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PROLOGUE



Law Man


I WALKED OUT of my apartment into the breezeway and saw her.


At least a Seven, maybe an Eight, to give her a score, I put her at a Seven Point Five.


She was standing outside the open apartment door smiling inside at someone.


I knew who she was smiling at.


Detective Mitch Lawson.


I also knew that my neighbor Detective Mitch Lawson was at least a Ten, maybe an Eleven, so to give him a fair score I put him at a definite Ten Point Five.


In other words, he was beyond perfect from the top of his dark brown-haired head to his usually boot-clad feet.


He was the man of my dreams.


I was in love with him and I didn’t know him and he definitely didn’t know me. This was not in a sick-stalker-type way because I was too shy to be a stalker and I liked him too much to put him through something like that. This was in an ohmigod he’s got the perfect body, perfect bone structure, perfect smile, most beautiful eyes I’ve ever seen way. It was a totally benign, admiring from afar love. Except that we lived across the breezeway and one apartment down from each other so it wasn’t that far.


I turned and made certain my door was locked. When I turned back Detective Mitch Lawson was out in the breezeway, his Seven Point Five standing so close she was pressed against his side. He too was checking to make certain his door was locked.


It was morning and I was going to work. I suspected that he was going to work too. I also knew Seven Point Five had spent the night. I’d noticed, since I ran into them on occasion, he had a lot of Sevens to Tens who spent the night or who came over in the evenings, the afternoons, or other times. Being a Two, maybe a Three, so placing myself at a Two Point Five, there was no way in hell I’d ever be standing out in the breezeway pressed to Detective Mitch Lawson.


In this world, Sevens to Tens gravitated to each other and rarely, if ever, dipped below the Seven mark. They might try a Six or even go slumming with a Five, but they’d settle in for the long haul with someone in their zone. Then the Fours to Sixes gravitated to each other. There was more workability here for those under Four to get in but it was also rare. And my zone, Ones to Threes gravitated to each other. If you were of my zone, only the foolish aimed higher than a Three. Higher than a Three equaled heartache.


I walked toward them since I had to get to the stairs that led down to the parking spaces at the side of our unit. As I did, my heels clicked and echoed loudly on the cement landing of the breezeway. Four apartments were off that breezeway, two by two next to and facing each other. Detective Mitch Lawson’s was closer to the stairs that led to the parking. My apartment was closer to the stairs that led to the greenbelt and creek that ran through our complex.


Unfortunately, as he always did when I ran into him in the many years we’d been living in the same unit, when he noticed me, his head came around, his dark brown, soulful eyes caught mine and they warmed.


This was another reason I knew I loved him. His eyes warmed anytime he saw me. I was shy and therefore not overtly friendly, at least not to him. I was very friendly with Brent and Bradon, the gay couple who lived next to me. I was also very friendly with Derek and LaTanya, the not gay couple who lived next to Detective Mitch Lawson and across from me. But he scared the hell out of me, so I tried to give him a wide berth.


Even so, anytime he saw me his eyes always warmed and right after he’d smile.


Just like he did now.


God.


That smile. I felt it in my belly. His eyes were the most beautiful eyes I’d ever seen, but when they were warm and his beautiful lips turned up into a smile making his whole face warm, it was too much to take. Four years ago, when he first moved in and I first experienced that smile, it nearly brought me to my knees. Luckily, I’d practiced my control, and now it only made my knees wobble.


“Hey,” he said as I got close to passing them.


This sucked. Not only did he have beautiful eyes and beautiful lips, he also had very broad shoulders and was very tall and dressed really well. He also had a nice, rich, deep voice.


“Morning,” I muttered. My eyes slid to his Seven Point Five, who was looking at me for some reason like I’d slithered out from under a rock (it was my experience sometimes that when a Seven or higher looked at a Three or lower they got this look). To be courteous I repeated, “Morning,” to her. She returned a partial chin lift and did it in a way that made that minimal effort seem taxing.


Then I looked to my feet mainly because I needed to concentrate on not tripping and also because if I caught sight of him again I might start to stare. I knew if I stared at him too long my eyes might burn out of my head.


To focus on something that did not include him or his Seven Point Five, I lifted a hand to capture the thick tendril of hair at the front of my face that always escaped the chignon at the nape of my neck and tucked it behind my ear. Then I scurried past them and down the stairs, praying I wouldn’t tumble down. Mostly I didn’t want to look like a fool, but I also didn’t want a broken neck.


I successfully made it to my car and focused on getting myself sorted by stowing my purse and travel coffee mug. I connected my MP3 player, found a good song that would put me in the mood to work and hooked my seatbelt. I did this so I wouldn’t look at Detective Mitch Lawson and his Seven Point Five coming down and driving away. I could watch him for hours. I knew this even though I’d never done it. Doing that would make me a sort of stalker and even insignificant stalker-type behavior was creepy.


It took me a while to get sorted. And by the time I had Grand Funk ready to shout out “We’re an American Band,” I was belted, the ignition was turned and I looked up to back out, Seven Point Five was gone.


But Detective Mitch Lawson remained. I knew this not because I looked for him, but because I couldn’t miss him. There was an empty spot next to mine and his SUV was in the next spot. He was also in that spot, standing outside the driver’s side door to his truck, his hips to it, his arms crossed on his chest, and his eyes were on me like he was watching me.


This had never happened before and was also against all the laws that ruled my universe. Therefore, I may have stared for a second before my mind started tripping over itself trying to figure out what to do.


I decided on a little wave, which was what I did. This earned me another smile from Detective Mitch Lawson that I felt whoosh through my belly in a really good way.


Okay, that was it. That was all I could take.


I looked away, hit play on my MP3 player, Don Brewer started beating out the intro to “We’re an American Band,” and I did my best to back out without hitting anything.


And I just managed to drive away without looking again at Detective Mitch Lawson, his perfect body, his great hair, his fabulous lips, or his beautiful eyes.





CHAPTER ONE



Doohickey


“HELLO, THIS IS Mara Hanover in unit 6C. I’ve called three times today and I really need someone to come over and look at my bathroom tap. It won’t turn off. Can you please have the maintenance guy come around? Thanks.”


I shut down my cell after leaving my voicemail message and stared at my bathroom faucet, which hadn’t turned off after I was finished with it that morning. I had called the management office of the complex before going to work and left a message. When I didn’t get a call back, I called at lunch (leaving another message). Now I was home after work and it was past office hours, but someone was supposed to be on call all the time. I should have had a callback. I needed a callback. What I didn’t need was a water bill out the roof or to try to go to sleep listening to running water while thinking of my money flowing down the drain.


I sighed and kept staring at the water running full blast out of my faucet.


I was a woman who had lived alone her entire adult life. I’d once had a long-term relationship with a Five Point Five that got nowhere near living together. This was because I was a Two Point Five and he was a Five Point Five who wanted a Nine Point Five. Therefore, we were both destined for broken hearts. He gave me mine. He later found a Six Point Five that wanted a Nine Point Five. She got herself a breast enhancement and nose job, which made her a firm Seven (if you didn’t count the fact that she thought she was a Ten point Five and acted like it, which really knocked her down to a Six) who broke his heart.


Regardless of the fact that I was now thirty-one and had lived alone since I was eighteen, I knew nothing about plumbing or cars. Every time something happened with my plumbing or my car, I vowed to myself that I would learn something about plumbing or cars. I would get that said something fixed and I’d totally forget my vow. Then I’d lament forgetting my vow in times like I was experiencing right now.


I walked out of my master bath, through my bedroom, down the hall into my open-plan living-slash-kitchen-slash-dining area and out the front door. I crossed the breezeway and knocked on Derek and LaTanya’s door.


Derek knew something about plumbing. I knew this because of two things. First, he was a man and men had a sixth plumbing sense. Second, I knew this because he was a plumber.


LaTanya opened the door, and her big, dark eyes widened with LaTanya Delight.


LaTanya Delight was different than anyone else’s delight and therefore deserved a capital letter. It was louder, brasher, brighter and cheerier. The look on her face communicated her joy at seeing me like she and I had been separated at birth and were right then being blissfully reunited. Not like she’d just seen me the night before when she came over to watch Glee with me.


“Hey girl!” she squealed through a big smile. “Perfect timing. I’m about to mix a batch of mojitos. Get your ass in here and I’ll pour us some cocktails!”


I smiled at her but shook my head. “Can’t,” I told her. “Something’s up with my faucet, the office hasn’t returned my calls, and I really need Derek to look at it. Is he around?”


