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      “Shit.”

      The uneven flapping of rubber slapped against the dirt road and Finnegan McCullough tugged the battered wheel of his truck, hauling his flatbed to the shoulder. That was the second tire he’d lost in a month. The roads on their family property were eaten up from a long, icy winter.

      Climbing out of the truck, his yellow work boots stomped over the dried, packed clay as he took in the damage.

      “Bloody hell.” There was no patching that.

      From the bed of the truck, he grabbed the jack and donut. Heat beat through his flannel as he dropped to his knees and⁠—

      What was that sound?

      He paused. This far out in the woods there were only bears and no bear he’d ever seen had made noises like that. His lungs stilled as he tilted his head, focusing on the sound. The slow buzz of insects and then—there it was—soft, breathy pants, a steady pulse of soft taps. It sounded like…fucking.

      Narrowing his eyes, he squinted at the horizon as the late afternoon sun pierced the green canopy. He turned, but saw no one. Abandoning the jack and spare, he stood and beat the ginger dust off his knees. Whoever was getting their jollies in his family’s woods was about to be interrupted. This was private property.

      His long, clipped strides rounded the truck and came up short. The noise was coming from a dense part of the woods where a narrow path was rutted into the earth. A twig snapped under his foot as he brushed aside a fern and stepped onto the rough trail. Too late.

      Something big slammed into him and white light flashed behind his eyes as he stumbled backward. Pain exploded in his face like when one is blindsided with a basketball. There was a shrill scream.

      “Son of a bitch!” His fingers pressed into his eyes as he waited for the sharp smarting to dissipate. The screaming wasn’t helping matters.

      Cracking his eyelids, he took in the panicked screamer as her body twisted to flee, only to land roughly on the gravel. She twisted again and continued to scream. Her chest moved under a cotton tank top. A trail of sweat worked its way down her flushed cheeks where the threads of earplugs hung.

      When she continued to shriek and scrambled to her feet, he yanked out an ear bud and snapped, “What the hell are you doing?”

      She hurdled back, her breasts heaving as she threw up her arms. “Don’t touch me!”

      He scowled. “Don’t touch you? You nearly broke my nose and you’re on my property. I could shoot you if I wanted.”

      Her rosy cheeks paled and her blue eyes went as wide as saucers. Full, pink lips opened and closed like a trout. Scrambling to her feet, she glanced over her shoulder. Her flaxen ponytail, dark with perspiration, swished and smacked him in the face. Her panicked eyes glanced back at him and she bolted past him.

      “Hey!”

      Her round, little form burst through the trees and he cursed. Where the hell was she going now? Cursing, he took off after her. Nothing like chasing some broad after nine hours of sweating his balls off in the lumberyard.

      His truck cut off her escape and his fingers latched onto her arm. Slamming her back into the rusted door, she screamed again and he winced.

      Her panicked cries only cut off when he shook her. “Stop screaming!”

      “Please don’t hurt me!” she babbled.

      He frowned. “Who are you?”

      “Mmm—Mallory. Mallory Fenton.”

      “What are you doing on my property, Mallory Fenton?”

      “I didn’t realize it was private property. I was jogging in the community park and must’ve gotten confused.”

      “Jogging? The parks three miles from here.”

      Her brow rose. “It is? I didn’t realize I went that far.”

      He released her arm and stepped back. “Well…this is private land.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

      They had to watch for poachers this far out, but she didn’t strike him as the type. “No harm.”

      Her gaze traced over his face and her brow knit. “You’re bleeding.”

      Running a finger under his nose, he drew back his hand and found a dab of red. He’d live. “Yeah, I was nearly bulldozed by a rogue runner.”

      She winced and lowered her eyes. “I’m really sorry. I didn’t expect to run into anyone out here. Literally.”

      “Well, maybe next time you might want to try running on the high school track.”

      Her lips trembled and she looked away. In a quiet voice, she mumbled, “Sorry.” Her expression shuttered.

      Did he say something wrong? Now that the panic was over, she seemed to withdraw. They awkwardly stood there for a moment and she shifted. “Um, I guess I’ll just head back the way I came.”

      He stepped aside. Her fist pressed into her ribs as if she had a cramp. She didn’t look like a track star. Her skin was flushed to her chest, which was notable. Her hips filled out her shorts and her thighs jiggled as she stepped back onto the rough path. He frowned. She wasn’t jogging. Her steps appeared tired and lagging.

