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Max Bennet was leaving the house he had resided in for almost 20 years, shutting the door to a house, not a home.  It never was a home to him.  Honestly, as the door closed he felt happier than ever.  He took his suitcase, got in his truck and hauled ass to his new beginning in North Carolina, leaving Mellbourne Maine and the bad taste it left in his mouth.  At least he’d be closer to home, where his family lived.  He left to find himself so many years ago.   He hadn’t been home since.  Well he hadn’t been home since he made so many mistakes in his life that he felt like he still didn’t know who he was.  Ironically that was why he left Pleasantville, South Carolina and his parents’ farm at eighteen.  He didn’t want to admit his failures.

Max had been a prison guard for the last, God too long.  It was all but 20 years ago when the warden came into a steakhouse Max was working in.  Max had pulled into Mellbourne full of ideas, hopes and dreams of an eighteen-year-old.  He was waiting tables and earning his keep, living in a shitty little efficiency apartment, but what did he care.  He didn’t need much, just a bed, kitchen and bathroom.  It wasn’t like he knew anyone there and he didn’t need a fancy, expensive place to lay his head.  When he wasn’t working he would go out to the bars in town to see what Mellbourne had to offer.  The job opportunity the warden laid out sounded promising.  Good money, and let’s face it Max was built like a brick shit house, he could handle himself.  He also was quite good with a gun.  The family used to shoot back home all the time, beer cans, soda cans, occasionally fruit.  He and his brother loved hunting and shooting.  It was time they spent together doing something other than farming.   

Max wasn’t a playboy.  He wasn’t looking to bang a girl and walk away.  That wasn’t his style.  He was raised to respect women and he held them in high regard.  He dated back home growing up.  He wasn’t an angel.  He had sex with women, but it was consensual and it was only with the woman he was dating at the time.  Ok, so he dated a lot.  Women liked him.  He liked them, but he wasn’t the flirt.  He was the one who normally ended up being the clueless bastard when they moved on.  He started dating his first girlfriend at age fifteen.  Yes, he was young to date, but he had looks that drew women to him.  His black hair, blue eyes and the body of a man who worked hard and worked out harder were the things that pulled the women in.  Max’s serious nature was what usually pushed them away. 

Max’s last girlfriend before he left home told him one night, “You know Max, you need to lighten up.  If you would just let yourself have a little fun instead of trying to plan the rest of your life maybe relationships would stick.”  Max was dumbfounded, “I thought women wanted to get married and have kids.  I’m not a player Regina.  That’s just not who I am.  So basically what you’re telling me is if I would whore myself out, play the field and just fuck ‘em and leave ‘em, I’d have all I need?”  Regina looked at him, “I didn’t say that, but shit Max, you are freaking hot as hell, you rock what you got below the belt but you’re too serious too fast.  We’ve been dating, what two weeks?”  Max looked at her, “Seriously, we’ve been together a month Regina.”  She chuckled, “Yeah, whatever.  See what I mean?  You know it’s been a month but to me it’s only been weeks.  But that’s not really the point.”  

Max was getting pissed, “So what is the point Regina?”  “Reggie, and stop with the Regina bullshit.  I’ve told you before, I hate that name.  The point is Max, you’re ready to go buy an engagement ring and lock my ass down.  I’m not there.  I’m nowhere near there.  Neither are half or ninety percent of the women you’ve dated in town.  We’re eighteen for fucks sake.  I have a hell of a lot more, well fucking to tend to before I settle down and start pumping out kids.”  Max couldn’t help himself.  He snorted derisively at what she just said and she rolled her eyes.  “Regina, come on.  If I rock what I have below the belt, why don’t you want to keep dating?  Do I not satisfy what you need?”  “Yes Max, sex isn’t the issue.  You are too serious, I want to have fun, live a little.  I’m not made to be a farmer’s wife.  Maybe you need to get out of this town, give yourself a chance to see what’s out there.  Then come home to the farm and maybe settle down.  Live a little, party, have dirty hot sex Max.  You don’t need to lock a girl down right away.”  Max just stared at her.  She put her hand on his arm and pulled him to her.  She kissed him gently on the lips.  “I’m sorry to walk away Max.  I will miss our chemistry, but I need more.  Come back in a few years, we’ll see where we are.”  Max just shook his head at her.  “Have nice life Max.  Good luck finding what you’re looking for.”  Max just watched her go, just like all the women before her.  Well good for him, at least he knew it wasn’t about the sex, but bad news, how do you change the fact that all your life all you’ve wanted was to find the one? 

