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Finley
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Have you ever had a dream so vivid that you swore it was real? A nightmare so terrifying that you felt like it was a part of you, even long after you woke?

What if you woke up and realized that your nightmare was actually your reality? That everything you thought would never happen to you already has?

We go through life thinking the worst only happens to other people. Until one day - you are that person.

****
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I’m sitting in a sterile office, the distorted voice of a doctor pulsing in my ears. I can no longer understand his words. All I can manage is to stare at his degree on the wall and wish for myself to wake up. Wish for my mind to stop playing such a sick and awful trick on me.

He says it’s a malignant brain tumor. 

A brain tumor? 

Cancer?

I’m only nineteen. 

Thirty minutes ago I thought I had my whole future ahead of me and now this doctor’s telling me my life is basically over. Instead of trying to process anything he’s telling me, I continue to stare at his degree, my eyes scanning the bold letters printed across it over and over again.

When he stops talking I finally look at him, still convinced he’s made some kind of terrible mistake. Maybe he mixed up my scans with someone else’s. When he begins to speak again it sounds like he’s talking down a tunnel. The words echo and dance around me. 

He says he’ll need to remove the tumor right away, with chemo starting almost immediately after. He’s gone over all of the available options, even though it’s a blur in my mind. He said sometimes they do it the other way around, but given the size and position of the tumor I only really have two options. Take it out now and have a thirty percent survival rate or die within months. At least if I have the surgery I have a chance, albeit a very small chance. But the smallest chance is better than no chance at all... Isn’t it?

I don’t know why I’m so surprised to be meeting my demise at such a young age. It’s totally my luck. My mom didn’t want me enough to fight for me. My dad never wanted me, leaving my mom when I was just an infant. And now the world apparently doesn’t want me either. 

“Did you hear me, Miss Roberts?” Dr. Newton questions, pulling me from my haze. 

I know I need to acknowledge him, at least in some way. “Uh huh.” It’s all I can manage. 

“Do you have any questions about your procedure?”

What are you supposed to say when someone tells you they’re going to cut into your brain and you only have a thirty percent chance of survival? And a zero percent chance if you decline.

“No.” My voice sounds like it belongs to a complete stranger. 

Thirty percent...

I look down at my fingers knotted in my lap as I repeat it over and over in my head, trying to make it make sense. Thirty percent. 

God, I want to get out of here. If I’m possibly going to die in less than forty-eight hours, I don’t want to spend what little time I have left sitting in this office with a doctor who looks like he’s completely unphased by my dying.

Well, I’m phased, asshole!

“Ms. Murphy will give you your paperwork on the way out. It will have all of the instructions regarding the preparation of your surgery. If you think of anything between now and then, please do not hesitate to reach out. You have my number.”

“Okay.” I stand, my legs numb beneath me, yet somehow still able to hold my weight.

“Are you sure I can’t call someone for you?” he offers for the second time since he hit me with the worst news a person can get.

“I don’t have anyone to call.” 

Okay, so that’s only partly true. I do have a sister. She’s quite literally the only person in the world who cares about what happens to me. But I don’t want her to find out like this. Of course she knows about the horrible headaches and dizziness that prompted me to see a doctor in the first place. But to find out the grim diagnosis, I think that’s something she needs to hear in person. Just the thought of going home and telling the only family I have that I’m probably going to die curdles my stomach.

“I’ll see you at the hospital Thursday morning.” The doctor cuts into my thoughts.

“Okay.” 

I grab my coat off the back of the chair and slide it on before quickly exiting the office.

The fog that has surrounded me for the past forty minutes seems to lift slightly when the bright sun and frigid breeze hits my face as I step outside. Suddenly it all feels too real. I take a few deep breaths of the cold Chicago air, willing myself not to fall apart.

Shoving my hands deep into my coat pockets, I turn left, heading in the opposite direction of the apartment I share with my sister.

I don’t want to go home yet. I don’t want to look at Claire and utter the words that seem too unreal to even digest. 

So instead I walk.

I walk for what seems like forever. 

I walk until my toes are numb and my cheeks burn from the cold. I walk until I feel like I can’t walk anymore, yet I still have no desire to stop.

I’m finally seeing things as if it were one of my last days on Earth, because it very well may be. I walk around the park; appreciate the sights, the sounds, and smells. I go to my favorite coffee shop and order my favorite muffin. And even though I have absolutely no appetite, I eat it anyway so I can taste it one last time.

I walk block after block, trying to commit a tiny part of the city to my memory as if somehow I will be allowed to take it with me into the afterlife. 

