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Chapter 1


Della





June – Boston, Massachusetts 

Disaster. That was the best description of my romantic life since none of my dates over the last several months had been what you would deem successful. Some of them could even be classified as borderline psychotic and cringeworthy, and I had a difficult time understanding why it was such a freaking challenge to find Mr. Right. 

And now, here I was, babysitting on a Saturday night when I should be out and about and having fun. Not that I minded, though, considering I was doing one of my best friends and her husband a favor. But boy, it sure would have been nice to have some hot guy keep me company while I enjoyed a show on Netflix. A bit of cuddling and making out would certainly have made my night better.

Night? Ha! More like life. My dating had become such a nightmare that I questioned whether I was the problem. Expelling a puff of frustrated air, I crossed my arms and leaned back against the couch. I wasn't going to fall prey to a self-imposed pity party. Not tonight. Swatting my melancholy mood away, I refocused on the television, becoming as engrossed in the flick as I had been prior to my bout of internal whining. 

Startled by a loud thud, I froze and stared blankly at the screen. Clearing away my fear-induced brain fog, I attempted to pinpoint what I'd heard. 

Oh, shit! There it was again, and it was in the backyard.

My fingers fumbled across the keypad on the remote control as I frantically muted the television's volume. Pulling my legs to my chest, I wedged one of the decorative pillows between my thighs and stomach and sank into the upholstery. My gaze riveted on the sliding door. 

"No, no, no!" Why did I leave the curtains partially open? What the bejesus was I thinking?

I waited and listened, trying not to move. Minutes passed, and all stayed quiet. The only sounds were my anxious, shallow breaths and the neighbor's barking Border Terrier.

Exhaling deeply, I took another breath and groaned. "Della, you are such a dumbass." I should have known better than to choose The Panic Room when I was in a creaky old house by myself. Although technically, I wasn't alone since the kids were asleep upstairs. But jeez, didn't that make it worse, acting out some movie cliché when I'm in charge of two little bodies? And this little incident was sure to set me up for a decent-sized razzing from Sofie and Reid. You'd think that while I was here, I'd have picked something to watch besides a home invasion thriller.

I shifted on the cushion and unclenched my hand, scowling at the red marks on my palm from my brightly painted fingernails. With a tilt of my head, I tugged at my ponytail and shot an irritated glance at the door—and gasped.

Someone was on the other side of the glass, their silhouette barely visible in the dim light from one of the alley's lampposts.

Shrieking, I tossed the pillow onto the floor and almost tripped over the coffee table as I bolted from the couch and dashed through the doorway to the hall. 

Shit! What do I do? Bending over, I desperately tried to catch my breath. The door! Did I lock the freaking door? I was outside playing with the kids earlier.

"Oh God, don't look," I mumbled while I forced myself to peek around the corner, my gaze cutting through the semi-darkened family room.

I saw the closed sliding door, partially open curtain, and a glimpse of the wooden planking. No distorted face pressed against the glass, and no monster or home invader stared at me with red, beady eyes. Relieved, I released the breath I'd been holding and mentally berated myself for acting like a scared fool.

My heart still pounded as I crept across the room, figuring I should at least check the deck. C'mon, Della. It's easy-peasy. Just peek around the freaking curtain. I groaned as I carried out my mind's bidding, the maneuver far more challenging than I presumed. 

A scan of the deck revealed nothing but an array of outdoor furniture. The rattan and metal armchair I had pulled away from the table earlier was right about where I thought I saw a body. 

Unbelievable. I turn on a scary flick, and my imagination goes into "make shit up" overdrive.

Unlocking the door, I slid it open and stepped outside, the wood rough on my bare feet. I tip-toed across the planks, struck by the overpowering scent of roses. Still unnerved, I peeked over the railing to the ground-floor courtyard below. Although Sofie's rose garden was directly beneath me, the fragrance was more potent on the deck, almost as if it had permeated the area. And it was stinky where I was, unlike the pleasant aroma wafting upward from the bushes in the flowerbed. 

My eyes darted back and forth, looking for anything unusual, but nothing appeared out of place, at least as far as I could tell in the dark.

I was stepping back from the rail when it dawned on me that the dog next door had stopped barking, but others were making noise several houses down. Realizing that could mean someone was out there and walking through the alley, I ran inside and locked the sliding door. I gave the curtains a wild tug to close them and dove onto the couch. Snagging my cell from the coffee table, I dialed the only person I knew who wouldn't tell me I'd lost it.