      “Are you planning on walking all the way back to the park? It’ll be dark before you make it out of the woods.”

      She sighed and glanced up at the sky. She was still breathing heavy from exertion. “This is what I get…” she muttered under her breath. Then, in a stronger voice, she said, “I’ll be fine. Sorry I trespassed on your property.”

      Center County was a pretty tight knit community. Finn had never seen her before. She must be new. That was probably why she didn’t realize this entire mountain was pretty much McCullough land. He sighed. “If you can wait a few minutes I can give you a lift.”

      Her beaten-in Nikes crunched over the gravel as she turned, her expression weighing his words—as well as his serial killer qualities, he imagined.

      Holding out his arms, he said, “I’m not a psychopath. It’s easy to get lost in these woods if you don’t know where you’re going. I’d hate to see that happen. I got a flat. If you can wait a minute while I fix it, I’ll drop you wherever you need to go.”

      Her lips tightened. “Are there really bears and stuff in these woods?”

      He chuckled. “You could say that. I definitely wouldn’t want to be walking unarmed at night.”

      Ground scraped under her rubber shoes as she stepped closer. “My car's at the bottom of the trail.” She was sweaty. Her skin glistened under the remaining sun.

      He nodded, a bit distracted by her soft form. The fabric of her cotton top was darker where perspiration had run between her breasts. Golden beams of sunlight threw shadows over them and the temperature began to drop, the same way it did every night in these parts. Her nipples pressed through her clothing. She was packed into that sports bra under her clothes.

      She cleared her throat and his gaze jerked back to her face. “Sorry,” he muttered and quickly turned to grab the jack.

      She didn’t say much as he fixed the tire. The rim fell like a ton of bricks into his flatbed and he stood, wiping the grease off his fingers onto an old rag. His gaze inspected her. She was average height for a girl, sort of plump and curvy, and she definitely didn’t look like a runner. “You’re not from around here, are you?”

      “I just moved here. I’m from Philly.” She kept staring at him.

      “My brother goes to school there. Villanova. You know it?”

      She smiled and nodded. Her teeth were a straight line of pearls. “Yeah⁠—”

      His hand went to his hip as his phone started chirping. He held up a finger telling her to hold that thought and brought it to his ear.

      “Hey.”

      “Fin, where are you? I’ve been sitting here for an hour.”

      He glanced at his watch. “Sorry, babe. I had to work over and then I got a flat.”

      “Another flat?” Erin asked, and he grit his teeth at the suspicious tone in her voice.

      “Yeah.”

      His girlfriend sighed. “Well, when are you coming to pick me up?”

      He glanced at the girl. What was her name? Melissa? Maloney? Mallory? Yeah, Mallory. “I gotta take care of some shit and then I’ll be there. Give me an hour.”

      She huffed into the phone. “Why don’t I just meet you there?” She said this in a tone that spoke nothing of favors and understanding. He wasn’t being baited.

      “That’d be great. I’ll see you when I get there.” His thumb rolled over the end call button and he stuffed it back in his pocket. He turned to Mallory and noticed her expression changed as she looked at the ground.

      It was getting dark. “You ready?” he asked.

      She nodded and silently went around to the passenger side of the truck. The door whined as she pried it open. Gonna have to get some WD40 on that.

      

      Mallory sank into the broken-in, leather, bench seat. She was such an idiot. Her doctor had given her a world of crap at her last physical because of her weight. He basically freaked her out, warning that if she didn’t get her act together she was going to run into a shit storm of health issues because her family’s medical history was a hodgepodge of diabetes and autoimmune diseases. He successfully freaked her out and she’d—like everything else she did—barreled head first into a plan. Like always, she’d wound up embarrassing herself. Now she was lost, getting a ride home from some mountain man who was like a wet dream in flannel.

      She sighed. Of course the first time she ran into—literally—a hot guy in Center County, she’d nearly plowed him down like a bull in a china shop. And, of course, she was a fat, sweaty, panting mess when he saw her. And, of course, he had a girlfriend, so why the hell did she care? Yeah, that all sounded about right.

      She clicked her seatbelt, stretching it as far as it could go. She was all too aware of how the strap hugged and accentuated her ugly parts.