I’ve been walking for nearly two hours when I come across a small, trendy looking bar sitting on the corner and have the overwhelming urge to go inside. 

The sun has begun to set and my nose is so cold I feel like it might fall right off my face, but that’s not why I want to go inside. Maybe it’s because bars are where people go when they’re at their lowest or maybe it’s because I’ve never actually been inside one. And this very well might be my last chance. I guess there’s no better time to check it off my bucket list.

I push through the front door and walk right in like I’ve been there a million times. I briefly look around the lightly crowded space as I head directly for the bar located at the back of the open room. I pass a few empty tables and stools before claiming a seat at the very end of the bar where it curves into an L shape, placing my back to the wall and giving me a view of the entire room.

Sliding off my coat, I hang it on the back of the chair before taking my seat. Less than a minute passes before a woman, maybe in her late twenties, who has more tattoos than she has visible skin, approaches, eyeing me warily. I’ve never wished that I could order a hard, stiff drink more than I do right now. And I might never be able to... I settle for a water and wait a few short seconds for her to set the glass in front of me.

It’s so strange, because as I watch her walk away, all I can think is I’m never going to be as old as she is right now. And man is that a depressing thought.

I take a small sip of the cold liquid, fighting against the sudden surge in my throat that threatens to bring it right back up.

I take a deep breath and try to focus on anything else. On the sound of the music playing in the background. The bustle of conversation that floats all around me. On trying to pretend I’m not totally falling apart on the inside. 

Thirty minutes pass and I’ve barely moved. I’m still staring at the water in front of me like it’s some magical object that’s going to spring to life and make all my problems disappear. 

I’ve run it all over in my head. My childhood. My mom. Everything that’s happened. How unfair it all seems. Self-pity doesn’t even begin to describe how I feel right now. It goes way beyond that.

“You okay?” A smooth voice fills my ears, startling me from my thoughts. I look up, momentarily stunned by a pair of big blue eyes.

“Huh?” I stutter out, realizing he must be speaking to me.

“I was just asking if you were okay.” A long stretch of silence passes between us, and even though I tell myself to look away, I can’t. I can’t turn away from those eyes. Eyes the color of ocean waves. Eyes I could spend my entire life getting lost in if I had any life left.

“Uh huh.” I nod slowly, not sure what else to say. What should I say? Actually I’m not. I just found out I have cancer and am likely going to die, but thanks for asking? 

He studies me for a long moment and for a second I think he might say more, but instead he nods and turns his attention to the bartender. 

While his focus is elsewhere, I take the opportunity to study the rest of his face. I’m immediately taken aback by how good looking he is. Short, light brown hair, firm jaw covered with the slightest amount of scruff, perfect nose, and one dimple. A deep imprint on his left cheek that peeks out when he smiles at the woman standing on the other side of the bar. Oh god, that smile. I feel a flutter run through my chest. And did I mention his eyes? 

I open my mouth, as if my mind could possibly form words right now, as if I could possibly think of a single thing to say to him, but I quickly snap it shut when he speaks to the bartender, ordering a round of beers. 

I study his profile, taking in the curve of his face and the bob of his Adam’s apple as he swallows before allowing my eyes to sweep lower. 

I’d guess he’s in his early to mid-twenties, dressed in a dark v-neck shirt that stretches over his broad shoulders with jeans that hang perfectly on his narrow hips. He’s fit but not overly muscular. And one arm has a full sleeve of tattoos while the other appears completely bare.

If drooling was something people actually did, other than in their sleep, I’d definitely be drooling right now. 

Unfortunately, the bartender returns all too soon with his drinks, and before I know it, he’s gathering them from the bar and turning to leave.

Reality slams back into me.

How many times have I looked at an attractive man and thought one day? One day a man like that will love me. One day I’ll get married and have children. One day I will have all the things I never had growing up. Love. Stability. A real home. People who love me. One day...

Knowing that I probably won’t live to see that day is one hell of a pill to swallow. We live life thinking there’s always more. More days. More time. More chances. But I know better. I know that things can change on a dime and that nothing – absolutely nothing – is guaranteed, especially not tomorrow. 

Our eyes meet again as he turns. My skin tingles from looking into those eyes a second time. He gives me a soft smile and then, just like that, he’s gone. I watch his backside as he walks away, wondering how on earth God could have ever created something so perfect. If God even exists, which right now I’m questioning more than ever. I think it’s safe to say I’m having trouble believing in anything right now.

I mean, if there’s a God then where has he been my whole life? 