So the one thing Max gained from his past 20 years of prison guard work was he met one of the inmates there who was a decent guy.  They became friends over the years.  Yeah, go ahead laugh.  The guy made mistakes.  He paid dearly for them.  In fact, he paid a higher price than anyone really knew.  Mike Albright, was a prisoner at the correctional institution.  His time was finally coming up and he wanted a fresh start.  Max put some feelers out with a guy he knew back home who was into real estate.  He found an interesting prospect.  There was a bar in Kellersville, North Carolina that a man was selling.  He only wanted it sold to someone willing to fix it up and keep it as a bar.  Mike had a good business sense, and he knew what he wanted to do with the space.  Max wasn’t a book man, or figures, he was a worker.  Let him get his hands dirty and he was happy.

Max drove thinking about the past, the old girlfriends, the house and town he left behind, the job he left.  Was he going to miss it?  Hell no!  Although he still hadn’t learned to loosen up.  Max knew Mike’s back story, but Max never told him his.  That shit just wasn’t worth the time.  Someday Max would find what he wanted in life, and fuck Regina.  Yes, that’s right Regina not Reggie.  Fuck the past he just walked out on too.  Some woman would love having the old-fashioned, one-woman man, uptight Max.  But wait, was he really uptight just because he wasn’t a flirt, and wanted a life with someone, not just a roll in the hay so to speak?  No, he was a fun guy.  He wasn’t all business, was he?  “Oh hell, fucking Regina!  That was over 20 years ago, just let it go Max.”  He chuckled to himself when he realized he was talking out loud.

Once Max arrived in Kellersville, he went right to the bar, to settle up some questions about lay out and repairs.  The owner was letting him start working on it before the papers were signed.  Mike unfortunately had another few weeks until he was released and could get out there.  He paid the owner extra to let us start the work.  The papers were all drawn up, all they needed was the final settlement and signing of the paperwork.  The owner gave Max the keys and told him to take care of the place.  He’d be coming back in a few weeks to meet with the lawyers and Mike.  

Mike and Max had discussed their plan at length.  Max had all of Mike’s plans, so he was ready to start digging in, tearing stuff up and making the new life he needed, for both of them.  Max worked hard on the bar.  He had specific instructions from Mike on what he wanted.  Max was working hard to have things lined up for when Mike arrived.  Mike was due to be there within a week or two.  Mike said he had one stop to make before heading to the bar once he was a free man.  Max didn’t question him, nor was he going to.  He already knew it had to do with his girl he left behind when his world crumbled.  Max sure hoped that Mike would have better luck in the love department than he did.  The last few months Max didn’t even try anymore.  There was no sex, in his relationship.  There was no trust, no love, hell there was just nothing.  He got himself tested for everything under the sun.  He wasn’t taking chances with how promiscuous the woman he’d been with was.  If he found someone, he wanted to not take chances with her, she didn’t deserve to get anything from him.  He had the papers to prove he was clean and now he was well on his way to building something new.  It wasn’t just a house and town he was running away from.  It was lies too.

There was an apartment above the bar which was roomier than Max’s old apartment, but he left that for Mike.  Max rented an apartment in the town next to Kellersville which was Wellsprings.  It was a small apartment but for just him it worked.  It was basically just like what he’d started out in back in Maine.  Once Max got settled he called the lawyer back in Maine who was handling finalizing a few things and gave him the address.  He wanted that part of his life over.  As far as he was concerned it was over, the paperwork was just a formality.  The day he closed the door on that house, it was over for him.  Hell, the day he found out about the cheating it should have been over, but he was a fool, he stuck it out.  Afraid of failure, he didn’t want to fail.  He left home to find himself, so far all he did was find a lie.  There had to be something better out there. 

Max really liked the town of Wellsprings.  It was kind of an old town, the brick roads, the circle with a fountain in the middle of town.  A park that had a bike trail and jogging trail.  There were plenty of restaurants, which was good because Max didn’t cook.  There was also a gym.  Max had a gym at his old house, so he definitely wanted to get the membership at the gym so he could keep working out.  He loved the physical labor with farming back home.  He loved working with his hands building and fixing things.  He also loved hitting the gym hard, to keep pushing his limits.  He had plenty of time to workout back in Maine, in fact he had also done a lot of boxing.  Working in the prison system it helped him react quicker and it was also a hell of a work out.  