I sensed movement at my side and LaTanya did too. We both looked that way to see Detective Mitch Lawson walking up the stairs carrying four plastic grocery bags.


If I were a Seven to Ten and in his zone, which meant I could be in his life, I would lecture him about plastic grocery bags. Considering the state of the environment, no one should use plastic grocery bags, not even hot guys who could get away with practically anything. Since I was not in his zone and I didn’t know him and couldn’t know him for fear of expiring from pleasure should he, say, speak more than a few words to me, I’d never get the chance to lecture him about plastic grocery bags.


“Yo Mitch!” LaTanya greeted him loudly with Delight.


“Hey LaTanya,” Mitch greeted back, then his beautiful eyes skimmed to me and his lips tipped up further, “Hey.”


“Hey,” I replied, locked my legs, ignored the whoosh I felt in my belly and looked back at LaTanya. She was checking out Detective Mitch Lawson—as any woman should or she would be immediately reported to then thrown out of the Woman Club. I heard the rustling of bags, but I ignored it and called her name to get her attention. When I got it, I repeated, “Is Derek around? I wouldn’t bother him but my faucet won’t turn off and I really need someone to look at it.”


“He’s not here, Mara, sorry, babe,” LaTanya replied. “You said the office hasn’t called you back?”


“No,” I told her and was about to ask her if she would send Derek over when he got home when I heard from my side:


“You want me to look at it?”


This came from Detective Mitch Lawson, and I sucked in breath and turned my head to look at him. He was standing outside his open apartment door still carrying his bags and his eyes were on me.


My mind went blank. I lost the lock on my legs and my knees wobbled.


God, he was beautiful.


“Mara,” I heard from far away, and even though I heard it and it was my name, I didn’t respond. “Mara!” I heard again. This time louder and sharper, my body jolted and I turned to LaTanya.


“What?” I asked.


“Mitch’ll look at it, that cool with you?” she asked me.


I blinked at her.


No. No it was not cool with me.


What did I do?


I couldn’t have him in my apartment walking through my bedroom to look at my faucet. That would mean he’d be in my apartment. That would mean he’d walk through my bedroom. And that would mean I’d have to speak more than one word to him.


Crap!


I looked to Detective Mitch Lawson and said the only thing I could say.


“That would be really kind.”


He stared at me a second then lifted the bags an inch and muttered, “Let me get rid of these and I’ll be over.”


I swallowed then called, “Okay,” to his closing door.


I watched his door close and then I kept watching his closed door wondering if the weird feeling I was having was just panic or a precursor to a heart attack. Then LaTanya called my name again, so I looked at her.


“You okay?” she asked, studying me closely.


I had not, incidentally, shared my love for Detective Mitch Lawson with LaTanya, Derek, Brent, Bradon or anyone. This was because I thought they’d think I was a little insane (or a stalker). They often invited him to parties and such, and if he came, I would usually make my excuses and leave. They’d never cottoned on. I figured mostly because he didn’t often attend their parties due to his being a police officer with long hours, but also because he had his buds over for games and his babes over for other things. He wasn’t the type of man who went to gay men’s parties or LaTanya’s cocktail extravaganzas. The ones he went to I suspected he did just to be neighborly. Though Derek, more often than not, went to his place to watch games. Usually in order to escape LaTanya’s cocktail extravaganzas, which were frequent occasions.


“Yeah, I’m fine,” I lied to her. “Just had a tough day at work,” I continued lying. “And I’m not happy the management office didn’t call me back. They don’t pay my water bill.” I wasn’t lying about that.


“I hear you,” LaTanya agreed. “Service around here has taken a turn for the worse even though they upped our rent three months ago. You remember our fridge went out last month?”


I remembered. I also remembered it took three weeks to get it replaced. Derek had been none too happy, and LaTanya had been loudly none too happy.


“Yeah, I remember. That sucked.”


“It sure did. Buyin’ ice all the time and livin’ outta coolers. I don’t pay rent for that shit. Fuck that.”


Fuck that indeed.


Detective Mitch Lawson’s door opened, and I realized my mistake instantly. I should have run to my house and done something. I didn’t know what. Nothing needed tidying because I was freakishly tidy. There was nothing I could do with my appearance, but I figured I should have tried to do something.


He started walking our way asking, “Now a good time?”


No, no time was a good time for the Ten Point Five I was secretly in love with to be in my apartment.


I nodded and said, “Sure.” Then I looked at LaTanya and said, “Later, babe.”


“Later. Remember, a mojito is waitin’ for you, when Mitch gets your faucet sorted out.”


“Thanks,” I muttered, smiled and then glanced at Detective Mitch Lawson before looking down at my feet, turning and walking the short distance to my door. I opened it, walked through, and held it open for him to come inside.


He did and I tried not to hyperventilate.


“Which one is it?” he asked as I closed the door behind him.


I turned, stood at the door and looked up at him. He was closer than I expected and he was taller than he seemed from afar, and he seemed pretty tall from afar. I’d never been this close to him and I felt his closeness tingle pleasantly all across my skin. I was wearing heels and I felt his tallness in the depth of the tip of my head, which didn’t tip back that often to look at someone seeing as I was tall.


“Pardon?” I asked.


“Faucet,” he said. “Which one? Hall or master?”


I didn’t have any clue what he was talking about. It was like he was speaking in a foreign language. All I could focus on were his eyes, which I was also seeing closer than I’d ever seen before. He had great eyelashes.


Those lashes moved when his eyes narrowed.


“You okay?” he asked.


Oh God. I had to get a hold on myself.


“Yeah, fine, um… the faucet’s in my master bath,” I told him.


He stood there staring at me. I stood there staring at him. Then his lips twitched and he lifted his arm slightly in the direction of my hall.


“You wanna lead the way?” he asked.


Ohmigod! I was such an idiot!


“Right,” I muttered, looked down at my feet and led the way.


When we were both in my bathroom, which, with him in it, went from a normal-sized master bath to a teeny-tiny, suffocating space, I pointed to the faucet and then pointed out the obvious.


“It won’t turn off.”


“I see that,” he murmured. Then I stood frozen with mortification as he crouched and opened the doors to my vanity.


Why was he opening the doors to my vanity? I kept my tampons down there! He could see them! They were right at the front for easy accessibility!


Ohmigod!


He reached in, I closed my eyes in despair and wished the floor would gobble me up and suddenly the water turned off.


I opened my eyes, stared at the faucet and exclaimed, “Holy cow! You fixed it!”


He tipped his head back to look at me then he straightened out of his crouch to look down at me.


Then he said, “No, I just turned the water off.”


I blinked up at him. Then I asked, “Pardon?”


“You can turn the water off.”


“You can?”


“Yeah.”


“Oh,” I whispered then went on stupidly, “I should probably have done that before I left for work this morning.”


His mouth twitched again and he said, “Probably. Though you can’t do somethin’ you don’t know you can do.”


I looked to the basin and muttered, “This is true.”


“There’s a valve under the sink. I’ll show it to you after I take a look at the faucet,” he said, and I forced my eyes to his. “You probably just need a new washer. Where are your tools?”


I blinked again. “Tools?”


His stared at me and then his lips twitched again. “Yeah. Tools. Like a wrench. You got one of those?”


“I have a hammer,” I offered.


One side of his mouth hitched up in a half smile. “I’m not sure a hammer is gonna help.”


It took a lot of effort but I only glanced at the half smile before my eyes went back to his. This didn’t do a thing to decelerate my rapidly accelerating heartbeat.


“Then no, I don’t have tools,” I told him, not adding that I wasn’t entirely certain what a wrench was.


He nodded and turned to the door. “I’ll go get mine.”


Then he was gone, and I didn’t know what to do, so I hurried after him.


I should have stayed where I was. I’d seen him move, of course, I just hadn’t seen him moving around in my apartment. He had an athlete’s grace, which I had noticed before. But it was more. He had a natural confidence with the way he held his body and the way he moved. It was immensely attractive all the time, but seeing it in my apartment was not going to be conducive to peace of mind. Something it was difficult for me to find on a good day, much less a day when my faucet didn’t turn off and I was forced to endure an evening that included Detective Mitch Lawson having to be in my apartment.


He stopped at the door and turned to me. “I’ll be right back.”


I nodded, and he disappeared out the door.


I stood in my living area in my heels, skirt and blouse from work. Then I wondered if I had time to change before he got back. Then I wondered if he’d notice it if I’d spritzed on perfume when he got back. Then I wondered if I should do a shot or two of vodka before he got back. Then he knocked on my door, which meant he was back.


