one. I haven’t had a holiday in forever.

      “You lovebirds talk about that honeymoon,” his aunt says. “I can hear the phone.”

      Vinnie shrugs at me as he sits back down. “She can hear through walls, I swear...”

      “Kids?”

      He shrugs again and starts eating chips. “You want relish or anything for your burger?”

      “No, this is fine.” I pick it up and take a bite. It’s good and I realize I’m actually hungry. “So, is this the party?” It’s not so nerve-wracking when it’s just the four of us.

      “Um, not quite.” He nods towards the kitchen as a group of twenty thirty-something’s step outside. “That would be the party. Meet my cousins, and some of their friends.”

      They talk to his uncle then make a beeline for us. I swallow my second bite of the burger and feel the butterflies stir in my stomach. I take a gulp of cider and paint on a smile. Time to get to working for my big favor.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later my head is starting to swim and I’m relaxed enough to chat to Vinnie’s cousin Clara out on the patio while his other cousins play poker at the kitchen table, whooping and jeering in their animated drunken states. Vinnie is talking with his Uncle at the barbeque which is now being used to melt bananas for some kind of dessert. His aunt is inside mixing sangria. Clara has just turned twenty and rolls her eyes at everything any of her family members have to say to her. She has long dark hair like her mother and big dark eyes that look almost permanently bored.

      “So, my mom says I can move out, but only if I stay with my brother in the city. And I’m like no way. Right? Because he’s such a buzzkill. What would be the point? Out in the city and I’m like grounded every night. No thanks.” She sighs and downs the rest of her beer.

      “I think you’d get along with my sister.”

      Her eyes widen suddenly. “I could come stay with you and Vinnie!”

      I smile. Let’s see Vinnie find a way out of that one. “As long as your mother doesn’t mind...”

      She hugs me suddenly. “I knew you were the real thing. He wouldn’t just give Aunt Carmella’s ring to anyone. You’re awesome. I’m going to ask Mom.” She rushes away and my brain drags back over what she just said about the ring.

      This ring? The one I’m wearing, right now? My alcohol addled brain reminds me of the photo album. I pick it up, moving my glass out of the way. I take it onto my lap and flip through the pages, gasping in a breath when I find a picture of Vinnie’s mother holding him as a baby, wearing the ring.

      I want to throw up. This is too messed up, even for him. I close the book and put it back on the table. I have to get out of here.
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        * * *

      

      I rush to the gate to get out of the back yard, uncertain of what exactly I’m going to do. I only know I have to get away from him. I stop at the car and bring my phone out. Selena will come and get me... in two goddamned hours!

      I hesitate. My options are limited. I don’t have enough money to get a cab all the way back to the city. It’s a Saturday night too. The chances of Selena being sober enough to drive are slim to nil.

      I look at the ring and I want to rip it from my finger. How could he?

      “Mel! What are you doing out here?” Vinnie’s voice drifts across from the gate.

      I try to calm down. There’s nowhere I can run right now. I have to face him, to face this.

      “I know about the ring,” I tell him, anger bleeding into my tone.

      His face drops but he doesn’t stop coming toward me. “Mel, I can explain.”

      “I want to go home, now,” I tell him, yanking the ring from my finger. I put it in his hand and punch him in the chest. I get the feeling my fingers hurt more than his chest but I don’t care. I shake my head as I go around to the passenger side.

      He unlocks the car and I get in. I have to spend two hours with him now? Goddamn it. I put my seatbelt on and fold my arms. He gets in and slips the ring into his jeans pocket. He’s staring at me but I refuse to look at him.

      “Please, Mel...”

      “I can’t even...” I’m too angry to articulate my thoughts.

      He starts the car. The radio blares on and I switch it off.

      “I’m sorry,” he tells me.

      I don’t respond and he actually shuts up for once. He doesn’t say a word as we drive away from the house. He glances at me, but I refuse to look at him. We drive in silence for ten minutes and my anger hasn’t been doused even a little. I’m only wishing I hadn’t drunk so much cider by then.

      “We need to stop,” I tell him, still refusing to look at him. There’s a rest stop a few miles down the road. He stops there and I get out. I use the bathroom and try to calm down as I wash my hands. It’s no use. Whatever I tell myself, I can’t believe Vinnie did what he did. I can’t understand it. I don’t want to get back into the car with him, but I do and I can see his hands are gripping the steering wheel so hard his knuckles are white.

      “There’s a reason I gave you that ring.”

      “I’m not talking to you.” I cross my arms and stare straight ahead.

      He sighs. “This sounds so fucking pathetic, but I have to say it and it’s only the truth.” He pauses before he speaks again. “I knew you were the girl for me the first time I met you.”

      “Is this the pantydropper talking? Because you know I have a boyfriend.” And shame fills me that it’s the first time I’ve even thought about Nathan all night.

      It’s over with him. I’ve just been avoiding admitting it. We’re not a good match. He probably doesn’t want to sleep with me because I’m not totally into it when we make-out. It’s so pathetic I want to just laugh.

      “I know, okay?” He sighs again. “I didn’t think you and him were really going to work. I thought... But it doesn’t matter what I thought because I was wrong.”

      “You were. So wrong! I can’t believe you...” I turn to him and we’re only separated by a few inches when he turns to face me. I want him to see the fury in my eyes, but when I lock gazes with him his sad expression cuts into me.

      “You kept the first rose I gave you.”

      “Oh throw that back in my face why don’t you?” I’m muttering now, not really feeling it. He’s right. I felt something. And that’s why it hurts so bad that he’d so something so messed up just to save face.

      His sad blue eyes are getting to me. I can’t tear my gaze away as he speaks. “Kissing you made me realize my feelings weren’t going to burn out. We’re right for each other, Mel. I know you feel something for me too. You kissed back.”

      Every word he speaks makes me want to forgive him. I try to keep a clear head but it’s getting harder by the second. He’s right about me, he knows I have feelings for him.

      “You’re the reason things aren’t working with Nathan,” I blurt. “He’s been taking things slow and it was driving me crazy. I thought it was driving me crazy. But it’s not him, it’s you. I don’t really want him, and I think he knows.”

      He breathes a sigh of relief. “I’m glad I gave you the ring.”

      I raise an eyebrow at him.

      He puts his hands up. “We never would have had this conversation if I hadn’t.”

      I know he’s right, but I’m still tense about that. He gave me his dead mother’s engagement ring. It seemed like a flippant move, but he didn’t seem to feel that way. If what he was saying now was true. “You used it like that on purpose?”

      “That makes it sound bad. I just... I could see you falling for that Nathan guy and I didn’t want you to. I thought if I roped you into this stuff you’d spend time with me and whatever, get to like me.”

      “So you used it to manipulate me?” My anger was rising again.

      “It’s not like that.”

      “Then what is it like?”

      He pulled a hand through his hair. “My mom always told me I’d know the girl I was going to marry because she wouldn’t just walk by me, she’d fall into my life and things would never be the same again. I didn’t understand what she meant at the time, but then you literally did that and I just... when I told my brother I was engaged it was you I was thinking about. It was a short leap to the ring. It just... felt right.”

      I take a breath. “You’re crazy, you know that, right?”

      He moves closer and whispers in my ear, “My brother wasn’t around the second time I kissed you.”

      Oh, he’s definitely crazy. So what does that make me? His lips land on mine and I sink in to his kiss.

      When he pulls away it’s with regret. “I can drive you home, but that’s going to take a while. I have a house out here. It’s like ten minutes away if you’d rather?”

      “You have a house out here?”

      “It belonged to my parents.”

      I nod. I’m probably going to regret this, but I make the decision and it’s done. “Let’s go there.”
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        * * *

      

      My heart is thumping too loudly on the way his parent’s old house. As much as I like Vinnie, I worry about trusting him. Even if my heart tells me he’s the one, and Nathan isn’t. He’s unpredictable, volatile. I wonder again if Selena’s right about bad boys. I wonder if I’m about to find out.

      He pulls into a driveway in a nice area. I wait for him to open my door for me to get out. My head is still slightly muddled from the alcohol. I stagger as we walk to the front door. He keeps me steady.

      “So... How slow exactly were we taking things with the accountant?” Vinnie asks.

      I want to slap him for the question, but instead I shrug and answer, “Never made it to the bedroom.”

      “I knew it.” He shrugs when I gasp. “Closeted gay. No other guy would miss a girl like you making eyes at him.”

      “He’s not gay,” I say, rolling my eyes.

      “I said closeted,” he says.

      “Can we drop the subject?”

      I’m going to have to dump Nathan when I get home. It’s not going to be fun, and I don’t want to have to think about it while I’m with Vinnie.

      “Gladly.”

      His arm feels so good around my waist. I lean into him as we walk inside and he hits the lights. When he leans back to lock the door, I start to freak out inwardly. What am I doing?

      He takes my hand and leads me through a living room and kitchen that look like they’ve been modernized. He does make a fortune. He takes me to the patio doors and I gasp out a breath. The house is on the beach. He opens the door for me and I step outside. It’s so peaceful out here.

      “This is like something out of a movie.”

      “It’s a home away from home,” he says with a shrug. “I’m glad you like it.”

      I put my purse down and he pulls me into his arms. The kiss is slow, soft. I run my hands through his hair. He runs his down my sides, until he gets low enough to move them around to my ass. That’s a first. I guess there is a limit to how far he would go in public. He pulls back slightly.

      “Bedroom, or sun lounger?” His smile is naughty and I flush at the thought of doing anything out here. Even if it doesn’t seem too exposed.

      “Bedroom, please.” I grab my purse as we head back inside.