Max put money into the bar and he and Mike were partners.  He left the decisions to Mike.  He was a silent partner.  He really didn’t want claim on anything.  All he needed was enough to keep him going.  Max wasn’t a fancy man, and didn’t like all the expensive things.  He was happy with his jeans, t-shirts and boots.  There was only one thing Max wanted and he was going for that today.  He was ready for his Harley.  He had wanted one for a long time.  He had the money, so what the hell.  The bike didn’t really fit in with his life back in Maine, but then again neither did his pick-up or him.  Now it was time.  Well beyond time if you’d asked Max, for him to have the things he wanted.  He worked hard, he saved money, he also sent money home to his folks.  He had a nice nest egg even after shelling out cash for the bar.  He wasn’t a millionaire or anything but he was comfortable.

Max took a time out between deliveries to the bar and headed to the Harley dealer to look around.  He may not know what he wanted in life but he knew what he liked and wanted in a bike.  He walked around the showroom.  He sat on a few bikes until a salesman approached him.  Max wasn’t one to be bothered.  He liked to look around by himself if he needed help he’d let you know.  The guy walked off said he’d be around if Max had any questions.  He had been there about an hour looking around.  He took his time looking over each bike and its features.  Max found one that he liked.  It wasn’t fancy but it was what he liked.  Max flagged the guy down to make his purchase.  He had to go back the next day for them to detail it and shine it before pick up.  Max would have to have one of the guys in town drop him off to pick it up.  He couldn’t wait to ride his new bike.

Max went back to the bar and started digging in.  The floors were a mess.  They needed to be ripped out and replaced.  Max wanted to wait for Mike for that decision, but the floors were a total loss and needed to go.  He was surprised no one had been seriously hurt on them.  There were chunks missing out of them and rotted out spots.  Max didn’t want to waste time.  The bar needed to get fixed so they could get it up and running.  He thought a light wood would look great in the bar, especially with all the other natural wood accents that Mike had planned.  The two weeks passed by quickly and Mike arrived on scene.  After Mike’s arrival it is was sun up and sun down work at the bar.  It didn’t take long for Max to realize he’d made the right choice working with Mike.  He was detailed, professional and together they made a great team.  The bar came together and within a month they were having the grand opening.  

Max enjoyed working.  He liked to keep his hands busy.  He didn’t want time to think.  When Max wasn’t working at the bar he would go to the gym in Wellsprings and work out.  He enjoyed keeping in shape, lifting weights and taking in the sights.  It was a small town, with very few single young people running around.  Max had met a few people here and there at the bar, some nosey sorts but some real decent folks.  Max had made friends with the chief of police in town and one of his deputies.  They came out to the bar with their ladies to see the progress being made.  They were nice people and he enjoyed talking with them.  The ladies, he would run into at the gym now and again.  Miranda Porter was one of the local doctors who dated Rod Marks the deputy in town and her friend was the chief Ted Blake’s wife, Sarah.  

––––––––
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MIRANDA WAS A REAL ball buster.  She liked to harass Max.  The ladies were at the gym one day while he was there and she came over to see how things were going.  “So Max, how’s the bar?”  Max shrugged, “Still going.”  Miranda laughed at his response as Max was a man of few words.  “Jesus Max, what the hell do you feed those things?  Your arms are huge.  Seriously dude, what the hell?”  Max shook his head and laughed.  Sarah stood next to Miranda smiling at the exchange.  Max curled his arm and smirked at Miranda, “Well normally I give them whatever they want, usually a tasty steak or occasionally a bossy, smart mouthed woman.”  They all laughed and the exchange was over.  Max however noticed a woman across the room watching them.  He wondered what her story was?  Then he thought, screw that, he didn’t need another entanglement, although she was quite intriguing, she had something that drew Max’s attention.

Max noticed that Miranda and Sarah were at the treadmills talking to the woman.  He figured at some point he would meet her and see if there was something about her, or was Max just lonely?  He kept lifting his weights, doing the workout program he designed for himself.  There was no way he was going out of his way for another woman again.  There was no reason for him to get involved with anyone.  He had no desire at this point for the complication.  Whatever her name was, could remain a mystery.
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Chapter 2
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Rod came out to the bar one night on his own.  Max strolled up to the bar with a draft for him.  “Hey, flying solo tonight?”  Rod grinned, “Shhhh.....I wasn’t here.”  Max laughed.  “Needed a break did you?”  Rod laughed and the guys bantered back and forth for a while.  Max got him another draft and the detective in Rod came out.  “So where are you from?”  Max told him then told him he was a corrections officer at the prison Mike had been at.  “Interesting.  So is that how you met Mike?”  Max being defensive, “Yeah, and he’s a hell of a guy.  Never had any trouble with him and he never should have served the time he did.  You’re not here to hassle him are you?”  Rod held his hands up, “Dude, relax.  I’m curious is all.  Miranda says you’re at the gym all the time.  She was curious about you asking me all kinds of questions.  I don’t know the woman is crazy sometimes.  I love her to pieces but, damn women gotta know everything.”  Max laughed.  “At least she cares, and pays attention.”  Rod’s eyebrow shot up.  “Elaborate.”  Max shook his head.  “Nope, not going there.  So are there any facilities near Wellsprings that offer boxing?”  Rod sat up, “You box?”  Max grinned, “I used to back in Maine.  Loved it, found it as a good release.  Kept me in shape.”  Rod grinned.  “Ok, if you promise not to crush me, we can box at the gym at the police station.  There is nowhere in town.  I have a bag and stuff in the police gym.  I love going at it but can’t find a sparring partner.  Last one I had I kind of, well let’s just say, they didn’t move fast enough.”  Max chuckled.  “You’re on my man.  Name when and I’ll find the time.”  