I ran to the door, looked through the peephole (you couldn’t be too careful) and saw him looking to the side. I sucked in a calming breath then opened the door.


“Hey,” I said, “welcome back.”


I was such a dork!


He grinned. I stepped aside, and he came through carrying a toolbox. Learning from my mistakes, I immediately led him through the living area, down the hall, through my bedroom and to the bathroom. He put the toolbox on the basin counter and opened it. He pulled out what I figured was a wrench and went right to work.


I watched his hands, which I’d never really noticed before. They were a man’s hands. There were veins that stood out that were appealing. His fingers were long and strong looking. He had great hands.


“So your name is Mara.” His deep voice came at me. My body jolted and I looked to his head, which was bent so he could watch what he was doing.


“Yeah,” I replied, and my voice sounded kind of high so I cleared my throat and stated, “And you’re Mitch.”


“Yeah,” he said to the faucet.


“Hi, Mitch,” I said to his dark brown-haired head, thinking his hair looked soft and thick and was long enough to run your fingers through.


That head twisted so I was looking into dark brown eyes whose depths were so deep you could lose yourself in them for eternity.


Those eyes were also smiling.


“Hi, Mara,” he said softly, and my nipples started tingling.


Oh God.


I scanned my memory banks to pull up what underwear I’d put on that morning. I thanked my lucky stars that my bra had light padding, all the while thinking maybe I should leave him to it.


Before I could make good an escape, his head bent back to the tap and he asked, “How long have you lived here?”


“Six years,” I answered.


Shoo! Good. A simple answer that didn’t make me sound like an idiot. Thank God.


“What do you do?” he went on.


“I work at Pierson’s,” I told him.


His neck twisted and his eyes came back to me. “Pierson’s Mattress and Bed?”


I nodded. “Yeah.”


He looked back at the faucet. “What do you do there? An accountant or something?”


I shook my head even though he wasn’t looking at me. “No, I’m a salesperson.”


His neck twisted, faster this time, and his eyes locked on mine. “You’re a salesperson,” he repeated.


“Yeah,” I replied.


“At Pierson’s Mattress and Bed,” he stated.


“Um… yeah,” I answered.


He stared at me and I grew confused. I didn’t tell him I was a pole dancer. I also didn’t tell him I spent my days in my den of evil masterminding a plot to take over the free world. He appeared slightly surprised. I was a salesperson. This wasn’t a surprising job. This was a boring job. Then again I was a boring person. He was a police detective. I knew this because I’d seen his badge on his belt on numerous occasions. I also knew this because LaTanya told me. I reckoned, considering his profession, he’d long since figured out I was a boring person. In my mind police detectives could figure anyone out with a glance.


“You good at it?” he asked.


“Um…” I answered because I didn’t want to brag. I was good at it. I’d been top salesperson month after month for the last four years after Barney Ruffalo quit (or resigned voluntarily rather than face the sexual harassment charges that Roberta lodged against him). Barney had been my nemesis mainly because he was a dick and always came onto me, along with every woman that worked there or walked through the door, and because he stole my customers.


Mitch looked back at my tap, muttering, “You’re good at it.”


“Pretty good,” I allowed.


“Yeah,” he said to the faucet and continued, “put money down that ninety percent of the men who walk in that place go direct to you and make a purchase.”


This was a weird thing to say. It was true. Most of my customers were men. Men needed mattresses and beds just like any other human being. When they came to Pierson’s, since we had excellent quality, value and choice, they’d not want to go anywhere else.


“Why do you say ninety percent?” I asked Mitch.


“’Cause the other ten percent of the male population is gay,” he answered the faucet. I blinked at his head in confusion at his words. He straightened, putting the wrench down and lifting his other hand. Between an attractive index finger and thumb was a small, round, black plastic doohickey with a hole in the middle that had some shredding at the edges. “You need a new washer,” he informed me.


I looked from the doohickey to him. “I don’t have one of those.”


He grinned straight out, and my breath got caught in my throat. “No, don’t reckon you do,” he told me. “Gotta go to the hardware store.” Then he flicked the doohickey in my bathroom trash bin and started to exit the room.


I stared at his well-formed back, but my body jolted and I hurried after him.


“No,” I called. “You don’t have to do that. The water is off now and I have another bathroom.” He kept walking and I kept following him and talking. “I’ll pop by the management office tomorrow and let them know what’s up so they can come fix it.”


He had my door open. He stopped in it and turned back to me, so I stopped too.


“No, I’ll go by the management office tomorrow and tell them how I feel about them lettin’ a single woman who pays for their service and has lived in their complex for six years go without a callback when she needs somethin’ important done. And tonight, I’ll go to the hardware store, get a washer, come back and fix your faucet.”


“You don’t have to do that,” I assured him courteously.


“You’re right, but I’m doin’ it,” he told me firmly.


Okay then. Seeing as his firm was very firm, I decided to let that go.


“Let me get you some money.” I looked around trying to remember where I put my purse. “You shouldn’t be out money on this.”


“Mara, you can buy about a hundred washers for four dollars.”


My head turned to him. I stared at him then asked, “Really?”


He grinned at me again, my breath caught in my throat again and he answered, “Yeah, really. I think I got it covered.”


“Um… thanks,” I replied without anything else to say.


He tipped his chin and said, “I’ll be back.”


Then I was staring at my closed door.


I did this blankly for a while, wishing I’d shared with someone that I was in love with my Ten Point Five neighbor so I could call them or race across the breezeway and ask them what I should do now.


It took a while but I decided to act naturally. So Mitch had been in my house. He’d grinned at me. I’d discovered he had beautiful hands and beautiful eyelashes to match all the other beautiful things about him. He actually was a nice guy in a way that went beyond his warm smile, what with turning off my water, going to get his tools, finding my shredded doohickey, planning to have a word at the office on my behalf and then heading out to the hardware store to buy me another doohickey. So what? After he fixed my faucet, he’d be back in his apartment and I’d be alone in mine. Maybe I might say something more than “morning” to him in the mornings. And maybe he’d say my name again sometime in the future. But that would be it.


So I did what I normally did. I changed my clothes, taking off my skirt, blouse, and heels and putting on a pair of jeans and a Chicago Cubs T-shirt. I pulled the pins out of my chignon, sifted my fingers through my hair and pulled it back in a ponytail with a red ponytail holder to go with the red accents in my Cubs tee. Out of habit, I lit the scented candles in my living room and turned on music, going with my “Chill Out at Home Part Trois” playlist, which included some really good tunes. After that I started to make dinner.


I was cutting up veggies for stir-fry when there was a knock on the door and my head came up. I spied the candles, heard The Allman Brothers singing “Midnight Rider” and immediately panicked. I burned candles and listened to music all the time. I was a sensory person and I liked the sounds and smells. But now I wondered if he’d think he’d walked into a Two Point Five setting the mood for an illegal maneuver on a Ten Point Five.


Crap!


No time to do anything about it now. The scent of the candles would linger even if I blew them out, and he had to hear the music through the door.


I rushed to the door, did the peephole thing and opened it, coming to stand at its edge.


“Hey,” I greeted, trying to sound cool. “You’re back.”


His eyes dropped to my chest and I lost all semblance of cool. There wasn’t much to lose but what little existed was quickly history.


Then his eyes came back to mine. “You’re a Cubs fan?” he asked.


“Yes,” I answered then declared, “They’re the best team in the history of baseball.”


He walked in and I closed the door. Through this neither of us lost eye contact. This was because he was smiling at me like I was unbelievably amusing and this was because I was staring at him because he was smiling at me like I was unbelievably amusing.


He came to a halt two feet in, and I turned from the closed door, which meant I was about a foot away from him.


“They haven’t won a pennant since 1908,” he informed me.


“So?” I asked.


“That fact in and of itself means they aren’t the best team in the history of baseball.”


This was true. It was also false.


“Okay, I amend my statement. They’re the coolest, most interesting team in the history of baseball. They have the best fans because their fans don’t care if they win or lose. We’re die-hard and always will be.”


His eyes warmed like they always did before he’d smile at me, and I felt my knees wobble.


“Can’t argue with that,” he muttered.


I pressed my lips together and hoped I didn’t get lightheaded.


“Colorado bleeds black and purple in spring and summer, though, Mara. Careful where you wear that tee,” he warned.


“I like the Rockies too,” I replied.