Adam.

I tapped my fingernail on my knee while anxiously listening to his phone ring. I was expecting my call to go to his voicemail when I heard him pick up—a song played in the background.

"Hey, Adam. It's Della." The words rushed from my mouth before he could say anything. 

"Della? What's going on?"

"Where are you? There's music in the background."

"I'm celebrating at a club with Theo. His catering business got booked this afternoon for a huge wedding reception next April. It'll be an elaborate event with tons of famous guests. Theo should get some recommendations from it, and it's just what he needs to put his company on the map. You know, move from the small local operation to the regional big dog. Well, we're hoping that's what happens, anyway."

I attempted to swallow the lump in my throat, but it wasn't going away. I took a swig from my water bottle on the table by the couch to see if it would help. "Umm, yeah. That sounds exciting. I better let you go since you're celebrating."

"No, it's okay. You called for a reason, and you sound stressed. What's up."

Do I tell him what happened or say it's unimportant and we can talk later? I don't want to screw up his night.

"Della? Say something."

I hung my head, feeling umpteen shades of silly. "I got spooked. That's why I was calling. I just wanted to chat."

"Are you still at Sofie and Reid's?"

"Yeah, I'm still babysitting. I was watching a horror flick—well, it was more like a home invasion thriller—and I heard a noise outside. I thought I saw someone on the deck, and it turned out to be an armchair." Hearing Adam chuckle, I stuck my tongue out at my phone as I held it away from my ear. Satisfied, I brought it back in time to catch him chastising me.

"You aren't supposed to watch those without me, and this is what happens when you do it. You get too freaked out. Speaking of movies, guess what the twentieth century's first American horror film was?"

"Adam! Not now, okay. Save the darn trivia for later."

"Hey, you don't have to yell. And even though you don't care, it was Frankenstein."

"Terrific. I have another priceless piece of information I'll never refer to or remember. Thanks, bunches." I rolled my eyes. I could swear Adam was an occasionally irritating walking encyclopedia.

"You're welcome. Are you going to say something to Sofie and Reid about the noise in the backyard?"

"Nah, they'll think I'm being an overreacting idiot."

"Uhh…I think you better tell them. It might be nothing, but you never know after all that stuff that happened a few years back."

"That was five years ago. Besides, Sofie's scary-as-shit stalker brother, her mother, and her mother's pimp are all out of the picture. Not to mention, Reid's cousin wouldn't dare terrorize Sofie again after getting caught for his bullshit last time. Sofie said it's been super quiet since then. Tonight was just a case of my imagination running wild on me."

"Nevertheless, you should still tell them. Anyway, I have to go. Theo's making a face at me."

"Okie dokie. I'll talk to you at work Monday. Tell Theo I said congratulations."

"I will. See you then."

I hung up and tossed my phone on the coffee table. That didn't go as I had hoped, but I was calmer, at least. Adam was right, though. After all the terror and drama from five years ago, neglecting to say something about earlier would be wrong. If Reid found out, he'd never forgive me.

The front door opened and closed, and familiar voices drifted to me from the foyer. Sofie and Reid were back. Perking up, I turned off the television and crawled under the nearby credenza to retrieve my sandals.

"Della, we're home," Sofie called from the hallway.

"I'm in the family room." I plopped on the couch and slipped on my shoes. "How did your evening go?" 

"The dinner and entertainment were enjoyable, and the awards presentation was fun. The committee recognized Morgan Systems for its contributions to the local community." Sofie pursed her lips, appearing thoughtful. "Thanks again for watching the kids so Reid and I could attend. It's unusual for Allison to cancel on us at the last second, and she sounded odd on the phone."

"Was she sick?"

"No. Allison would have mentioned it if she had been. All she said was that something had come up, and she seemed in a hurry to end the call. I'll have to speak to her about it later. So, how were they?"

"Angels, like always. Evie had me read her a couple of books before bed. Wyatt was a teeny grumpy."

"I think he has another tooth coming in. At least he's acting like he does, and the timing is about right." Sofie walked over to the sliding door and picked the pillow up from the floor. The corner of her mouth curled upward as she arched a brow. "Pillow fight?"