      The truck roared to life. Closed in the roomy cab with him she could smell his skin. What was that? It wasn’t like the cologne guys wore at home. This was a piney smell, sweet like sap with some briny, manly edge to it.

      “We’ll have to take it slow so I don’t lose the donut too.”

      His voice was gravelly and distracting. Almost as distracting as the mention of donut. Mmm…Boston cream—stop! You don’t eat that crap anymore. Think of carrots. Delicious, raw, slices of—oh, fuck it. She wanted a donut.

      As they drove over the bumpy pass of road, she eyed him slyly. He was tall. His long, muscled arms handled the steering wheel with evident strength. He was owning that flannel shirt too. Guys didn’t dress like that at home. This wasn’t the Kurt Cobain type flannel. No, this flannel was his bitch. It was soft and faded, and stretched over his broad shoulders like a second skin. She frowned as she realized she was jealous of a shirt.

      Averting her gaze, she stared out the window. Behind the soft reflection of trees going by in the dark she caught her reflection. Dear God, she looked hideous.

      Her hand smoothed her ponytail and she winced as her fingers touched the damp, sweaty mop. Yeah, this is why she went to the park and not the gym or the high school. Nothing like working out next to Redneck Barbie to make her feel more like a slob.

      Was his girlfriend the Barbie type? She glanced at him again out of her peripheral vision. Yeah, probably.

      Her shoulders slumped into the seat. She just wanted to get back to her car and get home. Mallory sighed as she considered the steamed broccoli that waited for her there. God, she wanted a Philly cheesesteak.

      “Do you run a lot?”

      His question caught her off guard. “Um, I’m trying to. I need to lose some weight.” She winced. Smooth, Mallory. Draw his attention to your flaws. Like he didn’t already notice. She recalled his comment about being nearly ‘bulldozed’ by her. Nothing like having a hot guy compare her to twenty-ton truck.

      “Girls worry too much about their weight.”

      “According to my doctor, I don’t worry enough.” Why was she telling him this? Shut up!

      He glanced at her then back at the road. Thankfully, he made no further comment on the issue. He probably agreed. “What made you move to Center County?”

      A chance at a new beginning. “Work.”

      “What do you do?”

      “I’m a secretary. I’ll be working at the high school in the fall.”

      “Oh, yeah? My sister-in-law teaches there. My brother, Colin, is really involved with the afterschool programs too.”

      “Colin McCullough?” He’d been on the panel of people to interview her.

      “Yeah, that’s him. You know him?”

      “He interviewed me.”

      “No shit. Small world. You should like it there. They just redid the gym. If you wanted, I could talk to Colin about letting you use it.”

      Not this again. “That’s okay. I’d rather stick to the park.”

      He nodded like he understood her reasoning when she knew he didn’t. “Just make sure you mind the markers. Sometimes people sneak on our land to hunt. You don’t want to get inadvertently shot.”

      No, that certainly wasn’t on the agenda. She nodded.

      “How often do you run?”

      Not enough. “Every day.”

      His brows lifted. He was probably calculating her weight and calling her a liar. Well, she was trying. She’d only just started this new ‘lifestyle’. Like calling it that instead of a diet made it better.

      “I don’t run unless something’s chasing me,” he said, and she laughed.

      “I hate it.” The confession slipped out before she could pull it back.

      “Then why do it?”

      “Because I don’t want to be fat or die from some illness that stems from obesity.”

      He scowled at her then turned back to the wheel. “You are not obese.”

      “Uh, yeah, I am. Morbidly, actually.”

      “How much do you weigh?”

      She balked. “You did not just ask me that!”

      “Sure I did. How much? I bet you can’t be more than one-seventy.”

      Well wasn’t he sweet. She hadn’t seen numbers that low in years. “You’re way off.”

      “Girls overdramatize things. How much? One-eighty?”

      “Stop asking.”

      “Why won’t you tell me? It’s just a number.”

      “You’re not supposed to ask girls how much they weigh.”

      “Why? I’d tell someone if they asked me.”

      “Yeah, look at you. If I were built like you, I’d probably run around naked.” Holy shit, did she really just say that?

      He laughed. “That’s always an option.”

      She stared at her lap. What was wrong with her? So many things…

      “Come on, give me a number.”