      He takes my hand and leads the way. We go upstairs and rush in to a dark room. He kicks off his shoes. I follow suit and he pulls me over to a huge bed.

      “A year or so?” I ask, wondering how many girls he was sleeping with before then.

      He sighs. “Yeah. So, I apologize if the first time is fast. The second won’t be.” He doesn’t give me a chance to reply, he just claims my mouth with his lips and I actually get to have the steamy bedroom kiss knowing I’m not going to be left hanging when it ends.

      His gaze is searing when he backs up and takes off his t-shirt. I shrug out of my blazer and he pulls me back into another deep, probing kiss. His hands start to wander, making me shiver as they creep under my top and unhook my bra.

      I push him back, removing my top and bra in one swift haul that leaves me exposed. Nervous excitement fills me as I strip out of my jeans. I’m shaking as I stand in front of him in my panties. Desire flushes through me when he sheds the rest of his clothes.

      He kisses me and the feel of his hard body against mine as he hungrily attacks my mouth dampens my panties. I’m at the point where I want him to rip my underwear off and thrust into me, when he backs me onto the bed.

      I fall with a gasp, trapped under his muscular body as he smiles down at me. His erection is pressed hard against me and I’m almost desperate enough to beg him to fill me with it, when he moves down to flick his tongue over my hardened nipples. Gasping, I arch my back as he slowly licks and sucks, each little sensation driving me crazy as I wait for him to be inside me.

      He moves back, and I see him sheath himself. I slip out of my panties eagerly. He moves back on top of me, kissing my neck and mouth as his hand reaches between my legs. Two fingers slip inside, making me even more desperate to be filled.

      It’s been so damn long. I’ve wanted him for so long.

      “Fuck,” he whispers. “You feel so good.”

      “You’re driving me crazy,” I moan.

      He moves his fingers away and I feel the tip of his erection press against me as he gazes into my eyes. “You’ve been driving me crazy ever since we met, Mel.”

      His kiss is soft and lingering as he thrusts slowly into me. I wrap my legs around him as he begins to move faster. He breaks our kiss and moves back a little to thrust harder, making me gasp.

      His frenzied movements stop abruptly and I bite back disappointment as he pulls out. I want more and I’m not above begging to get it. I’d do anything to have him inside me again.

      He smiles at me as he moves down, kisses trailing down my body.  He stops between my legs and starts moving his tongue slowly against my wet, swollen flesh. My climax builds slowly. I’m still desperate to feel him inside me again, but this is pretty damn good too. His fingers tease at my cleft as his tongue makes me moan, swirling slowly against me. By the time I come and push him away, he’s ready for a second round.

      I suck in a breath as he fills me, his gaze burning into mine as he moves.

      “I’ve wanted this for so long,” he tells me. “I’ve wanted you.”

      “You always get what you want,” I say.

      “It never felt this good,” he says, breathless as he penetrates me in thrusts that alternate between fast and slow.

      I start to feel the rise of another climax and I can barely think straight when it rolls over me.

      “I love you,” he whispers. “I fucking love you.”

      Right now, I want to say it back, but I can’t. It’s too much too fast and I’m afraid of what it means. I just hold him tight and we have the kind of sex that makes it hard to walk straight after.

      When he finally collapses on me, spent, I’m too tired to move, much less talk.

      He gets up and I find out he has an en suite. I get up and use it after him, trembling slightly as I get to my feet and when I come back he’s under the covers. I get in and he hugs me close. It’s warm and he feels good wrapped around me like this.

      I can’t believe this is happening. I met a guy and it might actually be serious. His words repeat in my head as I drift off to sleep. I’ve fallen for him. It’s official. I’m in love with the pantydropper.
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      I can barely believe I did it, I claimed Mel. I made my move, and she’s mine now. I wrap my arms around her, keeping her close in the darkness. She falls asleep in my arms and I’ve never felt anything better than this in my entire life.

      I fall asleep dreaming about everything we’re going to do together.

      I wake up and she’s still there. It wasn’t a dream. This is real.

      She mumbles as she awakens, blinking slowly and raising a hand to rub at her eyes.

      “What time is it?”

      “It’s barely even noon,” I tell her. “Go back to sleep.”

      I just want to hold onto her like this for as long as I can. The second she leaves this bed I don’t know what’s going to happen. I don’t like the thought of that. I don’t want her to leave.

      “I never sleep this late.”

      “Are you hungry? I can go get us lunch.”

      “That would make a nice change,” she tells me with a smile.

      “There’s a place down the street. I’ll be gone twenty minutes, max.” I want to leave her here, to keep her at my beach house. We could never go back to the city. Just get married and live right here.

      “Is there a shower I can use?” She sits up and I get out of the bed.

      I move towards the en-suite and push open the door. “Right in here.”

      She smiles as she goes, and I feel my heart sink a little. She’ll want to go back. We’ll have to.

      All of this will change. I know it will.

      I lie down and push those thoughts out of my head. I can’t think about that now. I need to ignore it. She’s the best thing that ever happened to me. I’m not going to let anything change that.
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      Vinnie seems jumpier now that we’ve slept together. It’s weird. I’ve seen guys get more relaxed after, but never the other way around. I wonder if it’s because I didn’t tell him I loved him back.

      My face flushes just thinking about that moment. It was the heat of the moment. He may not have meant it like that.

      He leans in to kiss me as he takes my plate from our late breakfast or brunch or whatever you want to call it away. My stomach does serious back-flips.

      He’s everything I’ve been missing. The spark between us is right there, hot to the touch and ready to ignite at any given moment. This is worth the risk. I can see that now that I took the leap.

      But it reminds me I need to speak to Nathan. I can’t let him think things are okay when they’re not.

      “When can we head back to the city?” I ask, anxious about it suddenly.

      He looks up from the sink, where he’s washing the dishes. “I thought maybe we could stay here for a few days.”

      “Um, it’s Sunday and we have work tomorrow,” I remind him.

      He shrugs. “We can blow work off. It’s not a big deal.”

      Maybe to him it’s not. I don’t know much about being so loaded I don’t have to worry about work, but he’s pretty clueless when it comes to that.

      “I need to break things off with Nathan,” I tell him, feeling awful when he winces.

      “I forgot about that guy.”

      “It’s just not something I feel right doing over the phone,” I explain.

      He sighs. “I get it. I do. Can I have at least the afternoon with you here by the beach before we have to go back?”

      I nod. “That would be nice.”

      He finishes the dishes and opens the patio door. I get to admire him in his swim shorts as he leans by the door.

      “You’re wearing too many clothes.”

      “They’re the only clothes I have,” I defend myself.

      “I’ll get you something,” he says, before he disappears in the direction of his bedroom.

      I wait by the patio door, enjoying the view of the ocean.

      Vinnie puts his arms around me when he gets back, making me smile.

      “Here,” he says as he steps back and proffers some kind of clothing at me.

      It’s a blue tank top that’s definitely his. I don’t know what I expected, but this wasn’t it.

      “Um, it’s probably a bit big for me,” I start.

      “It’ll cover what it needs to. I don’t want you overheating out there.”

      I take it and go change in the bathroom. He’s right, it covers what it needs to. It’s slightly less scandalous than a bathing suit. I come out and find him sitting in one of two lounge chairs, a bottle of sunscreen in one hand and a devilish grin on his face.

      “You look like you might burn easily.”

      I laugh. “I do, actually.”

      “So come sit and let me fix that for you.”

      He sits up and moves back, patting the space between his legs.

      I move over, a little self-conscious though there don’t seem to be any people around.

      He starts at my back, and takes his time with my arms. I’m just starting to relax into it when he moves onto my legs. I shiver as he touches the inner thigh of my right leg. He rubs the sunscreen in gently, beginning to move downward before deciding better of that idea and moving up instead.

      I tense a little as his fingers brush over the material of my panties. I can feel the blood rushing to my face as I look around.

      He leans in and whispers, “No-one’s watching.”

      His left hand goes through the loose underarm of the top, and his fingers work over my bra sending tingles of desire through me as he works my nipple into a stiff peak under the material.

      His other hand slips inside my panties.

      “You’re wet,” he murmurs, something resembling delight in his tone.

      My breath quickens as he begins to stroke my clit, only pausing to dip his fingers inside me. The moisture when he brings them back up to that sweet spot is enough to push me over the edge. I tremble against him as I come, biting down on my lip to keep from crying out.

      “You needed that,” he tells me, pulling me in close.

      I feel the throbbing length of his cock against my back and I wonder how much further we might go out here on his deck. I don’t know if I’m thrilled or terrified. I think I’m both. Part of me wants to sink to my knees in front of him right now. To hell with the risk of being seen. No-one out here knows me. I’m almost aroused enough to be that reckless.

      “And what do you need?” I ask, willing him to say it. To give me the push I need to dive off that ledge.

      “You,” he whispers, hugging me tighter and rocking against me. “I need you, Mel.”

      There’s something so desperate in his tone. I try to break away, ready to sink to my knees to relieve him. He moves one arm but the other refuses to let me go. I feel it when he grabs his cock and I look down to see he has his hand inside his shorts.

      His breathing speeds up, and he puts his head against my shoulder.

      “Stay,” he breathes. “I need you.”

      He speeds up a little and stops, groaning low and shaking slightly before he brings his arm back around me.

      “Fuck,” he says. “Maybe we should have stayed in bed.”

      “We could always go back there,” I suggest, mostly teasing.

      “We may have to,” he tells me, nowhere near joking.