My face instantly warmed. "Not exactly. I…umm…threw it. I was watching something on the TV and got a little freaked out. I thought I saw a person on the deck, but it turned out to be one of the chairs."

Reid strolled into the room, his presence commanding as usual. He ran his hand through his wavy blond hair and pierced me with his gray-blue eyes. "What's this about someone on the deck?"

Sofie snickered and shook her head at me, her mahogany hair swaying with the movement. "Della was watching television and got spooked. It must have been a thriller or horror movie, which she isn't supposed to watch without Adam. Come Monday morning, she's going to tell me she had nightmares all weekend and couldn't sleep."

"You can scrap that thought because it won't happen. Okay? And, yeah, it was a home invasion thriller. Like a dumbass, I thought one of the patio chairs was a person. I went out and checked, but no one was there. The only noise was a couple of dogs barking along the alley. Oh, and that scruffy Border Terrier next door was yapping."

Reid narrowed his gaze, his jaw tightening. "First, you shouldn't have gone outside alone to investigate. If someone had been there, it could have turned into a disaster. Second, the neighbor's dogs don't normally bark without a reason. I need to check the backyard just to be safe." 

Reid left the room, his shoes thudding on the steps as he headed downstairs. With the television off and the house quiet, we could tell he had opened the French doors, signaling he was going out to the courtyard. 

Sofie pulled the curtains back, unlocked the sliding glass door, and stepped onto the wooden deck. I followed her, groaning when she giggled and pointed at the armchair that was still out of place.

"Yeah, that's the culprit. It scared the bejesus out of me."

Amused at my embarrassment, Sofie pushed the chair back toward the table and padded over to the deck's railing. Joining her, we peered at Reid as he walked the courtyard's perimeter with a baseball bat in his hand. Unlocking the back gate, Reid disappeared into the alley through the opening, causing the Border Terrier next door to bark. 

Minutes passed, and then Reid reappeared. After closing and locking the wooden gate, he walked across the flagstone pavers and stopped directly below us. Reid tipped his head back to talk to us, the worry lines on his forehead becoming visible in the lamplight.

"There's a broken pallet in the alley beside the gate. Someone could have used it to scale the wall to get back here. But the only way to get to where you are on the deck is to climb our tree and drop from one of the limbs. The person would need to get back down the same way, but I don't know how they'd get back over the wall without using a chair, and none are out of place."

Sofie pointed to the tree. "Could a person crawl through the branches to get to the top of the fence? Maybe use that thick branch on the far side to swing over to it and balance on top until they could drop to the alley?"

Reid spun toward the tree, staring at it as he ran his hand through his hair. He turned back to Sofie. "They could, although the whole scenario would take a lot of physical effort. But I'll mention it to Braxton Hennessey tomorrow and get a hold of a company to trim the tree just in case."

I frowned at Reid. "Now you're making me feel horrible. There's no reason to get the police department involved. Braxton may be your best friend, but that won't keep him from thinking I've lost it and we're wasting his time. I'm telling you this is a simple case of my imagination gone wild." 

"Regardless, there's no harm in mentioning it. Anyway, if you're ready to go, I'll walk you to your car after I come in."

"Yeah, okay. I need to grab my stuff." 

Following Sofie inside, I gathered my purse, water bottle, and the romance novel I had brought and stuffed them in my canvas bag. Sofie walked me to the foyer, and after a quick hug, Reid escorted me out the door and down the block. It was eerily quiet at a quarter past midnight, more so since Reid and Sofie lived in an upscale neighborhood in Beacon Hill. We reached my Camry, parked at the curb, and Reid opened my door after I unlocked it with the remote. I leaned in and tossed my belongings on the passenger seat. 

Reid stood beside my car, holding the door open. "Thanks for watching the kids. We've used Allison for years, and she's never canceled on us before. I think she has Sofie a little worried."

"Yeah, Sofie sounded a bit concerned. Anyway, I didn't mind babysitting. I love those two kiddos. Well, it's getting late, so I better go." I slid behind my steering wheel and reached for my seatbelt.

"I'll see you at the office." Reid closed my door and gave me a little wave before moving to the curb. He stayed there until I had started my car and pulled away. 

Reaching the end of the block, I stopped at the corner and executed a right turn. A movement caught my eye, and I jerked my head to the side to see what it was.