      “No.”

      “Please.”

      “No!”

      “Pretty please…”

      “Why do you care so much?”

      He shrugged. “You piqued my interests. I’m of the inquisitive sort.”

      She sighed and rested her elbow on the door, ignoring him.

      “I weigh one ninety.”

      It was all muscle. She shot him a look telling him to drop it. Finally, when they pulled into the park, he relented. “Is that your car?”

      “That’s me.”

      The truck slid beside her tiny Chevy and he put it in park. She busied herself by wrapping the strings of her ear buds around her iPod.

      “Well, thanks for the lift.”

      He turned and nodded. God, he was sexy. His eyes were incredibly blue against his tanned skin. His jaw was strong and dusted with brown shadow from his stubble. He should be doing Bounty commercials.

      When she realized she was just sitting there staring and he had better things to do, she grabbed the door handle and yanked it open. It made a loud cranking sound. She jumped out of the truck and her knees nearly gave out. She overdid it today. “Well…thanks again.”

      “Nice meeting you, Mallory Fenton.”

      “You too.” She shut the door and went to her car. He waited until the engine purred to life before pulling out.

      Her head fell to the steering wheel. “You’re such an idiot,” she mumbled. She glanced back and saw the tail lights of his truck disappear. It was dark and scary in the park at night. Throwing her car in reverse, she quickly made her way home. It wasn’t until she got to bed that night that she realized she hadn’t even asked his name.
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      How hard was it to label vegetables? Mallory examined what could be squash or could be cucumber, and glanced around to make sure no one saw her sniff it. She stilled, mid-sniff, when she saw him, her mountain man, talking to another hunk of yummy man flesh and laughing down by the rolls in the bakery section. Where were they hiding these hot guys? Did they have a reservation on the mountain or something?

      It had been two weeks since she’d last seen him. Two weeks and four measly pounds. Today she was actually dressed nice in capri jeans and a black T-shirt. Black was her signature color. It hid her lumpy parts best. Should she say hi?

      Lowering the cucumber into her cart, she slowly strolled in his direction. Maybe they could be friends. It wasn’t like she was winning any popularity contests in her new neighborhood. Most days, she watched television in her apartment until the reality shows pissed her off. Then she either went to bed with a book or Nick at Nite. How sad was she?

      She approached the rolls and was accosted by the delicious scent of carbs. There was something wrong with a person who could smell bread through plastic wrappers.

      Her mountain man and the other guy were arguing over bagels. She cleared her throat and they both turned.

      “Hi.” When he gave her a blank stare, she nervously looked to his friend. Glancing back at him, she said, “Remember me? Mallory.”

      “Uh…” He looked to his friend then back to her. “Sorry?”

      “We met in the woods. You gave me a ride back to my car…” Could he have really forgotten her? Mortification crawled up her spine and she fought the urge to turn and go hide in the juice aisle.

      Of course he wouldn’t remember her. Why would he? It wasn’t like he found her attractive. He was rushing off to see his girlfriend. She was just an inconvenience, a tiny blip on a hot guy’s radar.

      “You must have me confused⁠—”

      “My mistake,” she cut off his excuse. “I thought you were someone else.” Her cart squealed as she pivoted out of the bread section and bolted in the other direction.

      Idiot!

      She didn’t stop until she made it to the dairy aisle. What was wrong with her? She probably looked like a complete moron with her big, puppy dog eyes. Pity me…I have no friends. Jesus, he was probably embarrassed to have her come up to him in front of his hot friend.

      She tossed some Greek yogurt and fat-free milk in her cart as she blinked back tears. No matter how much she could be the funny girl, nothing would ever remove the sad, fat girl inside. The one who always questioned how others saw her and knew boys never noticed her the way they noticed little twiggy bitches. That was mean and she knew it was her jealous conscience talking. She had plenty of lovely, skinny friends with great personalities. They were just at home—in the city—and she missed them.

      She was cranky and emotional because she was fucking hungry! Sniffling, she checked out a carton of eggs and placed it on top of her items.

      He acted like he didn’t know you. Either that or he forgot about you. Both scenarios sucked. She needed to go out and make some friends. The loneliness was getting to her. But at thirty, that was a little hard to do. No one wanted to sit in a bar alone waiting for a stranger to talk to them. If she did that, she’d probably sit there all night watching people go by.