      We sit in the sun for a moment longer before he carries me back to bed.
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      I watch Mel sleep in my arms and I can’t believe she’s still here with me. I barely remembered to use protection the last time I put my cock in her. The second I saw her on my deck in my shirt, I got so hard it fucking hurt. I wanted to rip our clothes away. I wanted to devour her. To claim her body out there for anyone to see. She’s mine. I want that to be doubtless, to be clear to anyone who ever knew her.

      I managed to control myself. I think she was a little nervous when I touched her, but she came for me and I came holding on to her. I never want to let her go.

      I never want to leave this house.

      I carried her back to bed and my cock was back to full strength before I even laid her down. She stripped off quickly and sat up, gazing at me as I took my shorts off.

      “Sit down,” she said, her voice husky. “On the edge of the bed.”

      I did as she told me, a little thrown at being given orders by my sweet, clumsy secretary.

      “This is what I wanted to do out there on the deck, why I tried to move,” she explains, sinking to her knees in front of me.

      I flash back to that moment. It was selfish, but I needed to come and I needed to hold her. I felt her try to move and I couldn’t let her.

      That she was actually trying to move to put her sweet lips on my cock? My mind is blown. I’m speechless as she leans forward, putting her hand on the shaft and running her tongue along the tip. I cleaned off most of the mess I made coming in my shorts, but I’m a little damp. It only seems to spur her on. She closes her beautiful dark eyes as she captures my cock in her mouth. The sight of it makes my hips buck. She moans and I stroke her wild red hair as she works me in and out of the wet warmth of her mouth.

      I should have let her move when we were out on the deck. Should have trusted it wasn’t that she was trying to get away. The only thing that could have made this better is the sun warming my skin while this gorgeous woman drains my cock into her perfect mouth.

      I thrust a little when I get close, ready to spill inside her.

      Like I wanted to last night. I come as I think of that. Of filling her pussy with my seed, staking my claim to her on a primal level. She drinks me down and I watch her knowing this is it now. There’s no claim to stake. She’s mine. I’m hers.

      “Fucking hell,” I murmur as she backs up, licking at her lips and swallowing. “I’ll let you move the next time.”

      She smiles at me. “Still want to spend the day in bed?”

      “Hell yes,” I tell her. “Now lie down. It’s your turn.”
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      Vinnie loves the way I taste, and he makes sure to tell me so every time he delves his tongue inside me after he’s made me come. I’ve never felt so damn naked in front of a guy. He knows every inch of my body now and we haven’t even officially been together for a single day.

      This is crazy. This whole damn thing between us is crazy.

      He held my hand the third time we fucked today. Smiled at the ring I’m still wearing.

      He hasn’t said he loves me again. I’m kind of relieved, but I’m also kind of caught up in this whirlwind right now. I’m going with the flow of it and it’s incredible.

      Wherever this is leading, I’ve had the best sex of my life.

      Vinnie sighs blissfully and pulls me toward him in the bed. He holds me close and we just lie there in silence and it feels good. Too good. I almost forget about going home, about work and... Nathan.

      Thinking about him makes me sigh, and Vinnie seems to notice it’s not a happy sound.

      “Are you okay?” he asks, concern in his tone.

      “We need to go home, Vinnie.” If I sound sad about that, it’s because I am.

      It feels like something special happened here. I’m worried the magic won’t survive the trip home.

      “It’s early,” he lies. “You’re tired. I’ll set the alarm for a couple of hours. We can go then.”

      I am tired. And he does set the alarm. It means we’ll get back to town after midnight. I can deal with that. I’ll ask Nathan to speak to me at lunch time. It feels mean to break up with him half way through the working day but I don’t think I can wait until it’s over. I don’t like that I’ve been with another man when I’m supposed to be dating him. That feels awful enough. I can’t drag this out once I’m back.

      “Okay,” I tell Vinnie, yawning.

      “It’s set, we can sleep.”

      I close my eyes and fall asleep with my head on his chest.
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      The drive back is long while we’re both physically spent. I leave the windows down and keep music on low to keep myself awake. Mel dozes a little in her seat, her face scrunched in worry almost every time I glance at her. I wish I could make things easier on her. I really do.

      I know I caused her problem. I can’t fix that now.

      She’s quiet when I drop her off at her place. I think about going after her, wanting to stay, but I know it’s not what she wants. She needs to break up with her dickless boyfriend. She won’t feel totally happy about us until she does that.

      I sigh as I leave, heading back to my empty flat. I don’t want to be without her now that she’s mine.

      I understand why we can’t just move in together, but I don’t have to like it.

      Mumbling to myself I park my car and head to the elevator to get to my apartment.

      The hallway lighting is on low. It’s close to one a.m. and the building is eerily still.

      I find my apartment door open when I get there, and I wish even harder that I’d stayed with Mel once I see who’s waiting for me inside.

      “Brianna,” I mutter as I close the door.

      She looks up from the TV, rolls her eyes at me. “About time.”

      “Get out,” I tell her, pointing to the door as if she doesn’t already know where it is. As if she didn’t already stalk in her like she owns the place.

      “That’s no way to treat your new sister in law,” she says, smirking at me as she flashes an engagement ring that looks like it weighs as much as her head.

      There’s no way Charlie would... I mean, he did say he’d get her off my back, but this? This is a quarter past crazy even for him.

      “This isn’t your house, whoever you think you’re marrying, Brianna. Get out.”

      She pouts at me as she switches off the TV. She’s not the kind of woman who goes quietly. Whatever she came here for, she’s going to get it off her chest before she leaves.

      She gets up and comes over to me. The slutty dress is just her normal attire. I ignore it, glad that she wasn’t in her underwear.

      “I heard you got a new girlfriend,” she tells me.

      “That’s none of your business.”

      She shrugs. “Maybe it’s not. I just know you, Vinnie. I know you can’t commit to anyone but yourself. Charlie seems to think your new girl is too good for you. That you’re going to break her poor heart. I think he’s right. Men like you never change. You don’t know how.”

      I frown at her as she moves toward the door. Her words sting, but that’s what she does. I’m going to have to tear my stupid big brother a new one if he seriously put that ring on her manipulative finger.

      “She has a boyfriend,” Brianna says. “Leave her alone. She’s not for you.”

      She leaves and I lock the door behind her. I don’t know how the hell she got in this time, but I make plans to move so she can’t do it again. The security in this building must be ridiculously lax.

      I sink down onto the sofa. I can’t sleep now, I’m too wired.

      I don’t know what Brianna was up to coming over here. She could be up to her old tricks. She could have some new ones. Truth is I don’t know. I might never know. As long as that bitch exists, as long as I’m in Mel’s life, nothing will be how I want it to be. Mel won’t be safe.

      The decision isn’t easy, and I debate over how to do it.

      I don’t want to hurt her, but I know what I have to do.
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      I can’t see you again.

      Everything that happened over the weekend was erased with a single text message. I should have known better, but I’d let Vinnie blind me to the truth.

      He was still a player. He’d had me, and now he didn’t want me anymore.

      I blinked and tears fell. I threw my phone across the room and lay back down, wiping at my eyes.

      I never should have gone home with him. I should have known better than that after all the messed up stuff he’d done. I shouldn’t have still been interested. I shouldn’t have opened my door to him.

      I’d cheated on a sweet-hearted boyfriend, a guy I’d been crushing on forever, for a guy who threw me to the side with a fucking text message after he got what he wanted. I was an idiot, and I was going to have to live with that.

      I got up quickly, showering and getting ready for work in a daze.

      Everything we’d done at his beach house flooded back and made me feel stupid. The way he’d looked at me, the way he’d held me close. Those things had been real. He’d said he loved me. That he never wanted to let me go.

      Anger burns through me. This is what he must do to all the women he gets into bed. Play act some sick fantasy of love and then walk away. Screw him. I’m not going to let it ruin me.

      I yank the ring off my finger and shove it into my purse. I’ll shove it down his stupid throat later.

      There’ll be no more favors, no more forgiving him for his crazy antics.

      I’m done with Vinnie Walsh.
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      I go about my business in a daze, checking my phone every ten seconds, hoping Mel will respond.

      She doesn’t. It makes me feel sick. It’s over between us. It can’t be any other way.

      Charlie’s ignoring me too. That asshole.

      I need to know what the hell he’s been doing with that psycho-bitch Brianna. Because as insane as she is, someone had to buy her broke ass that ring.

      I get his call when everything is done and I’m on the road back to the beach house.

      “Vinnie, what’s up? You were calling when I was sleeping,” he says, sounding as cheerful as ever.

      “Are you fucking Brianna?” I ask, ice in my tone.

      The pause after I ask tells me everything I need to know.

      “Jesus fucking Christ, Charlie! You know what that bitch did to me.”

      “Calm down, Vinnie. You’re blowing it out of proportion.”

      “Oh, I am, am I? She showed up on my couch last night, Charlie. To warn me against ruining Mel’s life. Did you fucking put her up to that?”

      He’s quiet again, and sighs before he speaks. “No, I didn’t.”

      “Well that’s good to know,” I snap, pissed that he’d even think about going near that psycho.

      “Listen, I didn’t put her up to it. You should know as well as I do that there’s no telling Brianna what to do.”

      I could hear a ‘but’ coming, and it made me grind my teeth.

      “But you know as well as I do, that girl is something special and you can’t even commit to a house plant, Vinnie. I saw you manipulate her, I’ve seen you do it a million times to a million different women.”

      Mel’s different. It’s on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t say it. Because deep down I’m worried he’s right. That even with her, even with the one woman I fell in love with, I had to walk away.

      And I can blame Brianna. I can blame Charlie. I can blame the world.

      But the truth is, I’m what’s wrong with this picture. I don’t know how to be the man she needs.

      I only know how to do one thing.

      “Screw you, Charlie,” I tell him, hanging up.