When I was younger I used to pray every night. I would pray so hard. I’d pray for my mom to get her life together and finally break free of her addiction. I’d pray that my dad wasn’t who my mom said he was and that one day he would come find me and take me away. I’d pray for food and shelter when my mom would go on a two month bender and we’d find ourselves, once again, out on the streets. I’d pray to go home when I’d find myself in yet another foster home with people who saw me as nothing more than a paycheck. 

Needless to say, my prayers were never answered. Had they been, maybe the one person I need more than anything right now, my mom, would be here with me. I could pick up the phone and call her and she’d comfort me and tell me everything was going to be okay. But instead I’m sitting here alone, unsure if my mother is alive or dead. 

It’s been nearly a year and a half since I left. It broke my heart to leave her but I had to. I had to escape. Otherwise I was going to end up stuck, just like her. I couldn’t do that to myself. I couldn’t sit there and watch her slowly kill herself. I’d done it my entire life. Watched drugs steal her away, watched her fade further and further into the distance. Truthfully, I’d be surprised if she even remembers she has a daughter. That’s how bad it had gotten.

Her face filters through my mind – her sunken in eyes and the hollow expression she wore the last time I saw her.

I shake away the thought and refocus on the man, watching as he crosses through the various high top tables positioned a few feet away from the bar. He stops at a table next to the far side windows where three other guys are sitting. All of them seem a little older than the blue eyed man, and while none of them are quite as attractive, all three are still good looking enough for me to take notice.

He sets the drinks on the table and then to my surprise, glances back in my direction, causing my stomach to twist in the best possible way. One brief moment is all I get before he’s taken his seat, his back facing me.

I watch him and his companions for several minutes, thankful for something to focus on other than the hollow pit in my stomach and the deep ache in my chest.

I watch the muscles in his back flex as he laughs, his shirt stretching across his broad shoulders every time he leans forward even the smallest bit. I imagine what they must be saying to each other, envision how incredible his laugh sounds. I bet it’s deep and delicious, just like the rest of him.

I watch different women approach the table throughout that time, ignoring the pang in my stomach when the blue eyed man wraps his arm around one particular woman with blonde hair that hangs inches from the waistband of her too tight jeans.

I couldn’t be more different than her if I tried. She’s all lean legs and perfectly highlighted hair while I’m about as basic as they come. Petite, dark shoulder length hair, sporting my usual attire of leggings, an oversized sweater, and fluffy boots. Nothing about me screams sexy. Whereas this woman oozes it from every pore.

I bet this is the kind of woman he usually goes for. The kind that looks like they exist in an alternate universe from the rest of us plain, ordinary folk. 

She leans in close and my gaze narrows, watching as her head falls back as she laughs at whatever the man says. For a moment I think she might join them, but she ends up sauntering away a few seconds later, a satisfied smile on her pretty face.

Not long after that all four men gather their coats, talking as they empty the remainder of their drinks before walking out the front door.

And just like that, my world comes crashing back down. I feel like I’ve been punched in the stomach. All the air leaves my body in one quick movement and I’m left chasing after it, trying to pull in a breath.

It’s silly, really. How something like an attractive man could make me forget what I’m about to face and likely not survive. But there’s something about him. Something I can’t quite put my finger on.

I lean forward, wrapping my hands around the glass of water in front of me as my mind spins off into some fantasy world. A world where I’m not sick. A world where I would have the courage to grab my coat and walk right out of this bar after him. Ask him for his number or out to grab a bite to eat. It’s absurd, of course. Something I would never in a million years do, but it still doesn’t keep me from thinking about it. I’m so consumed by the thought that I don’t even look up when I sense someone take the seat next to me. 

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone so mesmerized by a glass of water.” The deep voice vibrates straight through me. 

I look up, completely caught off guard to see the same blue eyed man sliding into the stool next to me, a twinkle of amusement in his eyes.

It takes me several long moments to gather my thoughts enough to form a coherent sentence.

“Yeah, it’s really not that interesting.” I laugh to myself, realizing how stupid I must look.

“If it’s not that interesting then why does that water seem to be the only thing you care about in this entire bar?” His left dimple makes an appearance causing my heart to beat a little faster.

“Nothing better to do, I guess.” I shrug, releasing the glass as I sit back in my seat.

“Certainly there’s somewhere you could be; something you could be doing besides sitting here staring at a glass of water.”

“Afraid not.” I can’t help but smile when his eyebrow shoots up in question.

“Abel Collins.” He extends his hand, waiting for me to take it.

It takes me longer than it probably would with a normal man, but this guy is anything but normal. Abel. God, even his name is sexy.