He shook his head, turning toward my hall.


“Can’t swing both ways,” he said as he moved into the hall.


I watched him move. I liked watching him move. I liked it more as I watched him move down my hallway toward my bedroom. I knew I liked it so much I would fantasize the impossible fantasy that such a vision would happen so often it would become commonplace.


I wondered if I could call out to him that I really needed to run an errand. Like say, take care of an old relative who needed me to get her out of her wheelchair and into her bed. Then read her a bedtime story because she was blind. Something I couldn’t get out of that would make me seem kind and loving but would really be an excuse to escape him.


Then I realized that would be rude and I followed him.


When I hit the bathroom, he said, “This shouldn’t take long and you can get back to making dinner.”


Oh boy.


Should I ask him to stay for dinner? I had plenty. He was a big guy, but I still had enough. I just had to cut up another chicken breast or two. Add a few more veggies.


Could I survive a dinner with him? Would he think candles, music and dinner was a play he had to somehow extricate himself out of without seeming like a dick? Or would he know it was just my way of saying thanks?


Crap!


I listened as “Midnight Rider” became America’s “Ventura Highway,” and I did what I had to do.


“Would you like to stay for dinner as an, um… thank-you for helping out?” I asked. “I’m making stir-fry,” I went on.


“Rain check,” he told the faucet, not even looking at me, and I was immensely disappointed. So much so I felt it crushing my chest at the same time I was relieved, because his answer meant all was right in Mara World.


Then he continued talking, making Mara World rock on its foundations.


“Knock on my door when you’re makin’ your barbeque chicken pizza.”


I blinked.


Then I breathed, “What?”


“Derek tells me it’s the shit.”


I blinked again.


They talked about me?


Why would they do that?


Derek was definitely a firm Nine. LaTanya was too. Nines could be friends with Two Point Fives, but male Nines didn’t talk to each other about Two Point Fives. They talked about other Sevens to Tens. If they were younger or were jerks, they made fun of Ones to Threes. But they never talked about Two Point Fives and the really great pizza Two Point Fives could make. Ever.


His head tipped back and his eyes hit mine. “Derek tells me your barbeque chicken pizza is the shit,” he repeated and explained, “as in, really fuckin’ good.”


Derek was right. It was really good. I made my own pizza dough and marinated the chicken in barbeque sauce all day and everything. It was awesome.


Seeing as I was unable to respond, I didn’t. Mitch looked back at the faucet and carried on rocking my world.


“Or when you’re makin’ your baked beans. Derek says those are even better. But tonight, I gotta take a rain check because I gotta get back to work.”


They talked about my baked beans too? This meant they talked more than a little about me. This was more than a passing comment, “Oh you gotta try Mara’s barbeque chicken pizza. It’s the shit,” or something like that. This meant more than a few sentences. My baked beans were so good they had to be a whole other topic.


Ohmigod!


I remained silent and tried to level my breathing. Mitch kept working. Then he kept talking to the tap.


“You got great taste in music, Mara.”


Oh God. I liked my music. I liked it a lot. I played it a lot and sometimes I played it loud. Damn.


“I’m sorry, do I play it too loudly that it bothers you?” I asked. His neck twisted to the side but his head was still bent so his eyes were on me but he wasn’t exactly facing me, yet he was.


“No, at least not so it’s annoying. I can hear it now ’cause I’m in your house. The Allman Brothers’ “Midnight Rider,” America’s “Ventura Highway,” great taste.”


God, of course. I was an idiot.


“Right,” I whispered, “of course.”


Something happened to his eyes. Something I didn’t get but something that made a whoosh sweep through my belly all the same. It was stronger than normal and it felt a whole lot nicer.


“Better than your taste in baseball teams,” he stated, and it hit me that he was teasing me.


Holy crap! Detective Mitch Lawson was in my bathroom teasing me!


“Um…” I mumbled then bit my bottom lip and checked the impulse to flee the room.


“Relax, Mara,” he said softly, his eyes going super warm. “I don’t bite.”


I wished he did. I really, really did. Just like I wished I was at least a Nine. He’d never settle for anything lower than a Nine because he didn’t have to. As a Nine, I might get the chance to find out if I could make him bite me and I’d get the chance to bite him.


“Okay,” I whispered.


“But I am serious,” he went on, his eyes holding mine captive in a way I didn’t get but I still couldn’t look away no matter how much I wanted to.


“About what?” I was losing track of the conversation.


“I expect a knock on my door, you’re makin’ pizza or your beans.”


“Um… okay,” I lied. There was no way I was knocking on his door when I made my pizza or beans. No way in hell. In fact, I was moving the first chance I could get.


“Or just anytime you feel like company,” he kept going, and I felt the room teeter.


What did he mean by that?


“Um… I’m kinda a loner,” I lied again and he grinned.


“Yeah, I noticed that. Your imaginary friend who was over watchin’ TV last night sounded a lot like LaTanya though. Now she sings loud and it skates the edge of annoying. Luckily it’s more funny than annoying and it only lasts an hour.”


Oh damn. He’d called me out on a lie. And double damn because I also sang with the kids on Glee. Hopefully he couldn’t hear me but he wasn’t wrong. LaTanya thought she was Patti LaBelle’s more talented sister. She diva’ed her way through every episode of Glee that we’d watched together. And we’d watched every episode of Glee together.


“Um…” I repeated, my eyes sliding to the mirror, but I wish they hadn’t because I could see his broad shoulders and muscled back leading to his slim hips. I could also see him straightening, which meant I had his full attention. Not that I didn’t have it before, just that now I really had it.


“Mara,” I watched him call, my eyes at the mirror and they slid back to his then he kept talking. “What I’m sayin’ is, I get it that you’re shy…”


Oh God. Totally a police detective. He had me figured out.


He moved his body closer and kept speaking. I held my breath as he held my gaze. “But what I want you to know is that I’d like you to come over, but because you’re shy, you gotta walk that breezeway, sweetheart. I’m tellin’ you you’re welcome, but I made the first move, you need to make the next one. You with me here?”


No. No, I wasn’t with him. He’d made the first move? What move?


And he’d called me sweetheart, which made the belly whoosh move through me like a tidal wave.


I was pretty certain I was going to die right there, totally swept away.


Then it hit me as I stared into his beautiful eyes. They were so dark brown they seemed fathomless, and if I wasn’t careful, I would drown in them. But I was careful and I knew who I was and what zone I lived in. So when it hit me, I understood.


Derek and LaTanya were both Nines. Brent and Bradon were firm at Eight Point Fives in the gay world, the straight world or an alien world (both Brent and Bradon were gorgeous, very cool and very, very nice). But they all liked me. We were not only neighbors, we were good friends. And Mitch had been living across the way from me for four years. He was a good guy. He fixed faucets. He smiled warmly.


Therefore, he was trying to be a good neighbor and maybe even a friend.


“I’m with you,” I whispered.


He came closer and when he spoke his voice dipped lower. “That mean you’re gonna knock on the door tellin’ me you’re makin’ pizza sometime soon?”


“My barbeque chicken pizza takes planning and preparation,” I explained. His eyes flashed and I finished, “It’d have to be this Saturday, when I have a day off.”


He got even closer. I pulled in a breath because he was now really close. His head had to tip down really far, and if I moved up on my toes, just a tiny bit, I could actually touch my lips to his.


I felt another belly whoosh.


“Works for me,” he murmured.


Oh. Wow.


“’Kay,” I breathed.


He stood where he was. I stood and started drowning in his eyes. He didn’t move. I didn’t either. I felt my body lean toward his a centimeter, such was his hot-guy magnetic pull, at the same time I licked my lip. His eyes dropped to my mouth but not before I saw them get even darker and more fathomless. My heart started to beat in my throat. His cell rang.


Then his eyes closed and the spell was broken as he moved a bit away growling, “Fuck.”


He pulled his cell out of his back jeans pocket, hit a button and put it to his ear as his gaze came back to mine.


“Lawson,” he said into his phone, and I moved farther away, thinking distance was a good thing. He was a good neighbor. He didn’t need to be being neighborly and have the person he was being neighborly toward throw herself at him. That would be wrong. “Yeah, right,” he continued. “I said I’ll be there, I’ll be there. I got somethin’ I gotta do. When I’m done I’m on my way. Yeah?” He paused and kept hold of my gaze. “Right. Later.”


He shut down his cell and shoved it back in his pocket.


“Work?” I asked.


“Love it most the time, hate it right about now,” he answered.