      I drive out of town. I’m used to walking away. This time, I’m running and I know it’ll never be fast enough.
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      Despite the fact that things fell apart with Vinnie, I decide I still need to go through with my plan to break up with Nathan on our lunch break. I can’t stomach being with him knowing what I did. It’s not fair to him to pretend it didn’t happen, even if right now that’s all I really want to do.

      I won’t tell him what happened. That would only hurt him. I decide on the ‘let’s just be friends’ speech. It’s what I would have done sooner rather than later, anyhow. It’s not like anything was sparking between us romantically. We were just going through the motions.

      I feel like shit when I see his sweet, unassuming face. He has no idea how badly I’ve treated him.

      My stomach churns as I say hi and we take the short walk to the park. I keep my purse in my hands so he can’t try to take my hand. I tell him we should talk in that ominous tone that’s just always used for this kind of situation. He seems concerned.

      “Okay,” he says, starting to frown a little as he waits for me to go on.

      “I think we should just be friends.”

      The news doesn’t quite crush him. He just blinks slowly, like he doesn’t understand what I’m telling him. “It isn’t working?”

      I take a breath. “It’s my fault. I just...”

      “You’re into that Vinnie guy. The Mouth.”

      “Uh, that’s not...” I wince just hearing his name.

      “It’s okay. I get it. You two have some kind of thing going. Everyone knows it.” He starts to sound irritable. “I’m not stupid.”

      Everyone knows? Of course they do. No-one really forgot that damned email.

      I swallow. “I just... I don’t want to wind up leading you on.”

      He nods, his smile tight. “Thanks. I have to go.”

      He leaves quickly, heading away from work. I don’t know where he’s going, but I decide to head back to the office while he’s not there.

      I listen to conversations in passing as I get to the building, wondering if someone’s going to be talking about me, The Pantydropper’s latest victim. I was in a daze all morning, barely noticing a thing. Now? It feels like everyone’s watching one, whispering, staring.

      To be fair, he was cunning. He had me believing every word he said.  Or maybe I’m just the biggest idiot around. He manipulated things to get me to do exactly what he wanted. And I fell for it. Any other woman would have told him where to go.

      I get back to my desk and wonder if I should go find him, chew him out. The thought makes me tense but it’s something I’ll have to deal with eventually. At the very least I need to make sure he keeps his big mouth shut about us.

      I attempt to send him an email, but it bounces back. The person I’m trying to reach is no longer employed by the company... What the hell?

      I get up and move toward the elevator. Typical. I should have known. The whole party thing had to coincide with him moving on. All very freaking convenient. What were those people at that house? Actors? I’m fuming inside as the doors open to marketing.

      The person I’m looking for is there and looking as enthusiastic as ever. I try not to look like I want to kill someone as I move toward him.

      “Hey,” I say, not remembering his name.

      “Oh hey, Mel,” he says. “If you were hoping to catch Vinnie before he left, apparently he was here before most of us started this morning.”

      That sneaky little slimeball! A year or so, my ass. If he moves jobs every time he screws a girl he just got laid like six weeks ago. I want to scream, but I try to cool my jets. I knew the guy was trouble and I went home with him anyway. I’m not exactly innocent in this whole thing.

      “Damn,” I mutter. “Do you know if they kept his resume on file?”

      “You want to grab his address?” The kid smiles conspiratorially. “I’ll see what I can find and I’ll email you.”

      “Thanks,” I tell him, smiling back. I get into the elevator. “I appreciate it.”

      The afternoon is a disaster. I can’t focus on anything. I spend two hours re-doing the same quote and messing it up every time. Sighing, I step away from the computer. I can’t go on like this. The guy is going to pay for messing with my head.

      Half an hour later, after I’ve had two cups of coffee in the break room, I go back to my desk and find an email from a Ronnie, the kid from marketing. At least now I know his name without feeling like an idiot having to ask after we’ve spoken a bunch of times already.

      I open Vinnie’s resume and frown as I look it over. The last company he was at for just over a year. He says he was made redundant. Like I can believe anything on his resume. The average person tells a few white lies. I hate to think the level of deception his delves into. Taking a breath, I thank Ronnie and then delete his email.
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      When I get home, Selena is moaning at me over the phone to help her move out. I know she doesn’t have a place to move to and she sure as hell isn’t moving in with me.

      “I have other things on my mind right now,” I tell her. “I can’t...”

      “Mom is making me crazy, Mel. Please, I need a place to crash...”

      I frown. I’m always the push-over with everything, with everyone. “No. Get a job and get your own place like everyone else.” I hang up before I can start to feel guilty for being so harsh.

      An hour later I’m texting her, telling her to come over. It’s hard to concentrate when I try to read. All I can think about is the whole weird situation with Vinnie. I need something to take my mind off it, off him. My sister’s excitement that I’m letting her sleep on my couch at least brings me a hint of a smile. I start tidying the living room as I wait for her to come over.

      Barely twenty minutes later, Selena shows up with watery eyes and a bag full of clothes. I sigh and let her in. She hugs me and breathes in my ear that I’m the best sister in the world.

      “Just no bringing any guys over,” I tell her.

      “I promise. I’m done with men anyway,” she tells me. I might take her more seriously if it wasn’t the tenth time she’d said it in as many months.

      I close the door. She dumps her bag and starts rifling through my booze stash under the sink. Straightening, she pushes her bleached blonde hair back and purses her dark red lips.

      “I don’t think there’s enough to make cocktails, if that’s what you were thinking.” I know her too well. “I’m low on fruit juices anyway.”

      “It’s fine,” she says, bending and coming back up with a bottle of wine. It’s red, the only reason it hasn’t been opened yet. I think my boss gave me it at Christmas. She finds the corkscrew and opens it.

      “Have you looked for a job?” I have to ask. I can’t support a permanent freeloader on my clerical salary.

      She cringes. “I have an interview next week. That coffee shop down the street.”

      “You sound keen.”

      She snorts. “Just what I always wanted. A menial customer service job. I might as well sell my soul to the devil.”

      “It won’t be so bad,” I tell her, rolling my eyes at her melodramatic expression of dread.

      “I have to serve stuffed shirts hot drinks all day and I’ll barely make enough money to share the rent on a closet that can barely fit two people.” She grimaces. “Life is shitty.”

      I pass her out a wine glass and she raises her eyebrows at me. “You’re not drinking? What are you, pregnant?”

      “I don’t do red wine.”

      She shrugs and fills the glass. “All the more for me then, I guess.”

      “I guess.”

      “So aren’t you going out tonight?” She sips at the wine.

      “No,” I tell her, hoping she won’t ask questions.

      “I thought you and the crazy cat guy had like a standing date on a Friday night.”

      “We broke up.” I try to sound like I don’t care.

      “What?” She puts the glass down. “No way. He was like the perfect guy for you. What happened, exactly?”

      I can’t tell her. My face feels like it’s burning. I shake my head. “It just didn’t work out.”

      She frowns at me, narrowing her eyes. “I don’t think so. You’re not getting away with that so easily.”

      I shrug and get out a big bag of chips. If my mouth is full I won’t need to talk.

      “It was that other guy, wasn’t it?” She nods knowingly. “That asshole scared him off.”

      “No.” I sigh. “It wasn’t like that.”

      She squints at me and then her mouth drops open. “No freaking way. You slept with the player?”

      I close my eyes briefly. Am I that transparent? God, that’s embarrassing. No wonder Vinnie found it so easy to play me. I look at her and shrug. “I was an idiot.”

      “My big sister is fallible? No way,” she says, taking a drink. She moves back to the cupboard and brings out a bottle of rum that’s almost finished. Moving to the fridge she starts to make a drink. “Okay, so you have to tell me about him now.”

      “I already told you,” I say.

      “Yeah, well, you didn’t tell me much that might make me think you liked him but clearly you did. Or was he just that hot? That bad guys always are,” she tells me with a sigh.

      “He was funny, and honest. At least, I thought he was honest,” I tell her, wondering why I hadn’t seen through him. “And he did little things like holding doors open for me. It sounds stupid.”

      “But he was hot too though, right?”

      I sigh. “Okay. Yes, he was hot.”

      “I knew it. Hot beats dorky any day of the week.” She tosses a couple of ice cubes into the long glass of coke and rum she’s just fixed me. I can see the last of my cherries in the glass too. “Drink up.”

      I take a sip against my better judgment.

      She returns to her wine. “You need to sleep with someone else to get over it.”

      I almost choke on my drink. “What? No. Don’t be...”

      “Luke. He’s the perfect solution. He won’t be clingy about it if he knows he’s like a rebound guy...”

      “I’m not going to sleep with someone else to get over him.”

      “Who was this guy anyway?” She glances at me innocently. “It’s not like he’s in the picture anymore, right? He blew you off after you slept with him?”

      I nod slowly. Usually I don’t let her know any names if I have a crush. Or I start seeing someone new. She’s way too quick to start snooping around on social media. Now? What does it matter?

      “Vinnie Walsh.”

      A second later, her phone is in her hand. I might have regretted it if Vinnie hadn’t turned out to be such an ass.

      “Vinnie Walsh, aka ‘The Mouth’, is freaking loaded.” She raises an eyebrow at me. “You didn’t tell me that, Mel. No wonder this guy’s an asshole. He’s rolling in it.”

      I wonder what she’s looking at, but at the same time I don’t want to know. I didn’t care how much money he had. But I guess he really did. I’d assumed it couldn’t be all that he wanted, but maybe I was wrong. Maybe it was all that really mattered to him.

      “Can you stop googling him now?”