“And you are?” he prompts when I take too long to do, well, anything.

“Finley.” I take his hand, ignoring the zing that shoots up my arm.

“Finley?” He smirks, clearly hinting for my last name.

“Just Finley,” I confirm.

“I’ve never seen you here before, just Finley.” He shifts in his seat, not pressing the matter further.

“You come here often I take it?” 

“Here and there.” He grins and all I can think is that my mother, if I had a real one that is, would probably kill me if I ever brought a man like this home.

No matter how good looking he is, it’s clear he has bad news written all over him. Or maybe that’s the perception he’s trying to put off because I swear he has the softest, kindest eyes I’ve ever seen.

“I could tell,” I state, finding it hard not to get lost in the depths of those eyes and hold my composure.

“So you were watching me then?” His lips curl in what can only be described as a cocky smirk.

My god, I bet this man has women eating out of the palm of his hand. He’s sure doing a good job on me right now.

“I was not watching you,” I object, swiveling my stool toward him when he does the same.

“Is that what you call staring at someone for the better part of an hour.”

“I was not staring.” I feel my blush flood my cheeks and embarrassment creeps up my spine.

“That’s not what I heard.” His voice is full of amusement. 

“Is that what your friends told you?” I gesture toward the door where all four of them had exited minutes ago. 

“Brothers, actually. And yes.”

“There are four of you?” I ask, my cheeks getting even warmer.

“Five actually. My oldest brother lives in California.” 

“Wow, I can’t imagine having four brothers.” I nervously sip my water, not sure what else to say. If I tell him his brothers were lying to him and continue to insist I wasn’t watching him – which I totally was – it will only make me look guiltier. Not that salvaging my pride is really all that important at this point.

“It’s not so bad.” He shrugs. “I’m the youngest so they’ve taken it pretty easy on me over the years. And by taking it easy on me I actually mean they’ve pretty much made life impossible.” His smile widens, making it clear he finds humor in this.

“I take it you’re pretty close to them,” I say the only thing I can think of to fill the space.

“We have our moments. They’re closer with each other. I’m a bit of a black sheep.” He chuckles to himself and I’m left wondering what it is he finds amusing about that fact. “What about you?” he inquires. “Any siblings?”

“Me?” I question, not continuing until he nods, leaning in like he’s genuinely interested in what I’m about to say. “One sister.” 

“Older or younger?”

“Older.”

“You fight a lot as kids or were you close?”

“I didn’t know her when I was a kid.” I shrug, taking another long drink of water.

“Parents divorced?”

“You ask a lot of questions.” I eye him warily.

“Only way to get to know a person.” He shrugs. 

I think over that for a long moment before answering his initial question.

“My parents were never married. I never met my father; he left when I was a baby.”

“Sorry to hear that.” 

“I’m not. Clearly he wasn’t a very good guy to begin with.” I shrug, twirling my straw around in my glass. “Anyway, he’s my sister’s father, too. Hence why we didn’t grow up together.”

I’m not sure why I’m divulging all this to him, but I can’t seem to stop the words from pouring out of me.

“Did you grow up around here?” he continues his inquisition and I’m thankful not to have to linger on the conversation of the father I never knew.

“South Carolina.”

“You’re a far ways from home.” 

“That’s kind of the point.”

“Did you come to Chicago for any reason specifically?”

“It’s not South Carolina,” I quip.

“Fair enough.” He chuckles, the sound deep and sexy. Exactly as I had pictured it would be. “I guess that’s as good of a reason as any.” He smiles, tilting his head as he stares back at me. 

“Anyway, my sister lives here. Which I guess is the real reason I decided to move here.”

“Do you still have family in South Carolina?” he asks.

“None that I claim.” 

“You always so talkative?” His eyes give away his humor.

“Are you?” I fire back.

He falls silent next to me, watching me so intently it’s like he can see right through me. If he doesn’t stop I might explode under his gaze. 

“What are you doing tonight?” His question has my heart lodging somewhere in my throat.

I wish I could say that there is no way in a million years I would go anywhere with a complete stranger, but the truth is, it’s all I’ve thought about since the moment he sat down next to me.

“You tell me?” I shrug, not even sure where the hell that came from. His smile spreads and it’s all I can do not to let out an audible moan at the sight.

Oh my god, could this man get any sexier?

“Well, I can think of a lot of things, but maybe we could start with a drink?”

“Considering I’m not old enough to drink, that may cause a problem.” I watch his brows draw up.

“How old are you?”