“Uh-huh,” I mumbled like I understood what he meant when I didn’t. Changing a doohickey wasn’t the height of entertainment that you didn’t want to be torn away from to do work you loved.


“Gotta get this done, Mara,” he told me.


“Okay,” I replied.


He stared at me and didn’t move. I did the same.


His grin came back and he repeated, “Gotta get this done.”


“I know,” I said. “You have to get to work.”


“Yeah and I gotta get this done.”


I blinked then said, “So, um… can I help?”


“You can help by lettin’ me get this done.”


What did he mean? I wasn’t stopping him.


“Please,” I motioned to the sink, “carry on.”


His grin became a smile. “Sweetheart, what I’m sayin’ is,” he leaned in, “you’re a distraction.”


I was?


Oh God! He was saying he didn’t need me hanging around chatting with him.


I was such a dork!


“I’ll, uh… go make dinner.”


“Good idea.”


I nodded. “And thanks, um… for, you know,” I motioned to the sink again, “helping out, especially when you’re so busy.”


“Any time.”


“Well, I hope it doesn’t happen again,” I pointed out the obvious. “But thanks anyway.”


A sound came from deep in his chest. I realized it was an immensely attractive chuckle, and he said, his voice deep and vibrating with his chuckle, “Mara.”


There were many things I wished in my life. Many. Too many to count.


But the top one at that moment in time, scratched at the top of that list in a way I knew it would stay there a good long while, was that I wished with everything that was me that my life would lead me to a new life. One where I would hear Detective Mitch Lawson say my name in his deep voice that vibrated with his laughter time and time and time again.


“I’ll just go,” I whispered and turned to leave.


“I’ll show you the valve to turn off the water another time,” he offered to my back.


“Thanks,” I said to my bedroom.


Then I was out the door.


Detective Mitch Lawson left not ten minutes later. He was carrying his toolbox. He lifted a hand in a wave as he walked through my living-room-slash-dining-room space. But he stopped at the door, his eyes leveled on mine and he said two words.


“Saturday. Pizza.”


Then all I saw was my closed door.





CHAPTER TWO



Pizza


I SPRINKLED THE cheddar cheese liberally around the edges of the pizza dough to be certain when it cooked the dough would puff up, those edges would be thick and soft, like they always were, and crusted with yummy cheese. Then I stood back, swiping grated cheddar cheese residue from my hands.


I stared at the pizza. It was a work of art. My barbeque chicken pizza was great, but I could tell this one was better than any I’d made before. I’d put the chicken in to marinate yesterday morning, poking the breasts with the tip of a knife so the barbeque sauce would sink deep. I hadn’t broiled it in the broiler. Instead I’d grilled it on my cast-iron grill pan, which had been seasoned with much use, so the chicken pieces had deep charcoal grill marks. It was kind of a pain in the ass to do it that way but I knew it would taste a whole lot better. I’d bought the expensive black olives and taken time to chop the mushrooms fine. I used twice as much cheese, and I’d bought the expensive kind of that too.


Just looking at it, not to brag or anything, I knew this particular pizza could win awards. This particular pizza was fit for a king and it was definitely fit for Ten Point Five Detective Mitch Lawson.


* * *


My faucet had broken on Wednesday.


On Thursday, I’d gone to work, and because I was brimming with excitement over my encounter with Mitch, I had to tell someone. In a moment of quiet at the store, I grabbed Roberta and we curled up on one of the display beds. There, I told her everything (except my classification system of Ones to Tens and the fact that I was secretly in love with him, now more than ever).


* * *


I had been at Pierson’s for seven years, and Roberta had worked there for five.


She started out as a part-timer, doing something to bring in a little extra money for the household and to get herself out and about so she didn’t spend 24/7 with her kids. After that her husband decided he was in love with his best friend’s wife. He moved out. Then he moved from the suburbs of Denver to Portland, and suddenly Roberta was the primary breadwinner for herself and her three kids.


Our boss and the second generation Mr. Pierson who owned Pierson’s Mattress and Bed was a top-notch guy. He was a family man, loyal to his family and to his family of workers, so he put her on full time even though it was a hit for all his salespeople. We didn’t need another full-time salesperson and we worked mostly on commission.


Barney lost his mind and bitched about it all the time to anyone who would listen. But I figured Mr. Pierson knew Barney’s time was short since Barney was a dick and, like anyone, Mr. Pierson didn’t like dicks. But since Barney was a good salesperson Mr. Pierson didn’t really have a reason to get rid of him that was legal. That was, until Barney tried to make things so difficult for Roberta that she’d have to leave. He did this by being an even bigger dick to her. I talked her into lodging a complaint, then Barney was gone and all was well in the world of Pierson’s Mattress and Bed.


Roberta had been a Seven when I met her because she was pretty, petite, with thick brunette hair and a little extra weight that she held well. She was also happy with her family and her husband in their suburban house with two cars and vacations to Disney World. She’d slipped down to a Five Point Five when she got angry and moody and hated the world and mostly all the men in it after her husband left. Now she was back up and surpassed the Seven to be an Eight because she’d settled into her new life; her kids were great kids and came through the divorce really well because she was a great mom. She’d realized her husband had always been a big jerk, she just hadn’t noticed it so much because she loved him. Therefore, she had come through to the other side stronger. An independent woman with a happy non-nuclear family who was secure in the knowledge that she was a good mom and better off without her jerk of a husband.


Oh, and she had a new boyfriend and he was really cool.


When she heard about Mitch, it was Roberta who talked me into making the pizza.


“You have to!” she’d nearly shrieked. She did this because I’d waxed on perhaps a little too enthusiastically about Mitch’s looks, his warm smile and his neighborly behavior.


I shook my head. “I don’t know. He freaks me out.”


“Yeah, I get that. Johnny Depp came in and fixed my faucet then told me he wanted to try my pizza; that would freak me out too. But I’d still make him my freaking pizza.”


Johnny Depp was hot, very much so, but he was no comparison to Mitch. Too skinny, not tall enough and I doubted when he said my name it would sound as good as it did when Mitch said it.


“That’s easy to say,” I returned. “Johnny Depp is never going to fix your faucet. Mitch is my neighbor.” I leaned in closer to her. “You should have seen me, Roberta. I was a total dork. I made an absolute fool out of myself. I don’t need to sit down to pizza with him. I might drop some on my shirt or something worse. I might talk with my mouth full. I could do anything, say anything, he freaks me out that much.”


She examined my face and stated, “Seems to me he didn’t think you were a dork.”


“He did, I’m sure he did. He’s just nice. You don’t come right out and tell someone they’re a dork, especially not if you’re nice,” I returned.


“If he thought you were a dork and that was a turnoff to him, he wouldn’t ask for your pizza,” she pointed out.


I leaned back sharply and stared at her because this point held merit.


She kept speaking. “Maybe he likes dorks. Especially cute ones, because if you were a dork, I bet you were a cute one.”


I kept staring at her. No one liked dorks. Even cute ones.


Did they?


She grabbed my hand. “Mara, make him pizza. I know Destry jacked you around because Destry’s a jackass and that’s what jackasses do. But not all men are jackasses. It took me a while to learn that but I’m here to tell you it’s true.”


She was there to tell me it was true. She’d been seeing her boyfriend, Kenny, for seven months. He was a really nice guy and wasn’t hard on the eyes. He had two kids of his own and he was a good dad.


But I didn’t understand why she was talking about Destry, the Five Point Five who broke my heart.


Pizza with Mitch wasn’t a date. First he’d never ask me out on a date. Second Mitch was the kind of guy who, if he wanted a date, he’d ask for one. If he wanted anything from a woman, he’d ask for it and get it. I knew that from the number of Seven to Tens who frequented his apartment. A date with Mitch would be a date, not coming over for pizza.


“I don’t know,” I hedged.


“Make him pizza,” she urged.


“Really, Roberta, I’m not sure,” I told her.


“Make him pizza,” she pushed. “You aren’t pledging your troth. You’re making a nice, handsome guy pizza. So you drop barbeque sauce on your shirt. It wouldn’t be the end of the world.” She squeezed my hand. “What would be the end of the world is if you stuck yourself in that apartment with your candles and music, having LaTanya over for Glee, going over to B and B’s for tarot card nights, coming to my place for action movie marathons and that was it in your life. No risks. No chances. Nothing that made your heart beat faster. Nothing that made your toes curl. Nothing that was exciting. Nothing that gave you a thrill. That, honey…” she gave me another hand squeeze, “would be the end of the world.”