      At home she wasn’t a wallflower. She had a great group of friends who didn’t understand why she’d take a job in the middle of bumblefuck Pennsylvania when she could be a secretary anywhere. She wanted to run away and find a new life. Last year’s calendar had been bombarded with baby showers, anniversary parties, kids’ first birthdays, and weddings. On the days her friends weren’t celebrating their awesome lives, she’d sit at home, forgotten. It sucked being the last man standing.

      Tracy’s wedding had been her breaking point. When the DJ announced the bouquet toss and Mallory was the only one shoved onto the dance floor, she nearly died of embarrassment. She’d smiled and played the part, made a few sarcastic comments, and caught the damn flowers.

      The guy who caught the garter didn’t look too excited about having to put it on her leg. The true moment of mortification came when the stupid elastic lace barely stretched past her lower thigh. She’d shoved down her dress and walked right out to the parking lot without saying goodbye.

      That night, after tossing her bouquet in the box with all the other dried bouquets she’d caught, she opened her laptop and Googled job listings. Her resume was forwarded to over twenty businesses, all over two hours away from the city.

      She couldn’t do it anymore. It was so hard, constantly watching her friends kiss and smile and have babies. She wanted to run away. Then she had her doctor appointment and the last shred of her self-esteem turned to ash.

      Her plan was to move away, lose weight, and come back in a year as the New and Improved Mallory Fenton. She took down all her pictures on Facebook and packed up her apartment the day after she was offered the job at Center County High. No one understood why she was moving and she didn’t bother to explain.

      All of her life she’d never been able to borrow anything but shoes from her size two friends. They wouldn’t get it. They’d watched her diet since she was a little girl and she couldn’t face them after failing again. But this time would be different. She wasn’t going to quit. She was getting healthy and changing her thinking once and for all. No one would do it for her, so she was doing it for herself. The problem was…she missed her friends terribly.

      

      That night, she did up her eyes, straightened her hair, and painted her nails. She was going out. There was a pub in town, O’Malley’s, which seemed to cater to people her age. Her black spring dress covered just the right amount of leg and the empire waist hid a good amount of the bad. Her white cardigan would be warm, but hopefully the pub was air-conditioned. She made a habit of hiding her jiggly arms and the cardigan wouldn’t be coming off.

      She waited in the parking lot for some version of her mental pep talk to sink in. Get out of the car.

      In the city, she and her friends often visited jazz clubs and good restaurants. Things were different here.

      Maybe you over-dressed.

      As she watched people enter the pub she took note of the girls. She never really paid much attention to guys, as they never really saw her, but she always watched the girls.

      Everyone who went into the bar wore jeans and T-shirts. Mallory had never been able to pull off that casual look. Her T-shirts were always cut too high or hung too wide. If she dressed down she looked like a slob, so she usually dressed up, which was fine in a city like Philadelphia. But out here in the boonies, she felt like a smacked ass in her kitten heels and dress.

      Say you were coming from a funeral. Who died? She pressed her head into the steering wheel. Just go home. Maybe Friends is on.

      There was a tap on her window and she jumped. Holy fuck. It was him. The guy from the grocery store. She turned her key and rolled down the window. Her mountain man smiled.

      “I thought that was you. Fun’s inside. What are you doing out here?”

      Mallory stared, just stared. Did he suddenly remember her? She frowned. It was an act, in the grocery store. He must not have wanted his friend to see her. Her lips tightened and she scowled at him.

      “What? You suddenly remember me?” She couldn’t help the snarky tone.

      He frowned. “What are you talking about? Mallory Fenton, trespasser and jogger extraordinaire. How could I forget?”

      What? Why was he being so nice? She didn’t want to like him. Only a complete asshole would act like they don’t know someone when they take the time to say hello. He’d embarrassed her. “Well, you sure had a brain fart the other day in the market.”

      “Uh…I haven’t been to the market in months.” He made a bashful expression. “I’m a momma’s boy. She does all the cooking.”

      He lived with his mom? Wait, he was lying again! “I saw you. I looked right at you and said hi. You acted like you didn’t know me.”

      He frowned then smiled as though something occurred to him. “When you saw me, did I have this tattoo?”