“Nineteen. How old are you?” I lean back in my stool, crossing my arms in front of my chest.

“Twenty-five,” he answers quickly.

“Old man,” I tease.

“Baby,” he taunts back. “If you’re not old enough to drink, why come to a bar?”

“Best water in town,” I deadpan, reaching for my glass on the bar before taking a quick sip.

He tilts his head back and lets out a deep laugh.

“Water simply will not do,” he says, his smile still firmly in place. Turning, he signals the bartender.

“What are you doing?” I ask curiously.

“Ordering you a drink.”

“Did you miss the part where I’m not old enough to drink?”

“Since when does that stop anyone?” He winks, turning his attention to the approaching bartender. “Hey, Lucy. Can I get another beer and a...” He turns his attention to me. “What’s your poison?”

“Um,” I stutter, put on the spot. “A Sex on the Beach?” I phrase it like a question, saying the first drink that comes to mind. I’ve never actually had one but I know Claire loves them.

Truth be told, I’m not much of a drinker. Mainly because I’m not old enough, but also partly because anything that alters your mind scares me. Not the feeling per se, more the addiction aspect. I guess that’s what happens when you grow up with an addict as a parent.

“Sex on the Beach.” He flips his gaze to the bartender.

I hold my breath, waiting for her to ask for my I.D., but to my surprise she nods only once, her ponytail bobbing as she does, before she walks away.

“On a first name basis with the bartender, I see.” 

“She’s an old friend.”

“Uh huh.” I nod slowly.

“So you like sweet cocktails?” he asks, turning to watch Lucy make our drinks.

“No idea. Never had one,” I admit.

“You’ve never had a drink?” His eyes widen.

“I didn’t say that. I’ve just never had a mixed drink before.”

“Well just Finley, glad I could be your first,” he says, his eyes on the bartender as she steps back in front of us and slides our drinks across the bar.

He waits until Lucy walks away before picking up his beer off the bar and swiveling back toward me. 

I mirror his actions and do the same.

“So, what should we toast to?” 

I think on that for a moment before I blurt the first thing that comes to mind. “To living.”

“I like that.” He lifts his beer. “To living.” He taps the bottle against my glass before lifting it to his lips.

“To living,” I repeat, fighting the swell of emotions that swarm me as I lift the glass and take a long gulp.
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Abel
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“So, how is it?” 

“It’s really quite good, actually.” Finley smiles at the drink in her hand. 

“Good, I’m glad you like it.” I chuckle when she goes in for a second drink almost immediately. 

I don’t know what possessed me to come back into this bar, but there’s something about this girl. Something that instantly intrigued me the moment we locked eyes earlier. Had it not been for my brothers I’d likely have sat down right then and there. It sure as hell would have been better than listening to them lecturing me about how I need to grow up and get a real job for the better part of an hour.

They’ve never understood my love of music. I’d rather play in a dirty bar for a couple hundred bucks a night than get a real job any day. At least then I’m doing what I love. 

“So, tell me about yourself, just Finley.” I tilt my beer bottle to my lips and take a long pull. 

“Not much to tell.” She shrugs, setting her drink on the bar.

“Now why don’t I believe that? Pretty girl like you, sitting all alone in a bar in the middle of the week. There has to be a story there.”

“No story. I’m about as uninteresting as they come.” She smiles but it doesn’t quite reach her eyes.

“I doubt that. Come on, tell me something.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know, what do you like to do for fun? Where do you work? How do you take your coffee?”

“My coffee?” She cocks a brow, her green eyes giving off an almost glow under the dim bar lighting. 

“You know, so I know what to order when I run out for coffees in the morning,” I joke, the statement coming across more arrogant than I intend for it to. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize how bad that would sound until I said it out loud.” I shake my head, laughing at myself.

To my relief, an amused smile slides across her lips. “Black, two sugars.” 

“Black, two sugars,” I repeat.

“How do you take your coffee?”

“I don’t drink coffee.” I shake my head. “I’m more of an energy drink person.”

“Those things are awful for you,” she points out.

“Isn’t everything?”

“Good point.” She sighs, shaking her head in agreement.

“And for fun?” 

“You mean what do I like to do for fun?” she clarifies, reaching for her glass.

I nod, watching her take a slow drink.

“Read.” She draws slightly into herself before her eyes come back to mine. “Told you I was boring.”

“Reading doesn’t make you boring,” I disagree. “What kinds of things do you like to read?”

“Everything.” She smiles, and for the first time it seems genuine. “I love romance and suspense, paranormal and drama. Pretty much, if it has a good story line, I’ll read it.”