“I don’t need a thrill, or not that kind of thrill. Mitch Lawson is not the kind of thrill for the likes of me,” I explained, and her face turned funny as she looked at me.


“Everyone needs that kind of thrill, Mara, and I don’t understand what you mean ‘the likes of you.’ The likes of you should be having those kinds of thrills all the time. Honestly, I’ve wondered. LaTanya has wondered. B and B have wondered. Even Mr. Pierson wonders why you aren’t living a thrill a minute.”


I didn’t understand what she was saying, but explaining to her what the likes of me meant was explaining to her my One to Ten Classification System. I didn’t want to do that, especially explaining where I felt I came in on the scale.


I’d learned not to share this information, because friends who cared about you always tried to talk you into believing you were so far up that scale it was unreal. My oldest friend, Lynette, who still lived back in Iowa, was the only person I’d told about my system. She even tried to talk me into believing I topped the scale at Mitch’s rank of Ten Point Five. She was convinced of it and tried to convince me. I knew she was wrong and I knew she was convinced I was a Ten Point Five because she liked me. I liked her too. She was a definite Eight Point Five. When she was in a good mood and her sunny disposition shone even more brightly, she soared up to a Nine Point Five, so she had nothing to worry about.


I couldn’t wander around in a daze of thinking I was in another league, which meant making the mistake of making a move toward someone out of my league. This, as I had learned the hard way, only led to a broken heart.


Therefore, I didn’t explain because friends could be convincing. That was why I got messed up with Destry, who had the looks of a Seven but was a Five Point Five since he was a jackass. Friends could be very convincing. I’d been convinced of other things due to friends. Some of them good, like when Lynette talked me into getting the hell out of Iowa and away from my crazy mother. Some of them bad, case in point Destry.


Because I couldn’t tell Roberta all this, I gave in on the pizza. Since Mitch had moved in, I had managed to go from nearly fainting every time I saw him to being able to say good morning. I’d survived him in my place being nice and teasing me. Perhaps I could have pizza with him. Maybe if he came to another one of Brent and Bradon’s parties or LaTanya’s cocktail extravaganzas, I could chitchat with him before escaping. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.


Because of this I went to the grocery store after work, got the ingredients for the pizza, two bottles of red, two bottles of white and two six packs (one of fancy beer, one of good old American beer) so Mitch would have choice. Friday morning I set the chicken to marinate and Saturday morning I went back out to the grocery store so the salad fixings would be fresh. If I was going to make pizza for Ten Point Five Mitch Lawson, it was going to be a pizza feast fit for a king.


* * *


I slid the pizza in my fridge, turned on the oven in preparation for baking, grabbed my phone, hit the three for speed dial and Bradon picked up.


“Hey girl, what’s shakin’?” he asked, having caller ID on his phone and knowing it was me.


“Can you do me a favor, look out your window and tell me if Mitch’s SUV is there?”


I heard silence before I heard Bradon ask, “Why?”


“He fixed my faucet and payback is me making him barbeque chicken pizza. The pizza is ready and I just want to check if he’s there before I go over and knock.”


I heard more silence then, “You made him your pizza?”


“He asked for it.”


I heard even more silence before Bradon shouted, “Brent! Get this! Mara made her barbeque chicken pizza for Mitch. He fixed her faucet. He’s going over there tonight for pizza!”


Ohmigod!


B and B lived right across from Mitch! He might be able to hear Bradon shout.


“You’re joking!” I heard Brent shout back then I heard a closer-to-the-phone shout of, “Excellent!”


“Bray!” I hissed. “Stop shouting!”


“I love this,” Bradon said in my ear.


“I love it too!” I heard Brent shout.


“Why?” I asked.


“Because it’s cool and because it’s about time. I don’t know what your deal is, girl, but he is hot. I was a girl and I was straight, I would have made my move a long time ago,” Bradon told me.


“This isn’t a move. This is a thank-you pizza,” I informed him.


“Uh-huh,” Bray mumbled. “I hope you’re wearing that little camisole, the sage-y gray one that’s satin. It’s hot. You’re hot in it. And if I was straight and you made me pizza and I came over and you were wearing that top, I’d jump you…” he paused, “before the pizza.”


See what I mean? Friends always thought you were in a different zone than you truly were.


“It’s just a neighborly thanks-for-fixing-my-faucet pizza,” I again explained.


“Right. Wear that top,” Bradon returned.


“Definitely wear that top,” Brent said loudly in the background.


“With those jeans, the tight ones that are faded and have the split in the knee,” Bradon added.


“Oh yeah,” I heard Brent put in. “And the silver sandals. Not the wedges. The ones with the stiletto heel.”


“Absolutely. Those silver sandals are beyond hot. They’re smokin’ hot,” Bradon continued.


“I can’t wear those sandals with those jeans. Those jeans are knockabout jeans. Those sandals are fancy sandals,” I argued. “You don’t put those together.”


“Oh yeah you do, especially since those jeans do things to your ass that would knock the gay out of Elton John,” Bradon retorted.


These guys.


“Whatever,” I muttered and got back to the matter at hand. “Can you just tell me if his SUV is out there?”


I didn’t want to wander over there and knock if he wasn’t there and I didn’t want to have to go out there to see if his SUV was there. If I had to take time out to do anything that scary, I’d lose my nerve. I’d made the pizza. I’d gone all out. I was psyched up. This had to go smoothly. Anything going wrong could put me off.


There was nothing for a second from Bradon and I figured he was going to his living room window then I heard, “Yeah, his SUV is there.”


Damn. Suddenly I decided that was bad news.


“Change into that outfit, girl, and go, go, go,” Bradon encouraged. “Then call me tomorrow morning when he’s out buying you a bagel and let us know if he’s as good with that fabulous body as the way he moves promises.”


I felt these words all over my body, but my scalp, nipples and points south tingled the most.


Would that I lived in a world where Detective Mitch Lawson ate my pizza, spent the night and left my bed the next morning to buy me a bagel. I loved bagels. I’d love Mitch leaving my bed to buy me one more. Mostly because that would mean he was coming back.


“Shut up. You’re freaking me out,” I told Bradon.


“You shut up, change and go get him, tigress,” he returned and then disconnected.


I hit the off button on my phone. Then I sucked in breath. Then my feet took me to my bedroom and for some fool reason, I changed into the camisole, the faded, tight jeans and slipped on my silver sandals. I put on lip gloss (I’d already put on makeup, not heavy, just enough to lift me from a Two to my Two Point Five) and spritzed myself with perfume.


Why I did any of this, I didn’t know. I just did. Maybe it was because hope springs eternal. Maybe it was just because I was stupid.


But I did it and I really shouldn’t have.


Before I lost my nerve, I hoofed it over to Mitch’s and before my mind could talk me out of it, I knocked on the door.


I stood outside thinking I was an idiot, wishing I’d kept on my nicer jeans and semi-nice tee and flip-flops. I wished this so long that it was a moment before I realized that he hadn’t answered the door.


My head turned to the side and I looked to the parking lot. His SUV was definitely there.


Maybe I didn’t knock loud enough.


I knocked again, louder but not insistent and not long. Just three sharp raps. If he didn’t open the door in ten seconds I was going back to my place. I could eat the whole pizza by myself. It would take days but I could do it. I’d done it before. He was probably taking a nap. He worked all hours. He probably needed naptime so he’d be alert when he was bringing criminals to justice.


The door opened, not all the way, and Mitch stood in it.


I stopped breathing.


“Mara,” he said softly, his eyes moving the length of me. The lack of oxygen and the intensity of which I liked it when he said my name made me feel faint.


With effort I pulled myself together, shot him a smile that I hoped looked genuine and not scared out of my brain and I said, “Saturday. Pizza time.”


“Who’s that?” a woman’s voice came from inside his apartment and she sounded ticked.


I stopped breathing again. The warmth fled Mitch’s face and his jaw clenched.


Then he said, “Mara, Christ, I’m sorry but now’s not a good time.”


Damn. Shit. Damn. Shit, shit, shit.


“Right,” I whispered then tried and failed to rally. “Okay then, um…”


God! I was a dork! Why was I such a dork? Being a dork knocked me down to a One Point Five.


“Mara—”


I talked over him. “I’ll just,” I jerked my thumb over my shoulder, “let you go.”


I turned. I didn’t want to but I couldn’t stop myself from running across the breezeway, my heels clicking triple time on the cement.