      She looked at the arm he displayed. There was some sort of Irish tribal inked into his skin. How had she missed that before? His flannel had probably been covering it. “I don’t know.”

      “You probably saw Luke, my brother. We’re twins.”

      “It was definitely—wait, twins?”

      He nodded. “Identical. People get us confused all the time.”

      Oh my God, you are such a total idiot.

      She laughed nervously. “Oh. I didn’t know you had a twin. You two look exactly the same. Might want to think about tagging your ear or something.”

      “Most people can tell by our tattoos. Wanna come in and have a drink?”

      “How about a shot?”

      “My kind ’a girl.” He smiled and opened her door. She rolled up her window and pulled out the key. Relief repaired some of her hurt feelings as she walked toward the entrance with him, careful not to touch him. He didn’t smell as woodsy as before. Tonight he wore light cologne that smelled really yummy.

      “Why are you all dressed up? You have some fancy party to go to or something?”

      “Or something.”

      He held the door and she stepped into the entryway. It was the usual pub done in greens and browns with dim lighting and pool tables. Nobody really noticed her coming in, but when her mountain man entered various people waved and called out to him. He nodded and put his hand on her back—causing her to tense—as he ushered her to the bar.

      The bartender, a very sexy guy with striking blue eyes to match the blue highlights in his black hair came over and greeted them. “Finnegan, my man. Who’s your friend?”

      “Kelly, this is Mallory Fenton. Mallory Fenton, this is my brother, Kelly.”

      She smiled. “Another brother?”

      “Aye, we’re a big brood,” Kelly said as he placed coasters on the bar. “What can I get’chya?”

      “Mallory here would like a shot,” her mountain man—Finnegan—said.

      “Pick your poison,” Kelly said.

      “Tequila with lime.”

      Kelly nodded. “Finn?”

      “I’ll take a shot of Telly.”

      Kelly turned and prepared the shots. When they appeared in front of them, Finnegan raised his glass and said, “To trespassers and runnin’ when something’s chasing you.”

      She laughed and tapped her glass to his. The fiery liquid burned down her throat and she hissed. Her face puckered as she sucked on the lime. Dropping it in the shot glass, she said, “I needed that.”

      The two brothers smiled at her. “Where you from, love?” Kelly asked.

      She hadn’t eaten much that day and the booze was swirling nicely in her blood. She grinned. He called her love and she wasn’t about to correct him. “Philly.”

      “Ah, a city girl. How’d you meet Finn?”

      She glanced at Finnegan as his brother replenished their drinks. “We, uh, sort of just ran into each other.”

      “Solute,” Finnegan said, raising his glass.

      She tapped his and tipped the shot back.

      “Where’s Erin?” Kelly asked.

      “She’ll be here eventually. How about a Guinness? You ever try a car bomb, Mallory?”

      “When you drop the shot in the beer?”

      “Yeah. You gotta chug it.”

      She laughed. This was the most fun she’d had in weeks. “I’ll be picking myself up off the floor soon.”

      “No,” Kelly said, filling two pilsners with dark, black beer. “We’ll pick you up.”

      He slammed down two beers followed by two creamy shots. She took a deep breath. “All right, show me how it’s done.”

      Finn grinned and dropped the shot, glass and all, into his beer. The brew faded with a rising shade of tan. He tipped back the glass and guzzled. His throat was long and tan, rough with stubble. What a nice, little mountain man.

      He slammed down his empty pilsner and the shot glass rattled inside. “You’re up, Philly.”

      She grinned at his challenge and dropped her shot in her glass. It was difficult to drink. She wasn’t the chugging sort, more of a light sipper. The beer was potent and strong and she wasn’t sure she liked it. They cheered and patted on the bar, creating a wild drumroll that made her heart race and her grin tighten. When she swallowed the last sip she gasped and they roared with applause. Kelly reached over and rang a bell.

      People looked to see what all the ruckus was and she flushed. Well, she’d wanted to make friends. This was one way to break out of her wallflower status.

      Finn threw down a twenty. “Oh!” Where were her manners? She reached for her purse. “Here.”

      He waved her off. “Those were on me. So have you been running lately?”

      Music kicked on and she shouted into his ear. “Why are you so obsessed with my exercise habits?”

      He shrugged. “It’s what I know about you. You run.”

      “I do other stuff.”