      “Okay, I’m just... Wow. He’s ripped. Like seriously. Okay, I get it. I’m quitting now... Wait... His parents died when he was a kid? Holy shit. That’s pretty messed up. Oh my God. I totally get why you fell for his bullshit.” She shakes her head as she puts the phone down.

      I sigh and drain my glass.
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      I spend a solid week drinking at the beach house. A few days in, a letter arrives, in Mel’s handwriting. I drop the glass in my other hand, literally straight to the floor to rip it open. My heart is hammering.

      I’m ready for her to tear into me with her words, to call me an asshole , cuss me out to hell and back. All I get is a crushed dried rose and my mother’s engagement ring. She sent it back, and that says more than any letter could.

      I stare at those two tiny items in my hand for who knows how long, trying to find some sense in it all.

      Eventually, I place them down on the table next to the door and go back to the kitchen for another drink. I just want to forget now. The unicorn was only mine for a day or two. She was too good to keep.

      I’m on the couch with the TV on low and the patio doors open, letting in the night air, when a noise makes me grimace. It takes a few minutes to realize it’s the door. The front door. Ugh.

      “Go around back,” I call out, too weary to get up.

      The knocking stops and a few minutes later my brother looks in on me from the patio.

      “Holy hell, Vinnie,” he says, his eyes wide. “What happened?”

      I shrug at him, taking another sip of my beer. It’s not my favorite thing to drink, but I’ve run a bit low on most stuff at this point. If I could force myself to leave the house, my first stop would be the liquor store.

      “Don’t know what you mean,” I say, as he comes in, screwing up his nose.

      “What’s that smell?” he asks, making me lean and sniff one of my pits.

      Instant regret. “Guess it’s me.”

      “Jesus God, man. What the hell’s going on with you?”

      “Are you fucking serious?” I glower at him.

      “This can’t be...” he looks around. “You’re this upset over the red-head?”

      “Fuck you. And fuck the bitch you tied your cart to.”

      “Look, I’m sorry about Brianna. She’s not going to bother you again.”

      “Why? D’you kill her this time?”

      “I’m marrying her,” he says, smiling wryly. “She knows giving you advice, friendly or otherwise is off the table now.”

      “Should have told her that before,” I murmur, taking another sip of my beer.

      He takes a seat on the armchair across from me. “So it really was serious with the red-head?”

      “Don’t talk about her like that. Her name is Mel.”

      “You pretended she was your girlfriend when she wasn’t,” he tells me.

      Should have known he’d see through my bullshit. “So what? There was this other guy...” I trail off, not wanting to think about the happy ending Mel was going to have with her boring-ass accountant now that I’d wiped myself out of the picture. “It doesn’t matter. She’s better off without me.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you like this.” He looks worried.

      I roll my eyes at him. “Whatever. Just go. I don’t need you sitting there complaining at me when I’m trying to get loaded.”

      “If I leave I’m kind of scared about what I’m going to find when I come back.” He looks me over, shaking his head. “And you’re already pretty loaded.”

      I sigh. “She sent back the ring.”

      “Okay,” he says.

      “It’s not okay,” I tell him.

      “Not now, but it will be. First things first, you’re taking a damned shower.”

      “You can’t tell me what to do. It’s my house.”

      “And I’m your big brother.”

      Well, I guess he’s right about that. I get up and fall back down, laughing. He comes over and helps me to my feet. I guess he’s in the mood to be big brotherly after all.

      “I miss her.”

      “I know.”
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      A week after I told Selena what happened with Vinnie, I found myself agreeing to meet her friend Luke for coffee. Yeah, this is what hitting rock bottom looks like.

      I’m early and he’s already waiting for me. I wonder what the hell I’m doing, even if I already know.

      I have to get over Vinnie somehow. Going on dates with other guys seems like a start.

      The first few days after the party I half expected him to show up at my flat, or to email me, or something. Anything. I was kidding myself. It’s typical, I’m always invisible to the guys I like but this time the guy I liked disappeared after we had sex.

      I thought Vinnie really saw me. I thought he liked me. I guess I was just another victim of a player. I fell for every damn thing he said.

      Luke smiles as I sit down. I’m already realizing this is a mistake, but really, where else do I have to go? I can’t seem to concentrate on anything lately. Even reading isn’t engaging me these days. I’ve lost my escape. I sigh.

      Things will get better. They have to.

      I force a smile. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” he says back. “I won’t ask how you’ve been.”

      Selena said she told him about the mess I’d gotten myself into. She sounds proud of me every time she mentions it. I’ve been shaking my head at her a lot.

      “Thanks. How’ve you been?”

      “Still... you know, waiting for the right girl to come along.”

      “It’ll happen,” I say, my tone completely flat.

      Believing in happy endings is something that just isn’t ringing true for me right now. Being screwed over was bad enough. Knowing I’d chosen to fall for an asshole’s charms was something else entirely. It was my own bad decision to live with.

      “So, I have a sort of proposition for you,” he says, getting to his feet. “I’ll grab us drinks first. Coffee?”

      I nod. “White. Two sugars.”

      A proposition? I don’t like the sound of it. Maybe because it sounds like something Vinnie might say.

      Luke comes back in five minutes and I take a sip of my coffee as I wait for him to spout this supposed proposition.

      “So...” he says, as he stirs his drink. “I heard you might need a date to a wedding...”

      It’s the last thing I’ve been thinking about, but I suppose it’s true. I don’t like the slightly calculating look on his face though.

      “Maybe,” I say, shrugging.

      “Well, I’m turning twenty-two in three months and I don’t want to be a virgin when my birthday rolls around. So... What I was thinking is we could help each other out.”

      I burst out laughing, covering my mouth. He wants me to trade sex for a date? I shake my head.

      He looks wounded but I can’t stop laughing. It’s hysterical. I can’t believe this is my life. I manage to stop, wiping the tears from the corners of my eyes. “Sorry.”

      “It’s not that bad a deal,” he mutters.

      “Luke, I’m just not that kind of girl.” And I’m not that desperate for a date. Worst comes to worst I’m sure I can hire an escort online or something.

      “But you were so good with the whole teaching me to kiss,” he says, clearly hoping my laughing fit didn’t mean an outright no.

      “We were on a date and we’re not going on any more of those,” I tell him, as gently as I can. “You’re a nice guy. You’ll meet a girl. You can’t force these things.”

      He grumbles stuff under his breath. I finish my coffee and we part ways with a hug. I decide I’m done with the dating scene for a while. I walk home and collapse on to my couch. Salem bats at my ankle and I lift my leg up. I’m admitting defeat.
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(Two Weeks to the Wedding)

      The bachelorette party was a real eye-opener. I’d gone back to being the invisible girl to all guys I came across who were my type and knowing I had no date for the wedding somehow still wasn’t enough for me to take Luke up on his offer.

      He was a nice guy, but I wasn’t going to trade the favor of a date for popping his cherry. Besides the fact that Selena had lied to me about his age, I wasn’t a one night stand kind of girl and he wasn’t relationship material. That had become my mantra since the whole mess with Vinnie. I’d lost out on what could have been the man of my dreams, and for what? One night and day of mind-blowing sex? Maybe Selena would call it a worthwhile trade. I wasn’t so sure I agreed.

      I look around at my fellow bridesmaids and hear Alex sigh into her beer as Casey curses at her ringing cell phone and Elena grimaces at the slightly chipped table. Taylor is up on the karaoke, singing Bon Jovi out of tune and with zero give-a-shit.

      “Is everyone bringing a boyfriend as a date to this thing?” Alex asks. Her short light brown hair is cut in a pixie style that’s cute which is an irritating side-effect to having a no-fuss style as far as she’s concerned. She’s wearing an oversized t-shirt with the sleeves ripped off, and jeans with rips down them that aren’t intentional. She’d never quite outgrown her tom-boy phase. “I’m starting to feel weird about inviting Sam.”

      It takes a second for the information to click. Sam was her best guy friend from high school. I vaguely remember a dark-haired guy from the wrestling team who used to follow her around when she wasn’t with me and Taylor.

      Casey cracks a smile. Her long dark hair is layered and thick and always looks fantastic. She’s wearing a trashy halterneck and low-slung skinny jeans that show off her amazing figure. Of all the girls at the table, she was the only one I both admired and disliked. Her brash honesty could really kill a mood. She downs one of the shots that are sitting in the middle of the table. “I’m probably bringing a guy I’ve been sleeping with. Or I might get a new one. We’ll see.”

      Elena shakes her head at Casey, but doesn’t say a word. I could imagine her counting up the different diseases she assumed Casey had been exposed to in her head right now.

      “I’m still trying to get a date,” I admit, cutting the tension and getting my confession out there.

      Elena’s dark eyes fell on me. “You should try Soulmates.com.”

      “A dating site? I don’t know.” But mentally I was ticking that box. It was probably the one thing I hadn’t tried out yet that I should.

      “It worked for a friend of mine.” She shrugs, her gaze falling to the chipped table again.

      “Do you have a date for the wedding?” I ask, wondering why she’s being so quiet.

      “Maybe,” she said, shrugging. “I don’t know. I can always ask my cousin if it falls through.”

      Why didn’t I have a cousin I could ask? Damn it. I have no male friends. Luke was becoming a better prospect by the second.

      No, I’d try the dating site first. That was a new idea. Maybe Selena would help me out.
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      Having Charlie around was weird. He did all the chores, whistling tunelessly as he bustled around. Then he made meals that were eerily similar to what our mother used to cook. Drank a beer or two while we watched whatever game seemed most compelling on TV and made sure he took any leftover booze away with him when he left.

      I slept late, worked out for hours, ran along the beach and looked at jobs online. I looked up Mel too. She wasn’t one for posting on social media, but she did have an account. Her profile picture was modest. She looked pretty, if a little shy. In real life she was so much more vibrant.