I didn’t make it to the door. I was brought up short and this happened because Mitch’s hand caught mine and tugged. I had no choice but to whirl to face him.


“Mara, just give me—”


I pulled at my hand but didn’t succeed in freeing it. His hand was big. It engulfed mine. It was strong and so warm. Unbelievably warm.


“Some other time,” I told him.


“I asked,” a woman’s voice came at us. I looked around his body and saw a stunning Nine Point Seven Five standing in his doorway, arms crossed on her chest, face pissy. Even so, nothing could change how incredibly beautiful she was. She was wearing an outfit that cost about five times what mine did, and my shoes were pretty expensive. “Who’s that?”


“Give me a minute,” Mitch growled, and my eyes went to him to see he was looking over his shoulder and he didn’t seem very happy.


“Baby, you don’t have a minute,” she shot back, all attitude.


“Give me a minute,” Mitch clipped and I knew from the way he spoke he really wasn’t very happy.


“Mitch,” I called and his eyes came back to me. “Some other time,” I repeated but it was a lie.


I’d learned my lesson. I’d chitchat with him at LaTanya and Derek’s and B and B’s should they have get-togethers but no more pizza. No more. No thrill or belly whoosh was worth this. This was humiliating.


“I’ll be over in fifteen,” he told me and I blinked.


“You’ll what?” the Nine Point Seven Five snapped.


“No, really, that’s okay,” I said quickly. “Some other time.”


“You made pizza,” Mitch stated, squeezing my hand. His eyes moved down the length of me, telling me he knew what the camisole meant, what the sandals meant, that I’d aimed high. He was a good guy and he wasn’t going to shoot me down. Not now. Not in front of her.


I felt like crying.


“Promise, it’s okay,” I told him.


“I’ll be over in fifteen,” he repeated.


I couldn’t take any more. With a rough twist, I pulled my hand from his and took a huge step back, my shoulders slamming into my door.


“Some other time,” I whispered, whirled, turned my doorknob and flew into my house, slamming my door.


I wished I didn’t slam my door but I couldn’t help it. My momentum was such I couldn’t stop it. Then I ran to my oven and turned it off. Off to my bedroom, where I changed clothes and shoes, grabbed my bag. I checked my peephole and listened, opening my door a crack to look. When I saw the coast was clear, I ran into the breezeway, down the stairs and to my car.


I took off and I wasn’t home in fifteen minutes. I wasn’t home after an hour. I went to Cherry Creek Mall and bought a ticket for a movie that started in an hour and a half. I got myself a pretzel for dinner. I kicked around in a few stores not seeing anything, not allowing myself to feel much of anything and then I watched the movie.


I didn’t get home until late.


Even so, I’d barely walked in and turned on the lights when I heard the knock on my door. I closed my eyes, went to the door, and looked through the peephole.


It was Mitch.


God.


I put my forehead to the door and stood there, not moving. He knocked again. I still didn’t move.


“Mara, open the door,” his deep voice called.


God!


I moved, opened the door a bit and stood in it.


“Hey,” I said, and the minute my eyes hit him, I again felt like crying.


They needed to separate the zones. Mandatory boundaries. Ones to Threes got Canada (because there were a lot of us and we needed the space). Fours to Sixes got the US. The fewer numbered Sevens to Tens got the sultry, tropical beauty of Mexico. If they separated us, things like this wouldn’t happen and therefore hurt like this wouldn’t be felt.


“Can I come in?” he asked.


“It’s late,” I answered.


His whole face warmed. God, he was beautiful.


“Sweetheart, let me in,” he said gently.


He was also nice. So nice. Why did that suck? Why couldn’t he be one of those arrogant Ten Plusses? Sure, if he was, it might knock him down to an Eight but he’d still be an Eight and out of my league.


“Mitch, it’s really late.”


He studied me. Then he nodded.


I thought I was off the hook, but then he said, “Does your pizza keep?”


I blinked at him. “Pardon?”


He asked a different question. “Did you eat it?”


“Um… no,” I answered.


“Does it keep?”


“I think so,” I told him, though I didn’t know. I made it. I baked it. I ate it. I’d never tested to see if it would keep in raw form prior to baking.


“Tomorrow night. Seven thirty. I’ll be back.”


My breath left me.


When I sucked some back in, I told him quietly, “You don’t have to do this.”


His brows drew together and he replied, “I know that. What I don’t know is why you’d think I’d think I do.”


There was no way I was going to explain it to him, especially since I knew he knew; he was just being nice, so instead I said, “I’m just saying.”


“What?” he asked when I said no more. I didn’t respond so he continued, “What are you just saying?”


“I’m saying you don’t have to do this.”


He started to look impatient before he said, “Mara, let me in.”


“I’m tired and I need to work tomorrow.”


“I’m thinkin’ we need to talk right now.”


I shook my head. “There’s nothing to say. I should have maybe slipped you a note or something to tell you when I’d be over. I’m sorry that I put you in that—”


He cut me off, definitely impatient, “Mara, just let me in.”


“Mitch, really. Sundays are crazy at work. I need to sleep.”


“That wasn’t what you thought it was,” he told me.


I shook my head again. “There’s no need to explain.”


“Jesus, Mara, just let me in.”


“I’ll knock on your door next time, leave you a note, give you a warning, make sure you’re free.”


“Mara—”


I stepped away from the door and started closing it, “’Night, Mitch.”


“Damn it, Mara.”


I closed the door, locked it and ran to my room, closing that door too.


Then I got in my nightgown, slid into my bed and finally let myself cry.


A long time later, when I was done, I wiped my face, and then I went to sleep.


Alone.


Like many Ones to Threes did every night.





CHAPTER THREE



Messes


IT WAS A week after the Mitch Incident.


My candles were lit and I was lying on my couch listening to my Chill Out at Home Premier Edition, the first of the Chill-Out playlists I’d created. Al Green was singing “How Can You Mend a Broken Heart,” and I was doing nothing but listening to him sing and drinking a glass of red wine.


I didn’t know if Mitch had come over Sunday night because I wrapped up my pizza and took it to work. I put it in the fridge in the break room and took it to Roberta’s after work. I cooked it in her oven, and both Roberta and I managed to eat a piece before her children decimated it. I hung out with Roberta watching action movies until it was way late, and I needed to get home before I was too tired to operate a motor vehicle.


Incidentally, this proved my pizza kept prior to baking.


Roberta asked about pizza with Mitch mainly because she was curious, but also because it didn’t bode well that she was eating Mitch’s pizza. I told her that Mitch hadn’t been able to make it. She looked about as disappointed as I felt.


Okay, maybe not that disappointed. Since I felt the need to scan newspaper ads to find an apartment somewhere on the other side of Denver—far away from Mitch. But not before I became an alcoholic in order to numb the pain.


But she did look really disappointed.


Luckily, I’d worked the next two days and found reasons to get home later than normal. Both nights this effort proved unnecessary, as his SUV wasn’t there when I got home.


Wednesday, however, I was off, and that night at five thirty there came a knock on my door. I went to the door and looked through the peephole to see Mitch standing outside. He didn’t look happy. He looked impatient and maybe a little angry. When I kept looking and he kept looking angrier, I stopped looking and put my forehead to the door again. He knocked again. I didn’t move or make a noise.


He stopped knocking, and when I pulled in a breath and chanced a look through the peephole, he was gone.


There was no more from Mitch. He didn’t come back even though for the next three nights when I got home, later than normal each time, his SUV was in the parking lot.


It was now Sunday, my day off. Since I ran all my weekly errands after work, I could hole myself up in my apartment, clean, putter around and avoid even the possibility of running into Mitch. I also avoided the phone that day and the many times throughout the week that Brent and Bradon and LaTanya (who, clearly, B and/or B told about Mitch and pizza) had phoned, left messages and texted—all asking about Mitch.


I definitely had to move.


On that thought, my phone rang and I really wanted to ignore it but I didn’t. It might be Lynette, and I could use talking to Lynette. I’d known her since seventh grade. She’d get it about Mitch. She wouldn’t agree with it but she’d get it. I was toying with calling her anyway. We talked once a week at least and we were due.


When I got to my phone, I saw my caller ID on my house phone said Stop ‘n’ Go—Zuni.


I felt my brows draw together at the same time I felt my heart speed up. I picked up the phone, beeped it on and put it to my ear hoping B and B or LaTanya hadn’t headed out to some Stop ‘n’ Go to wangle a conversation with me. I was hoping more that whatever it was wasn’t about Billy and Billie.