“Who’s your favorite author?”

“God, that’s too hard. I love so many.”

“If you had to pick just one.”

“If I had to pick only one it would be Tam Thompson. Her Confession Series is probably the best thing I’ve ever read.”

“I’ve never heard of her.”

“That doesn’t surprise me. You don’t strike me as much of a reader.” She gives me a long once over.

“And why is that?”

“I don’t know. You just don’t seem like the type.”

“I didn’t realize there was a type.”

“There’s not, but if there were, you’re not it.” She gives me a pointed look.

“Okay, well you’ve got me there. I’m not much of a reader. Not to say that I don’t enjoy reading, I just always have other things I’d rather be doing.”

“Not me. I would read over just about anything. There’s something so freeing about being able to live in another world. In another life.”

“Have you always liked to read?” I ask, feeling like I could listen to her talk about books forever. From the way her eyes light up it’s clear how much she loves it. 

“Always. It’s the one place where I can escape.”

“Escape what?”

“Life.” She shrugs. “I guess that makes me sound even more lame.”

“Not at all. I get it. That’s how I feel about music,” I offer. “No matter what’s going on or how shitty I feel, all I have to do is pick up my guitar, strum out a few chords, and it takes me to a whole other reality. Everything else kind of fades away and I lose myself in the lyric, in the picture I paint, in the story I tell. And for that brief moment, life doesn’t seem quite so hard.”

“You play music?” 

“Have since I was little. It’s always been an outlet for me. As I got older I decided it’s what I wanted to do with my life. It’s nothing fancy. Most nights I play for less than twenty people, half of which can’t remember their own names by the time they leave, but that’s not the point. The point is, I get to play. I get to do what I love for a living. I don’t need fame and wealth. I just need a guitar and a stage. That’s enough for me.”

“So do you play around the city?”

“Yep. I’ve played about every bar there is to play in this city, most of them multiple times. I still get a rush every time I step up on a stage, too. No matter how many times I’ve played there before or how few people are actually there to hear me. Every time is like the first time.”

“I wish I had that. That one thing I knew I was born to do. I’ve never really known what to do with my life. I feel like most of it I’ve spent wandering in the dark.” I can tell the moment she says it that she wishes she could take it back. There’s something so vulnerable about her admission and to say it to a complete stranger no less.

“There has to have been something. Something you dreamed about doing when you were younger?”

“Well, there was one thing. But it’s silly.”

“What is it?”

“It’s nothing.”

“Oh come on. I practically laid out my entire life story,” I jokingly exaggerate.

She lets out a long sigh. 

“When I was little I wanted to be a dancer. A ballerina to be more specific. I know, how completely unoriginal, right?” She rolls her eyes. 

“There’s nothing unoriginal about doing something you love. As long as you’re doing it for you and for no other reason than it makes you happy. I mean, I’m a musician, come on. That’s about as cliché as they come.”

“Whatever.” She shakes her head. 

“So did you ever try it? Ballet I mean?”

“My mom couldn’t afford the classes, not that it mattered much. I was never built to be a ballerina.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Ballerinas are tall and slender and perfect. Not short and curvy with two left feet.” 

“I don’t know; I’d pay good money to see you twirl around in a tutu.” I grin, letting my eyes travel the length of her.

Finley is one of those rare beauties. The kind that seems to have no idea just how beautiful she is. The kind that steals the spotlight from every other woman in the room without realizing she’s even doing it.

Dark hair. Intense green eyes. Full pouty lips. She’s a show stopper on every level. I mean hell, she had me with only one look.

“Such a guy thing to say.” She rolls her eyes.

“But still true.” I chuckle. “So, what do you do? I mean, where do you work?”

“Here and there.”

“Here and there?” I give her a curious look.

“I’ve dabbled in many things since coming to Chicago.”

“Now I’m intrigued.”

“Don’t get too excited.” She shakes her head, her shoulder length dark hair swaying as she does. “Waitressing. That kind of thing. Nothing glamorous, that’s for sure.”

“There’s a lot to be said for someone who can waitress and not murder people.”

“Gotta earn an honest living somehow.”

“That you do.” I tip back my beer.

“And since my dance career didn’t pan out.” She grins slyly. 

“I don’t know. Perhaps there’s still hope for you yet.” I set my beer on the bar. “Why don’t you show me some of your moves?” I gesture to the empty dance floor a few feet from where we’re sitting.

“Pretty sure I have no moves.” She shakes her head.

“I bet you’re better than you give yourself credit for.”