      A pang of regret made me close the window. The screen of available jobs that would suit my wheelhouse made my eyes glaze over. I looked up vacation destinations instead. The places I would have taken her. I’d have gotten to see her in a bikini for sure. I know how much she’d love a vacation. It’s all she looks at on her breaks at work. Her browser history is full of European and Tropical destinations.

      Plans start spinning in my mind. I can’t help it. I want to get her back. I know I don’t deserve her, and I know I should leave her alone. She must hate me by now. Maybe she’s over me completely.

      I get up and go into my bedroom, needing to touch something that smells like her.

      The blue tank top is gone from my bed. What the fuck?

      I hear Charlie whistling tunelessly down the stairs and I rush out to the landing.

      “What are you doing down there?”

      He stops whistling. “Sorry, didn’t think it was so loud.”

      “No, what chores are you doing?”

      He pauses, and I can hear the washing machine. Fuck no. I run down the stairs.

      “You didn’t...” I say, panic swelling until I see the shirt on top of the basket he has in his hands.

      I grab it off the pile and hold it close.

      “Don’t wash this. Ever.”

      He shakes his head at me. “I didn’t think it was possible, but I know now.”

      “Know what?”

      “My little brother is in love. The life-long player wants to settle down.”

      I don’t try to deny it. I don’t want to deny it. “I screwed everything up.”

      He nods. “I know. We fix it.”

      “I don’t think it can be fixed,” I tell him.

      “You’re telling me The Mouth has found something he can’t talk his way around?” he asks, forcing me to smile.

      “She hates me now.”

      “She loves you,” he tells me, certainty in his voice. “I knew that when I met her. You knew it too, or you wouldn’t have given her mom’s ring.”

      I had. I don’t care if she never said it. I felt it.

      “I don’t know what to do.”

      “I’ll help you.”

      “No more schemes,” I tell him.

      He nods. “No more schemes.”
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      Soulmates.com was a terrifying place to be. Even with my little sister beside me, I wasn’t sure I could navigate the dating website without dying of embarrassment.

      “Oh my God, this guy is straight up saying he only dates girls who do anal!” Selena found the site highly amusing. She’d already found three potential dates for me and seemed to be reveling in the weird profiles of some of the creepier guys. “This one’s saying he’s only interested in casual encounters with older women.”

      I get up, folding my arms and going to the fridge. I need a drink, badly. “Can you stop looking at the weird stuff and just message a couple of the normal guys for me?”

      “What’s normal?” Selena giggled. “I’m not even going to tell you about that one. Okay, here goes. You’ve got like eight messages already! This is... Okay, no, no, hell no, what the fuck creepo, holy hell what does that even mean... Delete all. Okay, better. What do you want to say to Mr. Normal, number one?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe this was a mistake.”

      “Okay fine, I’ll make it up,” Selena tells me, typing away as I pour a bottle of cider into a glass.

      I think about Vinnie, about the party at his aunt’s house. How he looked at me when I was talking to his family. The warmth in his gaze.

      Sighing, I block it out. None of it meant anything. I mean nothing to him, no matter what he said or did. I know that now.

      “And copy and paste...” Selena says. “Done. Okay let’s wait and see what these guys come back with.”

      I come back over with my drink and notice there are messages. “Have they replied already?”

      “Um, I doubt it, but let’s see.” She glances at me. “You might want to look away. Some of this shit is messed up.”

      “Messed up how?”

      “Like a bunch of creeps want you to send them naked photos and tell them what you like in bed.”

      I screw up my nose. “Shut up, it can’t be that...” She shows me one of the messages and I baulk, “bad. Okay. I’m leaving it to you.”

      “Wise move.” She smiles. “You have to weed out the creeps to find the decent guys. Kind of like in real life.”

      I leave her to it, trying not to think about how fast time is pushing on. I have two weeks to come up with a date.
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      The day before the wedding, I’m seriously considering taking up one of the creepy Soulmates.com guys up on the offer of naked photo trades. That’ll land me a date, right? I groan out loud and Selena pokes her head into my room.

      “Hey, are you okay?” She’s sipping on a blue cocktail.

      “I’m fine. I’m just destined to die alone.” I get up from the floor and put the bottle of nailpolish on my dressing table.

      “No date for the wedding yet?”

      I look at my laptop, open on the bed. “I was thinking about replying to one of the creeps.”

      “Ugh! No,” she tells me, coming into the room and putting her glass down on my night stand. “Call Luke if you’re considering that. At least you know he’s a decent guy.”

      “I’m not trading...”

      “Yeah, yeah. He’ll probably do it without the creepy sex trade. Just ask him. No, wait. Tell him. You’re too nice. Just call him and tell him he’s your date and sex is off the table.”

      “I’ll think about it.” I don’t want to. She’s right, he’s a nice guy, and I don’t want to mess with him.

      “You seem really...” She made a face. “You miss that asshole, right? The Mouth.”

      “Did you have to talk about him?”

      “Mel, this isn’t like you. You’re all mopey and you’ve not even been reading weird paranormal porn lately.”

      “I don’t read all the time. And it’s not porn.”

      “Yeah, okay.” Selena snorted. “I’ll leave you to your moping. Do you want me to call Luke?”

      “Don’t call Luke.”

      Selena glanced at her laptop. “I’m taking this to stop you making any disgusting decisions. Okay?” She swiped it and left the room before I could answer.

      I picked up her half-drunk blue cocktail and sipped at it. It tasted like soda. I sat down and sank the entire glass while I stared into space.

      Would it really be so bad if I turned up at the wedding without a date? Taylor wouldn’t honestly kill me, would she? I didn’t know.

      I went into the living room and Selena jumped, giving me a guilty look as she put down her phone.

      “What?” Her eyes were wide.

      “Make more of this, please,” I handed her the empty glass. “I feel like getting too drunk to care that I don’t have a date.”

      “Okay,” Selena said, shaking her head as she got to her feet. “But I’m cutting you off if you try to look at that dating site again.”
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      Coming to this wedding and surprising Mel was hands down the worst thing I could have done to try to win her back. It’s a shame I didn’t realize that before I agreed to it.

      Charlie had messaged her sister on Facebook, realizing the girl was more active and likely to see the message than Mel would be. He’d asked her to give me another chance, begged her.

      She’d replied almost instantly, suggesting this because Mel didn’t have a date. When he asked about Nathan, she revealed Mel had broken up with him after she slept with me.

      That gave me hope. That she hadn’t just pretended everything was normal after I sent her that fucking awful message. Selena had said other things too. That Mel was really broken up over me and that if she ever met me I was due a black eye or two to make things right.

      Apparently if I messed this up, I was a dead man walking.

      The look on her face before she got into the elevator to get away from me made me question what I was really doing here. I’d hurt her, badly. I didn’t deserve another chance.

      “Fuck,” I cursed, trying to decide what to do.

      I didn’t want to be without her. If I had to crawl through glass naked to be with her I would. I’d do whatever it took to make things right. That settled it. I wasn’t giving up.

      I took out my phone and called her as I headed up the stairs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      My frenzied rush to the elevators, forcing myself not to look back, passes in a blur. It’s been six weeks since we slept together and he didn’t make a move to come to me before now to explain.

      Why would he show up now? I shake my head as I hit the button for my floor, realizing the doors closed but the elevator isn’t moving. I sigh heavily when it moves.

      There’s no excuse for what he did and I can’t understand how he knew to come here. I’d told him about the wedding before but I hadn’t mentioned the date, or names.

      How the hell did he find me here?

      The fact that he could have came and found me before now starts to really piss me off. He knows where I work, where I live. He had my number. He had my email. But no, he waits six goddamn weeks and then shows up unexpectedly in front of my friends as if nothing is wrong?

      I growl as I dig through my purse for my room key. This is out of order, even for him. I get out of the elevator and march down the corridor to my room. The keycard takes three swipes to open the door. I stumble over the threshold and sigh as I get the door closed and locked behind me.

      My cell vibrates in my purse, which is sitting on the bed and I hesitate to take it out. The dried rose I’d kept ever since he gave me it falls out onto the duvet.

      What the hell? I sent that back to him...

      I frown at it, tempted to pick it up and crush it in my hand. It would crumble apart with very little effort. That seems fitting somehow.

      I look at my cell and realize I have a message from Selena. I wait for Vinnie to give up on his call before I check the message. My other hand reaches for the rose.

      Don’t hate me, but I did something. Enjoy the wedding.

      I stare at Selena’s cryptic message and things start to add up. He isn’t here because he wants to be. Selena tracked him down and asked him to come. I’m going to kill her.

      I squeeze the rose and pain jolts through my hand. I open my fingers and see the indent of something small with a sharp edge within the rose. The ring! I push it out and it lands on the bed. My brain can’t work it out.

      How the hell did this get in my bag? It had to be Vinnie. But when?

      Conflicting emotions fill me. I can’t make sense of anything right now.

      A beeping from my phone brings my attention to a message left by Vinnie. I hesitate to call my voicemail and hear what he has to say. Do I really need to hear it? Hasn’t he messed with me enough? I make the call and listen, body tensing as I wait to hear his voice.

      “I fucked up badly, Mel. I know that. I just...” he sighs. “You deserve better than me. It’s what I thought when I got back that night. I didn’t want to screw up your life. I just... I wanted to say sorry. I tried to steal you away from someone you were really into and it was wrong.”

      I put the phone down. It was just more mind games. I’d have to be crazy to fall for it. Even if he did sound genuine. I call him back, my hand shaking as I hit dial.