Max took his empty beer and with a wave Rod was off to head home to his woman.  They were an odd couple, but you could tell very much in love.  Miranda was flirty, and opinionated, shall we say.  Rod was more on the quiet side.  He worked undercover years back but now just worked on the force after they busted open a drug ring and cleared out the department of dirty cops.  He had been shot from what the rumor mill stated around town, and he was placed on desk work until recently.  Word around town was he had a temper but it very rarely reared its head.  However, there were a few incidents on which no one had elaborated in his presence.  Max was glad for the chance to start sparring again.  Rod told him he could come before his self-defense training class tomorrow.  Things were still slow at the bar, so Max knew Mike would be good with it.  

Max got up the next morning and went to the gym to warm up for meeting Rod later that day.  He was at the gym by 5a.m.  You would think a guy who worked in a bar could sleep beyond 5a.m.  Nope, not him.  He was up and ready to go.  He rarely missed a workout.  He walked into the gym and damn near couldn’t move.  She was there again.  She was stretching on the mats just in front of where he normally did his workouts.  She was a vision to behold.  She had beautiful blonde hair that kind of went every which way.  Her eyes were blue like the ocean, so clear it was like they opened her soul.  She hid pain in those eyes.  She seemed guarded, shy.  Her body was curvy, but in all the right places.  Ok, well yes she had a little more than curves but damn.  She was not his type at all but yet here he stood, not being able to put one foot in front of the other and his heart was beating out of his chest like he’d just finished his workout instead of just coming in the door.  What was it about her?  This was insane.  Max shook it off and headed back to the mats.  As he was going to pass her she moved and bumped into him.  She nearly fell at the impact from them hitting.  He reached out and grabbed her arm.  She pulled back so quickly that she nearly fell again.  Max moved to steady her but she gained her balance and righted herself, “I’m good, thank you.  Sorry about that.”  She moved so fast away from him without making eye contact that he wasn’t able to reply.

Damn crazy women.  The girl acted like Max was going to molest her, as if.  He proceeded to start his work out and tried not to look her way, however his eyes seemed to have a mind of their own and he watched her as she moved on the treadmill.  He watched her as she seemed to lose herself in her headphones and whatever music was playing in her ears.  He wanted to know what that music was.  Max shook it off again and got back to his work out.  The woman needed to stay a mystery, he wasn’t interested.

Max went down the street to the diner and grabbed some coffee, a bagel with cream cheese, scrambled eggs and a side of sausage after his workout.  He needed some fuel for his sparring with Rod.  He needed it after trying to forget the woman from the gym.  After eating Max knew he’d be early meeting with Rod but he didn’t have anything else to do so he headed to the police station.  When he got there, he was told Rod was already in the gym.  The officer showed him the way and when he walked in Rod was sitting like he was meditating.  As if he knew Max was there he took a breath in and then let it out as he got up to slowly move toward him.  “How’s it going Max?”  Max just stared at him, “Does that shit help?”  Rod grinned at him, “Meditation?”  Max nodded.  “It helps me find my center, helps keep me grounded.  I enjoy it.”  Max grinned, “Maybe you need to teach me about that.”  Rod laughed, “Come on, let’s warm up.”  

Rod and Max started punching on the big bag to warm up.  Then moved to the mats to start sparring.  Max was impressed.  Rod wasn’t a little guy, but smaller than Max was, and he was good.  Better than the guys in Maine.  “Damn, you are good at this.”  Rod grinned, “When you’re a cop every edge helps.  Plus, like you I find this helpful.”  Max held his glove up in signal to stop.  “What do you mean?”  Rod shrugged, “Seemed to me like you had some issues you were trying to work through.”  Max shook his head, “What are you a mind reader?”  Rod shook his head, “No.  I just pay attention.  Seems like you have a host of anger locked up.  Wanna talk about it or spar?”  No hesitation Max moved back into stance, “Spar.”  They went at it for a while.  Max wasn’t sure what time it was, but he and Rod were both sweating and Max could feel his muscles screaming.  