A tall, bulky body dressed in dark clothing stepped from the shadows. Instantly creeped out, I looked in my rearview mirror and sucked in a breath.

The person stood in the middle of the sidewalk, and I could swear they were watching me.

Thinking about it, I couldn't help but wonder if their eerie presence was related to my shit show at Sofie and Reid's house.

I turned right instead of left and sped around the block, berating myself for such a careless and stupid decision. I slowed as I drove past Sofie and Reid's house, my heart racing as I neared the intersection. My eyes darted up and down the sidewalk, between cars, and anywhere else a person could hide. 

But there was no one on the street.

Rounding the corner, I continued my search. Again, I came up empty. 

Okay, did I imagine this whole thing? I mean, come on, it's a small block. If someone was there, how could they disappear so fast? And if they were driving, I would see headlights or taillights, and I see nothing. 

The reality of the situation broke through, and I scoffed at my foolishness.

Jeez, I'm a dork. I bet the person lives somewhere in the area and is returning to their residence. That must be why they disappeared. They went into one of the houses around here and only had their eye on me because I was in their neighborhood late at night.

Taking a relaxing breath, I chalked it up to my out-of-control imagination and pledged never to watch a scary flick by myself again.

Then I grumbled as I drove home to spend another Saturday night alone.








  
  

Chapter 2


Jace





Ipushed the café door open with my shoulder, my lunch tray in my hands, and scanned the plaza's seating area for Adam. When we talked on the phone, he mentioned that he and a friend usually came here to eat. Spotting him, I headed toward his table. 

Adam beamed and raised his arm when he saw me.

Now a few yards away, I had a better view of Adam and the person he was with. Even though we'd kept in touch, I hadn't seen him in over ten years, and he looked the same—just older. His strawberry blond hair was still short, spiky, and meticulously styled. And he still wore his neatly pressed button-down shirts and tortoise shell eyeglasses. 

The woman with him was…well…a little different. Her originally blond hair—I assumed that was what it was—had been dyed a bright pink, and she had it pulled into a ponytail. Her lipstick was a deep color. Dark purple? Burgundy? I wasn't sure what you'd call it, but whatever shade it was, it grabbed your attention, just like her clothing. She was wearing a neon green pair of pants and a long-sleeved, button-front blouse that displayed a variety of colorful barnyard animals.

I shrugged my shoulders. What was that old cliché about not prejudging people based on their appearance? Regardless of what it was, it was a mantra I tried to live by—the best I could.

"Jace! Hey, you're here. That's so cool." Adam jumped up from his chair, still beaming. One hand went to my shoulder while he stuck out the other. 

Setting my tray beside his seat, I swiveled and shook his hand. Man, it was great to see him after all these years! I turned toward the woman and saw her face light up with a comical expression as she scrutinized Adam.

"Jace, this is my close friend, Della Nash. We work together at Morgan Systems."

"Pleasure to meet you." Smiling, I extended my arm.

"Same. I hope you're not as weird or easily excitable as Adam." She cackled as she shook my hand.

Ignoring her comment, I asked, "So, are you a senior software designer like Adam?" While waiting for her answer, I sat in the chair next to Adam and unwrapped my roast beef and cheddar sandwich.

"Wrong department. Della's a senior marketing analyst," Adam said before Della got the chance. He nodded toward me. "Della, this is Jace Welch. We met through a mutual friend in our teens and spent four years together at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Jace lived by the campus, and I grew up nearby in Durham. His dad was also one of my professors."

Della eyed me, her brow furrowing in what I assumed was curiosity. "So…did you and Adam date each other?"

I coughed, barely managing to swallow the sip of water I'd taken. I stared across the table at her. "Sorry." I coughed again, trying to clear my throat since some of the liquid had gone down my windpipe. "I didn't expect to be asked that question. No, we weren't romantically involved. I'm straight, and we went from acquaintances to close friends after finding ourselves in many of the same college courses."

"When I first met Jace, back when I was in high school, he was pretty cool. He judged people by their personality and behavior rather than their sexual preferences, appearance, or other idiotic criteria. Unlike some of my classmates, Jace never acted uncomfortable or threatened when he was around me. That's one of the things I liked about him."

Della studied me for a few seconds and grinned. "So you're an upright kind of guy and not some asshole?"

"Wow. You like to ask some off-the-wall questions. I'm not sure I'd label myself as such, but I try to judge people fairly."