      “Mel!” His relief is obvious.

      “You’re only here because Selena called you.” I was calling his bluff. He wasn’t going to win this game.

      “I didn’t think... I need to talk to you in person.”

      “Why? So you can charm me into believing you? I don’t think so, Vinnie. Fool me once,” I snap.

      “I’ve done everything wrong and I’m sorry for that. I thought... I thought you and Nathan would be better off together. I didn’t know you’d broken up with him.”

      My anger built up more with every word he spoke. “Of course I broke up with him! I don’t just... sleep around like that. You turned me into something I’m not, Vinnie. I can’t go through that again. I won’t.”

      “I won’t make you.” His tone changed, softening more. “This is why you’re better off without me.”

      I couldn’t argue with that, but it made a lump form in my throat. I swallowed, trying to find a way to speak without bursting into tears. How was he doing this to me?

      He took a breath and spoke again. “I’m on your floor. What room number are you?”

      I didn’t bother to ask how he knew what floor I was on. I should have realized he wouldn’t give up so easily when I rushed off and told him not to follow me. “I don’t want to see you.”

      “I just need to know one thing and I’ll go.”

      “Too bad.” I hang up, shaking. I have to sit down. The phone starts to ring again and I decline the call. All I can seem to do is stare at the ring in the middle of the bed where I’d dropped it. I lie down, pushing my cell across the bed and folding my arms across my middle.

      Why did he have to come back? Damn Selena and her meddling. I never should have told her his name. I was getting over this, getting over him, and now? I swallow the lump that has formed in my throat. I miss him. I know I shouldn’t. But I can’t help it. He’s the only guy who ever made me feel like I don’t need to change who I am to be attractive, even sexy. I guess that’s what I get for falling for a smooth talker.
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      I’m staring at the ceiling, unshed tears burning my eyes, when my cell starts to ring. I pick it up, ready to decline the call. It’s a n unknown number, but I can tell it’s a landline and it’s not from town. Frowning, I sit up and answer.

      “Hello?”

      “Mel?” The vaguely familiar male voice sounds uncertain.

      I clear my throat. “Yes. Who is this?”

      “Mel, it’s Charlie.”

      My heart sinks. Vinnie got his brother to call me? I sigh. This has gone too far.

      “Charlie, I don’t know what he told you but...”

      “He told me everything.” Charlie sounds somber so maybe it’s the truth.

      “He told you we weren’t really engaged?” I can’t quite believe he’d do that. It had seemed so important to him to have Charlie think he was settling down.

      “He told me everything,” Charlie says. “I can understand completely why you don’t want to see him, but I have to try to talk you around for the sake of the family.”

      His sense of humor has pretty bad timing, but it does make my lips twitch if only for a second. “I can’t trust him anymore.”

      “There’s something I should tell you. And believe me when I say you have every right to tell him where to go. Just, hear me out, would you?”

      I sigh. “If you try to make me feel sorry for him...”

      He laughs. “Does that sound like something I would do?”

      “I guess not,” I say, wondering where he’s going with this.

      “He was always a popular kid. At college, even before that, at school, he did well with the ladies. He never hung around with any one girl and he never dated anyone more than once but somehow he avoided getting his ass kicked by any dads or having any of those girls kick up a big fuss about not being treated like they were special. He could talk his way out of, or into, anything. I’m sure you’ve noticed he has a way of getting what he wants.”

      “I’m not sure where you’re going with this.”

      “Well, here’s the thing. He pretty much kept going like this, and it got more and more acceptable the older he got. One night stands in your twenties are not a big deal. He was good at picking girls who didn’t want anything more. Then, along came this cute little thing whose daddy owned the company he worked at. She play-acted like she was all about sex, but the morning after she turned into a different person. She expected him to spend time with her. He refused. He told her he wasn’t looking for anything serious but this was one thing he couldn’t seem to talk himself out of. It turned out daddy’s business was on the downswing and she was looking for a sugar daddy to bail herself out. He ended up paying out half a million dollars to her dad, to get her off his back. He’s been gunshy ever since, though he’d never admit that to anyone. He was still spreading rumors so no-one would know he’d quit sleeping around.”

      I took it in. “And you know all this, how?”

      “Who do you think he came to when this shit went down? He didn’t know what to do. She was threatening all kinds of messed up shit. He was stuck between a rock and a hard place. The only thing he could do was go over her head.”

      “You know, none of this is making me want to give Vinnie another chance.”

      “It shouldn’t,” he says. “He was always pretty heartless when it came to women. He started to change after that happened. I saw it. He’d been shown what it was like to be vulnerable. It was the kick up the ass he needed to stop behaving like an idiot.”

      I snort. “He stopped behaving like an idiot?”

      “Well, in some ways.” Charlie sounds bemused. “What he did to you... He treated you badly. I want to tell you to walk away, but just consider something first. He never had a girl as a friend before. He never had a girlfriend. He doesn’t know what he’s doing. I know he loves you. I could tell even before you two...” he broke off with a weary sigh. “Look, just take some time and think about it. If you still want to call it quits I won’t blame you. He won’t either. If I don’t speak to you again, no hard feelings. I should go.”

      “Thanks,” I say, my head spinning as the line disconnects.

      I can barely process what Charlie just told me. It explains some things, but I’m still pissed as hell at Vinnie for running away from me. Nothing’s ever going to make up for that.

      A knock on my door makes me jump. It can’t be him. He doesn’t know my room number. I hesitate.

      “Who is it?”

      “Mel, what are you doing? The fireworks display is in twenty minutes,” Elena sounds tense.

      I go and open the door. “I forgot about that.”

      “Come on, we have to go.”

      I let her lead me out, slipping my room key back into my little silk bridesmaid’s purse. I don’t see Vinnie lurking in the hallway. He must have had the good sense to leave when I hung up on him. That was over an hour ago now. He probably went home.

      I get into the elevator with Elena. She smiles at me.

      “Your date was looking for you a little while ago,” she tells me. “I thought you had, um, gone up stairs with him, but... I guess he went outside or something for a while.”

      I don’t know what to say, but she’s glancing at me expectantly. “He...” I shake my head. “We’re kind of in the middle of a fight.”

      “Oh,” she says, eyes widening. “Sorry. I hope you’re okay.”

      “I’m fine,” I tell her, wishing it was true.

      We go down to the function suite and I pick up a glass of champagne from the table by the door. There are still dozens of filled glasses there that the guests haven’t taken. I’m glad there’s a lot left. The big crowd and loud music combine two of my least favorite things. Alcohol takes the edge off. I put the empty glass down and take another. Elena turns and looks back at me, shaking her head.

      I take my time catching up with her. It must almost be time for the fireworks. The doors leading to the hotel gardens are open and the DJ is announcing it over the loudspeaker. We move toward the open doors and suddenly there he is.

      Vinnie is standing outside, hands in his pockets, the top buttons of his shirt undone. A woman in a tight black dress is chatting to him, a champagne flute in one hand. Her gaze is adoring, her smile open. He rubs at his neck and looks around. His eyes connect with mine and he moves forward as I come outside.

      “Mel...”

      “Already making friends, I see,” I tell him, motioning to the girl who has followed him over.

      “It’s not... This is Jade, she’s one of Taylor’s cousins.”

      I glance at the girl. She puts her hand on Vinnie’s arm and I flinch.

      “Hi,” she says. “I’m Jade. This is Vinnie...” She rubs his arm.

      I want to punch her, but more than that I want to punch him, for letting her touch him like that. I frown at him. He looks down and brushes her off. “She’s drunk.”

      “The fireworks are about to start,” Elena’s voice snaps me out of my thoughts. She takes my arm and leads me to where Casey and Alex are. Taylor and Brad come and stand in between us and the wedding photographer is there, setting back up for some night shots with the fireworks in the background. I glance Vinnie’s way and see him kick at the ground. The drunk girl is still standing close to him, sipping at her drink and being way too friendly. I contain my annoyance and try to smile as the fireworks start to go off. The photographer concentrates on Taylor and Brad, but the few shots I’m in need to be okay so Taylor can’t blame me for ruining the pictures. I manage to smile on cue, but I wonder how fake it’ll look when the pictures are developed. I’m anything but happy right now.

      Finally the photographer announces he’s got the shots he was looking for. I walk away, intending on hitting the bar and forgetting this night ever happened. Vinnie rushes after me and I try to keep myself at least outwardly calm. I can’t stand the thought of ruining Taylor’s night.

      “Mel, wait.” He looks sad when I turn to him, forced to interact because the bar is busy and I’m going to have to wait for my drink. “Please, can we please just go somewhere and talk?” He keeps his voice low, his gaze pleading with me as I turn away to be served at the bar. His hand drops to rest on my waist as I wait. “I messed up so badly. I’m never going to stop being sorry for that.”

      His words whispered in my ear are threatening to crack my composure. I order a double vodka and coke and count to ten inside my head as the bar tender makes it.

      “I’ll do whatever you want,” he tells me. “Anything. Just name it.”

      I shake my head, pick up my drink and down it. The raised eyebrow from the bar tender as he takes my money at the same time as I slam the empty glass down tells me I’m going too far. Someone’s going to notice I’m acting like this. I turn to Vinnie.

      “You want to talk? Okay. Let’s get this over with.”

      I walk across the room and I know he’s following me. He tries to take my hand and I cross my arms. I go into the hall and head straight to the elevators. Once we’re inside, he turns to me and I see the worry in his expression.

      When we get out, it takes me four tries to get the keycard to swipe in my door. I hit the lights and he closes the door behind us.