“Or maybe you’re giving me too much credit. You don’t know me. When I say I have two left feet, I’m not joking.”

Standing, I extend my hand to her.

“What are you doing?” She looks to my outstretched hand and then back up to my face, a slow pink hue creeping across her cheeks.

“Calling your bluff.” I smile, tilting my head toward the dance floor.

“Oh no. There is no way I’m going out there with you.” She shakes her head.

“Oh come on, live a little.” Her eyes dart to mine, something passing over her features that I can’t quite pin point.

She looks down at my hand again for a brief moment before taking it and allowing me to pull her to her feet and lead her away from the bar.

“I can’t believe I let you talk me into this,” she says once we reach the center of the small dance floor. 

The pink returns to her cheeks when I drop my hand to her hip and wrap my other around her back, pulling her close. She has to look up to meet my gaze, standing a good six inches shorter than me.

“Hey, Lucy,” I call over Finley’s head toward the bar. “Turn up the music. And play me a slow one, would ya?” 

“’Cause I’m not trying to work or anything,” she hollers back, shaking her head at me. I flash her a smile and a wink, knowing she’ll do it anyway, before looking back down at the beauty in my arms.

“I thought you were calling my bluff. Everyone can slow dance.” Finley narrows her gaze at me and I have to fight the urge to laugh.

For someone who comes across so sweet, I’m learning very quickly this girl has no problem calling me on my shit.

“Not everyone.” I grin, pulling her in closer until her body is resting flush against mine. The sweet smell of honey and vanilla invades my senses and I pause, breathing in the intoxicating scent. 

The music kicks on moments later and I can’t help but smile at the opening chords of Van Morrison’s “Into the Mystic.” I should have known Lucy would choose this song. She knows I’m a sucker for a good Van Morrison song. 

Resting my face against the side of Finley’s head, I begin to move, swaying much slower than the tempo of the song, which isn’t very fast to begin with. 

She melts into my embrace and allows me to lead, laughing when I step back, give her a little twirl, before pulling her back into my arms. I swear her laugh is the most incredible sound in the world.

I’ve never met someone like Finley. Someone, who after only a few short minutes of conversation, has me completely smitten. I don’t know what it is about her. What it is that makes her so different from so many countless others. But I do know one thing – I sure as hell plan to find out.
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I let Abel move us along the dance floor. One song turns into two and before I know it, the third starts to play.

I’m completely out of my element. I’ve never danced this intimately with someone before, especially not a guy like Abel. A man, who in the span of thirty minutes has almost made me forget the heaviness of this day. Almost. 

The thought is still there of course. The worry and anxiety. It’s balled tightly in my chest and refuses to budge. But my mind is focused on him. On the way he smells, on the way he feels against me, on the way he keeps pressing his face into my hair and holding me like I’m the most precious thing in the world to him, even though we’ve only just met. 

“For what it’s worth,” Abel pulls back slightly as the third song enters the chorus. “I think you’re a very good dancer.” He smiles down at me.

“Not sure walking around in slow circles is considered dancing, but I’ll take it.” I find myself smiling, and for the first time in a very long time feeling like I mean it.

I’ve forced so many smiles over my life, faked my way through so many things. It feels refreshing to feel like my actions meet what I’m feeling inside. 

“Well, you didn’t step on my feet, so there’s that.” He smirks.

“You’re being easy on me. I’m starting to think you might genuinely be a nice guy.”

“As opposed to what, not being a nice guy?” He smirks.

“An asshole pretending to be a nice guy,” I tell him bluntly.

“Well, thank you. I think. You know, you might be the first girl that’s ever called me a nice guy.”

“Well, maybe that should tell you something about the girls you surround yourself with.”

He thinks on that for a minute, a softness moving over his features. “You know, I think maybe you’re right.”

“I know I am.” 

“And what makes you so sure? You don’t even know me.” His words are playful.

“No, but if the girl that was hanging all over you earlier was any indication, pardon my bluntness, but you don’t have the greatest taste in the female sex.”

“And you said you weren’t watching me,” he teases.

“I wasn’t. It’s not my fault she made a spectacle of making sure she was noticed.”

“For the record, she’s not the kind of girl I like.” He reaches out, tucking a strand of my hair behind my ear.

I suck in a sharp breath, my entire body feeling the effects of that one small, innocent gesture.

“Is that so?”

“It is.”

“So what kind of girls do you like?” I ask, not sure I really want to know the answer.

“A girl who knows who she is.”

“Does anyone really know who they are?” I argue.

“Some more than others.” He grins. “Take you for example. While maybe a little unsure of yourself, you strike me as the kind of girl who knows exactly what you want.”