“Hello,” I greeted.


“This Mara?” a gruff male voice asked.


“Um… yes,” I answered.


“You know some kids named Billy and Billie?”


I felt panic seize my chest.


Just as I feared, it was about Billy and Billie, my stupid, lame, petty criminal cousin Bill’s kids.


Bill had followed me out to Denver, which was something I didn’t need. When we were kids, I loved Bill. He was fun and funny and we got on great.


When he got older, he wasn’t so easy to love. Mainly because the way he had fun and the way he dragged me into it and got me into trouble was no longer so great. He’d never stopped liking hanging with me. I’d stopped liking hanging with him. I left Iowa to escape my crazy mom (whose sister was Bill’s crazy mom) but also to escape Bill and his antics.


Unfortunately, Bill followed me.


Also unfortunately, in the ensuing years, Bill had two kids with two different women. Both women wisely took off. Both women were the kind of women who, when they took off, they left their kids behind. And these were precisely the kinds of women with whom Bill would hook up.


So Bill had Billy, his son, who was nine. And also Billerina, his daughter, who was six.


Yes, he named his daughter Billerina. Seriously, he was stupid, lame, a petty criminal, a joke and so much of all of these that he didn’t realize he was also cruel. Bill called her Billie, thinking it was funny because he was stupid, lame and not very funny.


I loved those kids and I spent as much time with them as I could. They were the reason I was able to get home late twice that week since I went to go visit them.


Unfortunately this time came with spending time with Bill. But I loved them enough to put up with their father. Seeing as I was the only solid adult in their life whose love came unconditionally and without a shitload of dysfunction attached to it, they loved me.


Also seeing as Bill was the idiot to beat all idiots, sometimes shit happened, and during those times, I was always dragged in. I didn’t want Bill’s shit hitting the fan and splattering his kids. Unfortunately shit was happening more frequently lately and my normal concern was escalating to panic.


“Yes,” I answered the gruff voice.


“You their ma?” he asked.


“No… I’m a family friend,” I answered. “Are they okay?”


“The boy said you’re his guardian. You his guardian?” the gruff voice asked.


“Um… yes,” I lied. “Um… we, uh… got separated—”


“Right, whatever. You need to come get ’em. They’re hungry. Stop ‘n’ Go. Zuni.”


Then he hung up.


I closed my eyes, beeped the phone off and flew into action.


Billy and Billie ran away a lot. Well, Billy did and he took his sister with him.


Billy had somehow managed to get himself a smart gene in the gene cesspool he’d been offered. At nine, he knew the life he’d been born into was not a safe life to live. Maybe he got this gene from me, for I’d also figured my shitty life out early (around the age of four) and felt the same way. Billy had also somehow managed to get himself a loyal and sweet gene, which meant he took care of his sister.


Billie had managed to get mostly adorable little girl genes, which apparently were strong and coated you with Teflon so that your shitty life could bounce off you and you could only see the wonders of the world. She thought I was wonderful. She thought her father was wonderful. But mostly she thought her brother was wonderful.


Two out of three weren’t bad.


I blew out the candles, turned off the music, grabbed my purse and hightailed it out of my apartment. I was rushing hell-bent for leather, my head down, my mind consumed with this problem.


This was the fourth time in half as many months that Billy had tried to run away taking Billie with him. In other words, Billy’s great escapes were escalating. Something was not right in the Bill, Billy and Billie household, more than the normal not right. It was becoming clear that I was going to need to wade in. I didn’t want to wade in with Bill. Wading in with Bill meant that shit might get stuck to me. But I couldn’t leave Billy and Billie in a situation that was worse than the normal not right. The normal not right was already pretty freaking bad.


“Whoa, Mara, Jesus!” I heard right before I slammed into Detective Mitch Lawson near to the top of the stairs.


He went down two steps, me going with him. He threw his arm out and grabbed the railing. I was moving so fast I couldn’t stop, so my body collided with his. To steady myself my hands automatically lifted to clutch his shirt at his chest. His other arm wrapped tight around my waist. He managed to stop us from both tumbling backward down the steps to possibly break bones or crack open skulls when we hit the cement sidewalk.


When we teetered to a stop, I looked up at him.


A week away and he was no less gorgeous. Indeed, that close, he was even more gorgeous than ever.


“Sorry,” I whispered.


“You all right?” he asked.


“Yeah, sorry,” I said again, trying to take a step back.


His arm around my waist tightened and not just a little, a lot. So much that even though my torso was already resting against him from chest to belly this tightening made it so my torso was plastered against him from chest to hips.


“What’s the hurry?” he asked.


“I…” I hesitated, not wanting to share anything with him. But I really did not want to share that I had a hick, stupid, lame, petty criminal for a cousin. And I further did not want to share that Bill was the definition of Not A Great Father whose kids I had to rescue again. “Need to be somewhere,” I decided to say.


His eyes moved over my face and their movement was doing funny things to my belly at the same time my heart was tripping over itself due to our proximity. This was because I’d just discovered his body felt as hard and muscled as it looked, while my two precious second cousins were hungry at a Stop ‘n’ Go.


“Is everything all right?” he asked.


“Yeah,” I lied. “Fine, I just need to be somewhere.”


“Your face doesn’t say everything is fine,” he replied.


“It is,” I lied again.


“It isn’t,” he returned.


I stopped clutching his shirt and pushed against his hard chest.


“Really, Mitch, I have to go,” I told him.


“Where?”


“I need to pick something up.”


“What?”


I stopped pushing and glared at him, beginning to lose my temper mainly because the gruff-voiced guy said Billy and Billie were hungry.


“Would you let me go? I’ve got to be somewhere.”


“I’ll let you go when you tell me where you’ve got to be and why your face is pale and you look freaked.”


I lost a bit more of my temper. “It’s none of your business,” I said. “Really, let me go.”


His arm gave me a squeeze and his face changed from looking kind of curious and definitely alert to still definitely alert and kind of pissed.


“Four years I see you and every time I see you, you’re in your own world. Goin’ to work, comin’ home with groceries or from the mall. You’re never in a rush but you’re always in your head, and I can see that’s a decent place to be.”


I blinked at him, shocked he paid that much attention.


“Now you’re sprinting down the stairs, not lookin’ where you’re goin’ when you’re always careful to look where you’re goin’, and you’re in your head but wherever you are in there, it is far from a decent place to be.” I was still staring up at him but now unblinking and I felt my lips had parted. He went on, “You got a problem?”


“I—” I started to lie but stopped when his arm gave me another squeeze, pressing the breath out of me.


“And don’t lie,” he warned.


I took in a breath. Then I thought of the kids. Then I decided I probably shouldn’t lie because, clearly, I was right about police detectives. Even though he didn’t know me, he had finely honed skills where he could totally figure me out and know when I was lying. He wasn’t going to let me go until I told him the truth. And I needed him to let me go for a variety of reasons.


“Family problems,” I explained honestly.


“Bad?” he asked.


I shook my head. “Annoying.”


That was a fib rather than a lie since I wasn’t certain it was bad. I just figured it was getting there.


“You need me to come with you?” he offered.


“No!” I blurted too fast and too loudly and on a desperate pull against his arm, which made him give me another squeeze, keeping me right where I was.


When I calmed enough to register the look on his face I realized my mistake. I should have kept cool and paid attention to him. Close attention. For he still looked very alert, he now looked very pissed and he’d added a narrow-eyed, alert, angry disbelief, which I knew for sure was not a good addition.


“Now, sweetheart,” he said in a soft, dangerous voice, “I’m thinkin’ you just lied to me.”


Oh boy.


Mental note: If given the chance again, never but never lie to Detective Mitch Lawson.


“Not really,” I evaded (not a lie). “This happens sometimes.”


“What happens?” he asked, and I figured he was good at his job, especially in the interrogation rooms.


“I have a cousin, he’s… well, he’s kind of a mess and he’s got two kids. I’m close with his kids and sometimes I need to…” I searched for a word, found it and said, “intervene.”


“What kind of mess is he?” he asked.


“What kinds are there?” I asked back.


“Lots of kinds,” he answered.


“He’s all those,” I answered too.


He studied me. Then he muttered, “Shit.”


I took in a breath, put minor pressure on my hands at his chest and whispered carefully, “Mitch, I really need to get to the kids.”


He studied me again. Then he said, “Right.”


Finally he let me go and stepped down another step. Again I felt that crush of disappointment at the same time I felt relief.
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