The young lady walked into the gym and heard the hitting and grunts.  She was quiet so as not to disturb them and she tried to blend quietly into the room.  No one else had arrived yet for the class.  She’d been coming to classes for years.  She hadn’t missed one yet.  She needed these self-defense classes as much as she needed the air in her lungs.  When she moved into the gym at the police station, she watched the two men taking swipes at one another, grunting, both men sweating.  She’d heard the noise of them hitting each other and was frozen.  Their bodies were both a marvel to look at but the force of what they were doing and the size of them made the fear rise in her.  The man from the gym, she recognized.  He looked angry.  Rod had been instructing the self-defense classes as long as she’d been coming.  He never seemed to want to look her in the eye anymore.  Then again, she never wanted to look herself in the eye anymore either.  

The quiet woman stood frozen in her spot watching Max and Rod, hit, move, hit move, grunt.  They went on like that for a bit.  She heard noise coming from the hallway and more women filtered in from the police station for their class.  The men continued.  It was as if they had no idea anyone was in the room.  Miranda, and Sarah came through the door and in typical Miranda fashion she let out a whistle of complete appreciation and all the women laughed.  That’s what it took for the men to break concentration.  When the man from the gym stopped, his eyes landed on her.  Her heart speed up, just like earlier in the gym and she automatically assumed it was the fear coming, only this felt different somehow.

Rod grinned at the woman letting go with the wolf whistle.  “Babe, really?”  Miranda laughed, “Come on, ladies really they are hot aren’t they?”  The women all started laughing and agreeing.  Miranda moved to the men, squeezed one of the python arms on Max then moved to Rod and ran her hands over his sweaty bare chest.  She leaned in, “This one is taken.”  She kissed him in front of the women when all the laughs and whistles started again.  She pulled back, “This one ladies, is fair game.  Aren’t ya Max, baby?”  Max held up his hands, as the women in the room started applauding and whistling.  Max moved his eyes to the silent woman in the room and grinned at her.

Max finally was able to make his way through the women after thanking Rod and Miranda for outing him to the women of Wellsprings and beyond.  From the doorway before he left he looked toward the woman trying to hide herself in the throng of women and he stopped.  “Ladies, don’t forget if you haven’t already, stop out at the Heartbreak Bar.  Bring the husbands, boyfriends or whatever out for some drinks, music and fun.  It’s totally redone inside and no more riff raff in the bar.  Mike has done an amazing job turning it around.”  With that he broke his gaze from the woman and scanned the room with his eyes before turning and heading out.
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Chapter 3
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Time moved on, Max worked a lot as Mike was getting the bar established and hiding from the woman who showed up in town.  Josie Morris.  There was a woman with class, beauty and she was completely hung up on Mike.  There was quite a past history there but they were destined to be together.  The bar was getting busier.  They were lining up karaoke nights as well as bands.  They had quite a few regulars and Max was enjoying the new life he set up.  They finished the rehab on the bar in no time.  They closed down to do the floors, and the bar that they replaced, but once those were done they pretty much were ready to open the doors and start making some money.  People mainly came at first to see what was done to the old place.  Now they were coming to soak up the atmosphere, drink, dance and listen to music.  The bar wasn’t packed but it was bringing people in little by little.

There was no shortage of women at the bar, especially since they seemed to come out of the woodwork to the self-defense class since Max and Rod started sparring prior to the class.  Some of the women were single, some pretended to be single.  They would shamelessly hit on Max and Mike at the bar.  Max would laugh and smile at them.  He had no attachments and what was the harm in smiling at them.  He still wasn’t much for openly flirting, so he reserved that part of himself.  Max would flirt with Miranda, Sarah and Josie but it was all in fun.  Max didn’t mean any disrespect to the men in their lives and the ladies knew it was harmless flirtations.  In most cases the women at the bar behaved themselves, on occasion things could get out of hand and Max would have to break out the stern tone to get them back in line.  Max liked to have fun, but he wasn’t about to sell himself out like he had done once before.  Sure he got lonely, and sure he had needs, but there was no one he found in town he wanted to sleep with.  Max was a man of dignity.  He believed women deserved respect and he wasn’t about to stoop to, well he wasn’t going to change the man he was. He wasn’t a one-night stand kind of man.    