      “I did everything wrong,” he starts. “I’m not going to deny it. I freaked out and I messed things up. I thought... I thought you’d regret coming home with me. I couldn’t stand the thought of that. I know you liked Nathan for a long time. I thought you’d go running back to him.”

      “Leave Nathan out of this,” I tell him, folding my arms. “He was never the problem with us.”

      “He wasn’t? Because I backed away the first time to let you two...”

      “Why did you agree to help me with him?”

      “I wanted to spend time with you.”

      “And you couldn’t just do that anyway?” I sigh. “If you’d told me you liked me, or asked me out, or whatever...”

      “I couldn’t.” He shakes his head, running a hand through his hair. “I knew I liked you, but I couldn’t admit it. Not out loud. It would have felt too real.”

      “Why are you so scared?”

      “I... I don’t want to lose you. I know I messed things up. But that’s why I did the things I did. I didn’t want to lose you.”

      “But you ran away. The second we started to admit how we felt you ran away from me.”

      “I’ve never been in love before,” he says. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

      “It’s pretty simple. You just need to stay.”

      “Are you giving me another chance to stay?”

      I sigh. “I don’t know.”

      “Can I just ask about one thing?” He sounds nervous.

      “What?”

      He gazes into my eyes. “Did you find the ring?”

      I take a breath. “It’s on the bed.” I can’t bring myself to pick it up.

      “I can’t just pretend things are okay with us. They’re not,” I tell him. I can barely look at him now.

      He nods slowly. “I understand. But you have to think about this.” He picks up the ring and looks me in the eye. “I’ve never felt like this about another woman before. I’ve never wanted the same girl twice. But you... I never want to let you go. Please, Mel, I need you. I want you to marry me.”

      My eyes widen. If I thought he was kind of crazy before, he’s now graduated to full-on insanity.

      “That isn’t funny, Vinnie.”

      “It wasn’t meant to be funny. I love you, Mel.” He sounds so earnest.

      I shake my head. “I’ve been through six weeks of hell...”

      “So have I,” he says. “And I never want to put you through that again. Please, just think about it.”

      He puts the ring down and moves back, as if he’s going to leave.

      Panic shoots through me. He’s leaving? Not again. I can’t go through missing him again.

      “Don’t go.” I feel weak for saying it. I shouldn’t be letting him off so easily.

      He stops and his gaze moves to lock with mine.

      “Why do you always run away?” I have to ask.

      His commitment phobic behavior is completely at odds with the question he just asked me. It still feels like he’s messing with my head.

      He takes a few steps back toward me and I feel my resolve melting on his approach.

      “I won’t run away from you anymore,” he says, moving forward and brushing a hand through my hair. “Trust me.” He leans in and kisses me. I hesitate to respond, wanting it badly but afraid to believe his words. He takes it slow and I open up to him, losing my reservations the longer our embrace goes on. When he breaks the kiss it’s to gaze at me while he takes my left hand in his.

      “What about your single rich-guy routine?” I ask.

      He smiles as he slips the ring onto my finger. “I have room for a sexy secretary who likes to read. If she has room for an unpredictable idiot who talks too much?”

      I look down at the ring and back up at him. “What am I agreeing to here?”

      “A lifetime of sandwich making and hand holding,” he says. “Maybe eventually bringing some little pantydroppers into the world.”

      It should terrify me. Everything he’s saying right now is crazy. But one look into his clear blue eyes and I’m smiling. This is what I was missing before with other guys. The spark between us is blindingly bright. It gives me butterflies and makes me want to drag him into bed right now. There’s only one thing holding me back.

      “You have to promise never to run away from me again,” I blurt.

      His hands stroke mine and he doesn’t break my gaze. “No more running away.”

      I believe him. “No more behaving like an idiot.”

      He snorts and nods. “Do we need to go back to the party?”

      I shake my head. My duties are over for the night. I can stay. “We don’t have to go back down there tonight.”

      He pulls me into a hug. “I love you, Mel. I’ll never walk away from you again. Just tell me what you want and I’ll do it.”

      “I just want you to stay.”
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      Vinnie kept his promise never to run away from me again, and he’s been doing his best not to behave like an idiot. I’ve been wearing the ring, he even convinced me to have it resized to fit my finger perfectly. It’s beautiful really. I’d barely noticed before, too preoccupied with its existence and wondering why the hell he had the damn thing to notice how pretty it was.

      “Dinner’s here,” he calls through from the hall.

      “I’ll be there in a second,” I call back, straightening my fluffy sweater and checking out my hair in the mirror. It’s funny. The last few weeks I’ve been getting looks and chat up lines left, right and centre, from the kind of guys who barely even glanced my way in the past.

      A couple of times I’ve been asked out right in front of Vinnie. Being with him seems to have made me visible. I couldn’t care less about being seen by those guys now. Typical, I guess. When I was single it would have been nice to get so much attention.

      I walk into the living room and he whistles at me as he puts the food down on the coffee table.

      “Looking good. Are we going out tonight?”

      “Selena’s coming over to meet Clara and we’re taking them out on the town, if you remember.”

      He nods slowly. “I got you something else while I was out.”

      He passes me an envelope. I take it and raise my eyebrows at him. “What’s this?”

      “Think of it as an apology.” He shrugs. “I’ve got a long way to go to make things up to you.”

      I smile. I’m not angry about it anymore. The past stays where it belongs. I’ve seen how hopeless he can be, but he only ever tries to make me happy.

      “You know you don’t need to...” I open the envelope and stare at the tickets. “Hawaii?”

      “Two tickets, and you can take whoever you want. I saw the way your eyes lit up when we talked honeymoon plans at my aunt’s party.”

      “I can take whoever I want?”

      “Well, yeah, but you want to take me right?”

      “Of course I do. Who else is going to run around getting me cocktails and rubbing sunscreen on my pale skin?”

      He grins. “I’m looking forward to it already. Note to self; buy plenty of sunscreen.”

      “This isn’t actually a honeymoon, though, right?” I like to joke that he’s moving too fast, though it’s pretty much a given that we’re going to get married eventually since I kept the ring on and had it resized.

      He pulls me into his arms. “Hell no. It’s only three weeks. Our honeymoon needs to be at least twice that long.”

      “Three weeks? Can I even get that long off work?”

      “Don’t worry about that. I called your boss. He was fine with it once I told his boss I’d be back to work after the vacation.”

      “You’re coming back?”

      “You need someone to eat lunch with in that boring-ass place.”

      “As long as someone’s not going to keep stealing from the fridge.”

      “Well, there’s this girl there who makes me sandwiches so I don’t think I’ll need to steal to feed myself.”

      I smile as he moves in to kiss me. Spending every waking moment together at the weekends has been a strange kind of bliss. I know we’re in the honeymoon phase right now but I don’t freak out at the thought of spending more time with him. And he’s been telling me he loves me every day without acting weird about me not saying it back. When he lets go and starts opening the cartons of food, I sit down and pull at his arm. He comes on to the sofa with me.

      “What’s up? You look all serious or something.”

      “I love you.”

      His jaw drops and he tries to cover his shock with a quickly spouted joke.“Because I brought you chow mein?”

      I punch his arm. “Because you’re an unpredictable idiot who talks too much.”

      “You’re going to have to be more convincing,” he goes on, reminding me of the conversation we had in my apartment the morning of his aunt’s party.

      “You’re charming and you know how to kiss a girl,” I tell him. “But that’s not why I love you. It’s a million little things that add up to me never wanting you to leave. It’s why it hurt so much when you did.”

      “I’ll happily spend the rest of my life making that up to you.” He takes my hands in his and kisses them. “I’d do anything for you...”

      “Vinnie?” I know by the look on his face he’s starting on a long ramble, guilt is in his eyes. “Just shut up and kiss me.”

      His grin spreads slowly and disappears when he places his lips on mine. He pulls me closer and the kiss becomes more passionate. I can tell dinner’s going to need re-heated by the time we’re done here.

      I can’t believe the man I’m in love with is an unpredictable idiot who talks too much. More than that, I can’t believe he’s the one guy who saw me when I might as well have been invisible to everyone else.

      But I’m glad he did and I’m not sorry for the way we happened. I don’t wish things had been different. Maybe he hurt me but it took that pain to make me realize I needed him in my life.

      He didn’t handle things well, but nobody’s perfect.

      He’s been a panty-dropping charmer, and he’s The Mouth, the guy who knows how to talk his way into getting everything he wants, and he’s also Vinnie, the man who saw me and wanted me when no one else did.

      Maybe he’s not perfect, but I wouldn’t want him any other way.
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        I hope you enjoyed Falling for the Pantydropper. This is the first book in a planned four book series following each of Taylor’s bridesmaids as they look for wedding dates and wind up getting more than they bargained for. You’ll find feisty Casey’s story in book two, Falling for the Vigilante.

      

      

      

      
        
        This is the first contemporary romance series I’ve written. Special thanks go to Mia and Michelle for being my alpha readers – you ladies are awesome! My other books are paranormal reverse harems. If you love super steamy reads, you might enjoy them too.

      

      

      

      
        
        Need a complete reverse harem series with serious steam and multiple POVs? Make sure you check out my completed high heat low fantasy Rock Goddess Reverse Harem Series.

      

      

      

      
        
        If you loved this book make sure you do one of the following to keep up to date with my new releases:

      

      

      

      
        
        Stalk me on Facebook

        Join my Facebook Group

        Follow me on Amazon

        Follow me on Bookbub

        Follow me on Goodreads

      

      

      

      
        
        If you have any questions about the books, you can ask me on Goodreads, message me through Facebook, or send an email to me at:

        romywritesromance@gmail.com

      

      

      

      
        
        If you loved this book please consider leaving a review. Thank you!
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