      “Like what? Drink?”

      “Well, that too. I don’t know. I like to go to restaurants…” Watch reality TV, sit at home alone and read, vacuum…” Never mind.” You’re such a loser.

      “No, tell me. What else does Mallory Philly Fenton like to do?”

      Kelly placed two ordinary beers in front of them and went to help some other customers. “I guess I don’t really do anything since I moved here. It’s kind of pathetic.”

      “Well, what did you do in the city?”

      She shrugged. “Worked. Slept. Attended uncountable baby showers.”

      “Aw, women love that crap.”

      Her face scrunched and she drew back. “Who told you that? Baby showers suck.”

      “They do? My mom and sisters had one for Sammy last year and they all went nuts over it.”

      “Who’s Sammy?” She was getting tipsy.

      “My sister-in-law, Colin’s wife. I told you, she works at the school.”

      “Oh. Right. Well, she may have loved it and maybe your mom, but most women find them tedious and annoying.”

      “Really?”

      “God yeah! There’s nothing worse than playing what’s smeared in the diaper and wearing beribboned hats.”

      “Yeah, Sammy wore a hat!”

      “Exactly,” she said, tipping the neck of her beer in his direction. “They suck. If I ever have kids I don’t want one.”

      “You get a ton of crap.”

      “True and baby stuff is expensive. I should know. I’ve bought enough over the past year. Maybe I’ll have one, but with ground rules.”

      “There you go. And what are they sniffing out of diapers?”

      “Melted chocolate or baby food. Some women even lick it.”

      “No!”

      “Yup. Woman do all kinds of crazy shit when men aren’t around,” she informed him, taking another sip of her beer.

      He stared at her for a long moment, a half-smile crooking his lips. “Like what? Tell me more secrets about the female species.”

      “Oh, I don’t know…okay. Women can have a closet full of clothes and nothing to wear.”

      “Even I knew that. Tell me something good,” he said, sipping his beer. He had a great Adam’s apple. Really nice and defined.

      “Women fart.”

      “I have two sisters—well, three now—I know that too. You’re gonna have to do better than that.”

      She thought for a minute. “When women have sleepovers we wear ugly clothes and old lady granny panties and there’s no pillow fights.”

      His expression sobered. “Why would you tell me that? You just killed, like, hundreds of fantasies.”

      She laughed and smacked his shoulder. “No man really believes that.”

      “Sure we do. At least tell me when you girls use the locker rooms you all shower together.”

      It was her turn to sober. Nope, that definitely never happened. She’d mastered the art of a full wardrobe change without showing a spot of flesh years ago. He was staring at her with those expectant blue eyes. “Sure, we do that.”

      “Really?” His smile was back. He had great teeth.

      She pushed him. “No!”

      He tipped his head back and groaned. “You’re killing me, Philly. What else you got?”

      “There’s a magic spot on a girls neck that will make her do whatever you want.”

      He stilled, beer tipped to his mouth and raised an eyebrow. “Where is this magical spot you speak of?”

      “It’s a secret.”

      “Oh, come on!”

      She edged off her stool and stood. The alcohol had definitely gotten to her. She leaned close—wow, he smelled good—and ran her finger from his ear, down his stubble, to the curve of his shoulder. “It’s right here.”

      He shifted and she knew she gave him chills. “I can see that.” He sipped his beer and the moment was broken. “What else you got?”

      “You guys need another one?” Kelly appeared in front of them.

      “Shh, she’s giving me pearls here, Kelly. Don’t interrupt.”

      “Pearls of what?” Their empties were removed and replaced with fresh bottles.

      “Girl secrets,” Finn said.

      “Oh, I know all of them,” Kelly announced and Mallory had no doubt he did. There was something intoxicating about Kelly McCullough that every female probably reacted to, something that said I’m a bad boy who will break your heart, but make up for it in the sack.

      Kelly turned away and Finn nodded for her to go on.

      “Okay, women like a man in charge.”

      “Right, holding doors and picking up tabs. Got it.”

      “No, more than that. I mean really in charge.”

      “Like in bed?”

      She nodded. “We work hard and make only a portion of what men make. When it comes to equality we don’t want it in the bedroom. We want a man in charge.”

      “Really? Then why are women never in the mood?”

      She snorted. “You’re with the wrong woman.”