Max saw the woman from the gym and self-defense class walk in to the Heartbreak Bar.  She was by herself, looking as though she didn’t know if she should come in to sit down, or turn and run tail out the door.  That blonde hair of hers definitely had a mind of its own.  It was curly, but it had the most beautiful looking softness to it.  Her eyes seemed so warm but sad all at the same time.  Her body all the curves it held, she was a vision.  Those curves made him want to pull her to him and run his hands down every inch.  She made her way to the bar and sat down.  Max walked over placing a napkin in front of her, “What can I get you pretty lady?”  The girl looked up.  When her eyes hit Max he felt his stomach flip over.  Her eyes the most piercing blue he’d ever seen, beautiful, like the sea.  He was transfixed on them.  Her eyes darted away out of nervousness and Max couldn’t help but grin.  She wouldn’t meet his eyes, as she said, “I’d like a lite draft beer please.”  The guy next to her sneered, “I’d make it a water, cut the calories all together.”  She had acted as though he didn’t say anything but Max knew he wasn’t going to let that go, he however didn’t want to cause a scene to scare this vision away.  Before he could move away from her, he had to know who she was.  “Well sure, beautiful, but I need to see some ID first.”  

Taryn reached into her purse.  She pulled out her license to hand it over to the hunky bartender.  She really wanted to just run, after the comment from the jackass sitting next to her, but she promised herself, she was going to go out to have a good time.  For once in her life she was going to have a little fun and smile.  It was time to stop hiding.  Taryn needed to find some courage, she needed to learn how to live, again.  The bartender, and hunk from the gym was calling her beautiful, smiling at her, she could do this.  She needed to remember how it was to flirt, only she never really flirted.

Max took Taryn’s ID.  He saw that she lived in town near him, and also her name, Taryn Miller.  Max knew he’d never forget her name.  “Okay Ms. Miller, you got it.” Max handed back the ID, went to tap her a beer and sat it down in front of her.  Taryn looked up, “Thank you,” Max locked eyes with her as he reached out his hand, “I’m Max.”  Taryn reached for his hand.  When her skin met his she thought someone was shocking her.  Max had squeezed her hand, reached out and covered their joined hands with his other hand.  With that gesture it snapped Taryn back to her manners, “Pleased to meet you Max, I’m Taryn, no Ms.”  Taryn pulled her hand away to put her twenty-dollar bill on the bar.  Max took the money, rang her up on the register, then went back to place her change in front of her, he winked, but before moving away said to her, “No Ms., is it Mrs. Then?  Taryn thought she should really just run.  She wasn’t ready for flirting, and being out in the view of people like this, with this gorgeous man flirting with her.  It made her feel uncomfortable.  “No.  Neither, I’m just me.”  Max grinned, “I like just me.”  Taryn couldn’t stop her mind, what did that mean?  Was he flirting because it was his job?  What. The. Fuck.  She wasn’t meant for this.  She was ready to have a full-fledged panic attack.

Max needed to put some space between himself and Taryn.  Max felt the earth move when she took his hand.  He literally thought the world was crumbling around them.  He needed to get a grip.  He traveled around the bar to make sure everyone’s drinks were full, then remembered the ignorant ass sitting next to Taryn.  Max made his way over to him, leaned in to him and said, “When you sit at my bar, you respect the ladies.  Keep your opinions to yourself and as my parents taught me if you don’t have anything nice to say, don’t say anything at all.  Class is the thing that lady has sitting next to you, take notes on how to get some.  You are done in here tonight.  Pack your ass up and leave, next time you treat a woman without respect around me, I will give you a lesson in it.  I worked in a correctional facility, I took notes, I know things.”  Max gave him a stern, I’m going to wipe the floor with you look and hide the body where no one will find it.  The guy said nothing.  He nodded his head, tucked his tail between his legs and left the bar. 

Max went to the back room to get something Mike was there as well.  He asked what the exchange was about.  Max shrugged, “He was being disrespectful.  I told him to leave.”  Mike smirked but didn’t say a word.  Mike saw the exchange between the woman at the bar and Max.  He knew something more was going on.  He’d never seen Max take an interest in a woman let alone flirt with one.  He sure as hell never heard him call a woman beautiful other than Josie, Miranda and Sarah, but they were harmless flirtations on his part.  Taryn was getting low on her beer so he moved toward her.  “Would you like another?”  Taryn jumped as she wasn’t paying attention, she had been watching the people dancing.  She nodded her head.  She watched as the hunky bartender moved away to fill her drink.