“I’m glad you think so.” I give him a disbelieving look, thinking he’s got me pegged all wrong.

“A girl who knows exactly who she is and what she wants but, forgive me for saying, is maybe too afraid to reach out and take it when it’s standing right in front of her.”

“You act like you know so much about me when in truth, you couldn’t be more wrong.” I pause, trying not to lose my focus in the depths of his incredible eyes. “I haven’t got a clue who I am. Let alone what I want. I’m just trying to stand on my own two feet and not get trampled on by the swarm of people moving around me.”

“Tell me something then.” He tips my chin up so I’m forced to meet his gaze. “If I know nothing about you then why do I feel like I’ve known you forever?”

“Maybe because you’re delusional,” I tease.

“Or maybe it’s because I see you more clearly then you see yourself.”

“You see me so clearly?” I challenge. “Then tell me what else you see.”

He stares at me for a long moment, thinking it over.

“I see someone who doesn’t realize her own beauty.”

“Superficial.” I shake my head. “Try again.”

“Tough critic.” He chuckles. “Okay, how about this... You had a rough childhood and carry a lot of resentment toward your parents, but you don’t quite know how to compartmentalize your feelings.” He pauses, reading my reaction. Something must tell him he’s on the right track because he quickly continues, “Instead of dealing with your problems, you fled the first chance you got, hoping for a fresh start. You’re incredibly smart, but not in a smug way. You care a lot. Sometimes too much, which has led to you being taken advantage of more times than you care to admit.”

I stare back at him in stunned silence, wondering how the hell he got me so spot on. 

“Am I close?” He grins, knowing based on my reaction that not only is he close, but he’s got me pegged so clearly I’m not sure if I should be scared or amused. 

“My turn.” I avoid the question, needing to take the focus off of me.

“Do your worst.” His smile widens.

“Spoiled rich kid. Youngest of five siblings. You want to prove you’re different so you made yourself stand out, never following the obvious path. You have the love of a family who cares what happens to you, yet for some reason you resent them for it. You’re desperate to prove you’re more than they think you are, and even though you’re happy being just who you are, they’re acceptance weighs more heavily on you than you’d ever admit.”

His smile falters. “Please tell me I’m not that transparent.” 

“Truthfully.” I stop moving. “I took a wild guess.”

“Pretty good for a fucking wild guess.” He shakes his head, his smile sliding back into place. “What do you say we get out of here?” The abruptness of his question should surprise me but for whatever reason it doesn’t. 

“And do what?”

“I’ve got an idea. But you’ll have to trust me.”

“No offense, but I’ve only just met you.” 

“True. But in all fairness I’ve only just met you, and I’m willing to take the chance.” His smile widens and that damn dimple makes an appearance. “What do you have to lose?”

I open my mouth to list all the reasons why leaving this bar with him is a bad idea, but then the reality of my situation hits me like a sledgehammer to the face and suddenly those reasons seem like nothing more than pointless excuses.

Cancer. Cancer. Cancer. The one word is so loud it’s deafening and yet makes no sound at all.

“What do you say, just Finley? Wanna go have an adventure?”

“I guess that depends on what you mean by an adventure.”

“Let’s see where the night takes us.” He drops his hold on me and takes a full step back. “You in?” He extends his hand to me.

I think over his proposition for a long moment before realizing I really don’t have anything to lose.

“I’m in,” I concede, placing my hand in his. 
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“It’s cold out here.” I cross my arms, rubbing my hands up and down the outside of my coat sleeves, trying to warm myself.

“Welcome to Chicago,” Abel teases. “Given the time of year, I don’t think the temperature is half bad.” 

“This isn’t my first winter in Chicago,” I tell him with a pointed look. “But it’s still cold.”

“This is nothing.” 

“Maybe for you, but for me this is freezing,” I stutter, my teeth chattering slightly.

“That’s the Carolinian in you. It’ll take you a few years to adjust.”

“Says the person who’s lived here his whole life. How would you know how long it will take me to adjust?”

“I never said I grew up here.” He looks down at me.

“Oh, I just assumed.”

“I’m just messing with you. I grew up about fifteen minutes outside of the city.”

“Such a brat,” I mutter under my breath. “So are we almost there? I’m starting to regret our decision to walk.”

“Taking a car would have been a waste of money. We’re nearly there.” 

“And where exactly are we nearly there to?” I ask, still having no idea where he’s taking us.

“You’ll see.” He grins at me before dropping an arm over my shoulder and pulling me to his side.
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