      “Story of my life,” he muttered. “So you’re saying when a woman says she isn’t in the mood, she really is?”

      “No, but if you get her there and are just the right amount of forceful…”

      “That’s a fine line.”

      “I guess. Tell me something about men.”

      “We love boobs.”

      “No shit. Tell me something I don’t know.”

      “We love how soft a woman’s skin is. What do women like?”

      “Hands and arms,” she answered quickly.

      “Not butts and chests?”

      “Well, that too, but not to the degree men probably assume. Hands can be incredibly sexy. I love a strong, calloused hand.”

      He turned over his palms. “I thought women wanted a soft touch.”

      “Not me.”

      “You’re a little wild thing, aren’t you?”

      “Wild, yes. Little no.”

      “Don’t do that,” he said in all seriousness. “You’re small. I tower over you.”

      “Yes, but I outweigh you.” Her mouth was like a runaway train and she couldn’t pull herself in when the opportunity to put herself down presented itself. She hated that. It was a total mood killer, but she always caught herself doing it.

      “It’s just a number.”

      “Says the one hundred and ninety pound man.”

      “Stop. Tell me what else women like.”

      “You know, I could be strung up for this. I’m betraying my sisterhood by sharing this information.”

      “Maybe you’re helping the sisterhood.”

      True. “If a woman keeps playing with her hair it means she’s horny.”

      “Women are always messing with their hair,” he argued.

      “No, not messing with, playing with.” She twirled her hair as an example.

      “All right, calm yourself.”

      “Shut up,” she snapped, dropping her hair.

      He chuckled.

      “Finn?” They both turned and Mallory tagged her as the ‘girlfriend’ the moment she saw her. Blonde, perky boobs, size negative two waist. This had to be the girlfriend.

      Finnegan jumped off his stool and kissed her cheek. “Hey, baby.” She shouldered him off and Mallory already didn’t like the stink eye she was getting from the other woman.

      “Who’s this?”

      “This is Mallory Fenton. She’s from Philadelphia. Just moved here.”

      “Hi,” Mallory said, already missing the fun they’d been having before the girl came into the room. The girl nodded with a tight lipped—oh, so fake—smile.

      “Philly, this is Erin.”

      Awkwardness set in like a brick hurls through a sheet of glass. Mallory sipped her beer and tried to look away, but not before she noticed Erin pouting at Finnegan as she asked him to order a drink. Finnegan turned and did her bidding. It was hard not to curl her lip. Where’d your balls go?

      Once the girlfriend had a drink in hand, some fruity concoction in a fancy glass, they sort of drifted away. Mallory was left sitting alone and, worse, she was too drunk to drive. A few guys piled into the seats beside her and acted like she wasn’t there, repeatedly elbowing her and sloshing her beer as they told stories. The bar got crowded and she ordered water as she waited for sobriety to return.

      Kelly talked to her for a few minutes in between customers, but the busier the bar got the less chances he had to check on her. Why did she drink so much? She wanted to go home.

      Talk to the guy to your left.

      She scanned the bar. Everyone was in pairs, trios, or groups. When her eyes landed on Finnegan and Erin she looked away. They were having a heated conversation by the exit. Why had she told him all those things? He’d likely be kissing Erin’s magic spot within an hour. Ugh. She was pathetic.

      The group of elbow nudgers left and she was relieved. As she sipped her water she tried to calculate her alcohol consumption in a made-up formula of time and beers per hour to determine how much longer she had to wait to drive.

      “Excuse me?”

      She turned and found a handsome guy in his early twenties. Veal. She looked over her shoulder and realized he was talking to her. Okay, she could do this. “Hi.” She gave him her most friendly smile.

      “Is anyone using this stool?”

      Her smile faltered. “No.”

      “Thanks.” And just like that, he dragged the stool away, and taking with it any hopes of someone else sitting beside her, providing some much needed company.

      Fuck it. She was going home. After tossing a few dollars on the counter, she slid off her stool and left. No one stopped her. No one even noticed she’d left. She should get in her car and drive straight back to Philadelphia.

      But she didn’t. She made it home safely, stripped off her clothes, pulled on her favorite nightshirt, and climbed into bed. Her fingers curled around the remote and she found Nick at Nite. Maybe she should get a cat—or twenty.
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