Taryn couldn’t help but watch Max move behind the bar.  The man was rock solid and extremely gorgeous.  Max had beautiful black hair and blue eyes that begged for eye contact.  When Taryn locked eyes with him she had thought she was drowning in them.  He flirted with her, but she was sure that was how he was around all the ladies.  Besides, the man next to her summed it up.  Taryn wasn’t even in the same ballpark as this man.  But God she could dream.  Taryn was grateful the asshole next to her had left.  It took all her courage just to walk through the door, then his comments made her want to run.  Taryn was deep in thought when Max put the beer down in front of her, she heard him say, “Hey there Josie.”  She saw Max’s smile grow wide across his face and the beautiful woman standing next to her had all his attention.

Taryn felt defeated.  She always was the girl who got overlooked.  No one ever paid attention to her.  Or it was, ‘Oh Taryn you have such a beautiful face, but...’ she was sick of it.  Taryn had been going to the gym but results wouldn’t happen over-night.  She was so lost in her thoughts she didn’t hear Max talking about her.  Taryn saw Josie and Max looking at her, she wasn’t sure what was going on.  Josie reached out her hand and said, “Good to meet you Taryn.”  Taryn hadn’t realized Max introduced them.  Taryn smiled at Josie, “Yes, nice to meet you.”  Max had walked away leaving Josie and Taryn to talk.

Taryn looked at Josie and started a conversation.  “I’ve seen you at the gym recently.  Do you go often?”  Josie smiled, “I’ve been trying to.  I want to focus on my fitness again.  I’ve kind of let myself go. I love to run.”  Taryn smiled at her, “I’ve been working out at the gym for a little bit now.  I’ve been trying to lose weight and, it’s hard.  I generally walk on the treadmill, but the weights scare me a little.”  Josie laughed, “I know what you mean, you have all these muscle guys.”  Josie pointed at Max, “They’re darn intimidating.”  Taryn laughed and nodded her agreement to Josie.  “Look Taryn, I’m going back to my table, but anytime we’re at the gym together, feel free to hop on the treadmill near me.  I generally run, but sometimes working out next to someone is motivating.  I’d be happy to workout with you anytime.  Even go up against these muscle guys for some time at the weights.”  Taryn smiled at her new friend, laughing, “Gee thanks Josie, that’s so nice of you.  When you go back to your table tell everyone I said hello.”  Josie nodded, “Sure, stop over and chat if you would like.”  Taryn said, “Maybe later.  I don’t want to intrude.”  Josie smiled and told her it was no intrusion as she walked back to the table.  Josie must have mentioned Taryn and everyone at the table looked up waving with a smile.

Taryn knew all of them, Sarah lived in Wellsprings for quite a while.  Before she moved to Wellsprings she and Miranda lived in an apartment in Rockport, the town over.  Sarah’s husband was chief of police in Wellsprings.  Rod was one of the deputies at the Wellsprings Police Department.  Miranda was dating him.  Taryn knew chief Blake and Rod as they helped her out of a situation a while back.  But Taryn shook off that thought.  She wasn’t going to think about the past.  Taryn was friendly with Sarah and Miranda for many years, in fact she watched Sarah’s son grow up and Taryn’s family catered Sarah’s son’s funeral.  It was a tragic loss to the community and Sarah.  Taryn always envied her.  Sarah was so strong and knew what she wanted in life.  Sarah was just someone Taryn hoped she could be like.  The three of them were inseparable in high school.  Miranda was always the wild child, Sarah was the mother figure and Taryn was pretty much the one who got overlooked with the two beauties.  No, she promised herself she wasn’t going there.  She hadn’t talked with Sarah or Miranda in a long time.  She kind of shut them out of her life, through no fault of theirs.

Taryn looked alone again.  Max couldn’t help but keep an eye on her.  She just captivated him. He wanted to know her story, where she was from?  Was she single?  Did she want to spend the rest of her life with him?  Max, shook his head, God man get a grip. Ok Reggie, I get it.  My mind just went there.  I can’t help it.  Max filled up his water glass and drank half of it down.  Thinking that way about Taryn was going to get him in trouble.  He needed to just pull it together and remember he wasn’t looking for a woman right now. 

Taryn watched Max as he moved around the bar.  When Max looked in her direction, she turned away.  Taryn wanted to watch him, but didn’t want to be obvious.  Max walked over to her and she saw him coming out of the corner of her eye, “So T, do you want another refill?”  Taryn smiled at him.  It was the first true smile he’d seen come across her face since she walked through the door of the bar.  That smile made his knees buckle.  Taryn looked into his eyes, “No, I wish I could but I’m driving.  Two is my limit when I get behind the wheel, besides I have someone waiting for me at home.”  Max shook his head, his face dropped as he said, “My loss T.  Wish you could stay for a few more, but I understand.”  Taryn started to laugh, “No you got it wrong.  My dog Rocco is waiting for me at home.  He probably wants to go out by now and is wondering where I am.”  Max smiled, winked at her and said, “Have a safe ride home then, but don’t forget where I am.” 

Taryn felt on top of the world.  She knew Max was just flirting with her, it was his job.  But calling her T.  She’d never had a nickname from a man.  Not unless you count the ugly ones from growing up, thunder thighs, fatso, and bubble butt.  Plus, it was really hysterical when she mentioned someone was waiting for her at home.  Taryn swore Max’s face dropped.  She wondered if Max saw her for who she was or was he just being nice.  He did light up when Josie walked up to the bar.  Oh who cared?  Taryn had a good night, Max was a big part of that.  It didn’t, and most likely wouldn’t go anywhere.  But boy would her dreams be sweet tonight.
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Chapter 4
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Max was wiping up the bar, cleaning up from the night when Mike came up to him and asked, “So who was the girl?”  Max looked at his friend, “Her name is Taryn.  Nice girl.  Why do you ask?”  Mike smirked at him, “No reason.  Why should there be a reason to get to know her?”  Max scowled at his friend.  “Is there a point to this dance you are doing with me?”  Mike held his hands up, “No dude, no reason.  It’s just that we’ve known each other quite a while, and well, you don’t seem to really flirt here in the bar, other than with my Josie, and you seemed different with her tonight.”

Max looked at his friend, “Dude, your woman is hot.  If you don’t make a move, I will.”  Mike shoved Max kiddingly, the questions disappearing.  Mike wasn’t a stupid man, he wouldn’t forget this conversation for long, so Max was just going to have to watch it around Taryn.  She seemed to have liked it when he called her T.  Max didn’t miss the flare in her eyes.  Max had felt that flare through his body.  When Taryn smiled at him, Max’s heart skipped a few beats, it was hard to breathe and something else was hard too.  Damn, that woman.  There was just something about her that pulled him to her.

At five a.m. Max hit the gym.  He didn’t get much sleep last night.  The woman with the piercing blue eyes and curly blonde hair was tearing up his dreams.  When Taryn sat at the bar, her hair would fall in front of her face, she would brush it back but Max wanted to reach out, touch the curls and brush them back for her.  In his dreams he’d done just that.  Max had lost his hand in those soft curls and crushed her beautiful lips to his.  Damn, it’s happening again.  Taryn isn’t even here and Max was getting all worked up.  He had a cold shower this morning and also had to relieve some tension before he could get to the gym.  What was she doing to him?  He was at the weights and the woman on his mind walked through the door.  

Taryn didn’t look at anyone on her way in the gym.  She headed straight to the treadmill and turned it on.  She didn’t have time to mess around.  There was a workout to do.  She still needed to run home, take Rocco for a walk, shower then head to work.  Taryn worked for her parents.  They owned a restaurant in town.  She needed to get there to start the food prep, bake the bread and make the dessertss and soups.  Taryn loved the restaurant but sometimes she used it to hide.  

Taryn decided she was getting pretty good at this treadmill stuff.  She actually had been enjoying the workouts so far.  She was sore but felt good about doing them.  She was starting to feel like she could finally take control of her life, if only she could have the confidence to flirt with a man.  Max specifically.  Taryn’s mind traveled to the sexy hunk that haunted her dreams last night.  She had never been with a man.  She never found anyone to look past her outside, to find the woman inside.  

Taryn frowned for a moment.  That’s not entirely true.  She loved someone once, but that was not going to ruin her day.  She would think about that another time.  Max was the one who brought her back to life in her dreams.  Her body was humming.  She was feeling things she’d never felt before.  She truly wanted to believe he was interested and that she could trust him, however, Taryn didn’t trust easily anymore.

Taryn loved being at the bar last night.  The place was so nice inside.  She knew that the new owners put a lot of time and money into the place.  The floors were beautiful.  The bar top looked brand new, the dance floor, the stage and the tables were all new as well.  The tables were beautiful.  They were like cuts of a tree then stained to seal them.  They were smooth, gorgeous accents to fit the whole rustic look of the bar.  The lights that were lining the bar lit it up enough for her to see the twinkle in Max’s eye.  The man took pride in keeping the bar clean.

Max watched Taryn move on the treadmill.  He liked what he saw, although Taryn hid behind baggy pants and a baggy tee shirt.  He wanted to move over behind her and, “God, stop it!  Get a grip man.”  Max was trying to shake her off.  He needed to get this workout in and get out of here.  Just being in the same room as her was making it hard to breathe.  He went back to his workout and made an effort to not look at Taryn across the room.  It was the only way he’d make it through his grueling weight sets.
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