"Yes, he is. And humble. I don't think I've ever heard Jace brag." 

I took a bite of my sandwich and another swig of water while Adam gave Della our backstory.

"So, out of nowhere, I get this message on Facebook from Jace telling me he's moved to Boston. He worked for a gaming software designer in Boulder, Colorado, and decided to switch jobs. Now, he works in the Oceanview East building down the street as a video game special effects artist for Delphinus Games. Cool, huh? When we were—"

"Umm…Jace? You can stop Adam at any time. If you let him keep talking, he'll spill all your secrets from birth onward."

I couldn't help my amusement. Adam hadn't changed, and this woman was a kick. But in a way, she touched on something without knowing. I did have a secret, and it wasn't funny. It was the real reason for my move to Boston.

I politely laughed off her comment. "Yeah, it's best Adam holds off on giving you my entire life story until we're better acquainted. I don't want to give off a bad impression."

"All right, I'll take the hint and shut up. Della and I have to return to the office in a few minutes anyway. Hey, I have an idea, though." Adam looked at me and grinned. "My boyfriend, Theo, owns a catering company and is typically booked all weekend, so Della and I hang out after work on Fridays. We're going to Bullseye Tavern four blocks down the street to drink and play darts tonight. It's in that three-story complex across from the dance club. You could join us."

"I wish I could. It sounds like fun. But I'm having dinner with a woman who works in my office building. We kept running into each other in the elevator, and I asked her out. Tonight's our second date, and I'm still trying to figure out if I like her."

"Excuse me? Either you like someone, or you don't," Della said, somewhat snippy.

"No, not always. Sometimes it's not that simple, especially when you get the barest hint of an underlying personality you're unsure about."

"Whatever." Della rolled her eyes and frowned while her bright purple fingernail tapped on the tabletop.

I couldn't help but grin. Della was downright feisty. 

Adam pushed his chair back and stood. "Hey, call me later. Della and I have to get back to work."

"I will. Have fun tonight." I studied them as they tossed their trash in a bin and stacked their trays on a cabinet. Della was walking slightly behind Adam, and it took me a second to realize I had riveted my gaze on the gentle sway of her hips. 

Then I blinked in surprise.

No way! Did she stick her tongue out at me? Laughing, I shook my head, my eyes on them until they disappeared around a corner.


      [image: ]Swiveling on my barstool, I scanned the entrance again, looking for Charlene. She was late. She had requested we meet at a restaurant close to our office building at five thirty, so I chose the steak and seafood place two blocks away to make it easy for her. 

It didn't work. 

Sighing, I was about to give up when I spotted Charlene, a petite, dark-haired pixie of a woman, come through the door. I signaled the bartender I was leaving and placed a tip on the counter. Then I joined her.

"Hey, you made it. It's almost six o'clock. I was getting worried." I leaned forward and gave her a polite hug.

"I did. Sorry, I'm late. I was talking to a girlfriend."

"Nothing wrong, I hope."

"Nope. Just some idle gossip. Nothing major." Charlene offhandedly shrugged her shoulder.

Great! Apparently, this date is more important to me than it is to her. Forcing a smile, I led her to the podium to advise the hostess I was ready to be seated.

The woman grimaced when she saw me. "Oh, Mr. Welch, my apologies. I couldn't hold your reservation any longer. I gave it away ten minutes ago. But I have a small table in the back available unless you want to wait a half hour or so for another booth."

"We'll take the table."

"Perfect. This way, please."

We followed the hostess to a row of tables tucked away in a separate area near the bar. Ours was at the end, with a boisterous-looking group of four seated next to us. 

Charlene made a face.

"Is there anywhere else you can put us? I hate it when we all share the same bench seat along the wall. It makes me feel like we have no privacy."

The hostess shook her head. "I apologize, but like I told Mr. Welch a moment ago, this is all we have right now. It's Friday night, and we're busy."

"Fine." Charlene scowled and stepped toward the chair. After I assisted her in getting seated, she took the menu the hostess handed her and made another face. "That's hard to read." She spun it around. "Much better. You gave it to me upside down."

"I'm so sorry." The hostess made eye contact with me as Charlene browsed the menu. Unless I was imagining things, the look she shot me before walking away dripped with sympathy.

A few minutes later, another woman appeared at my elbow. "Hello, I'm Josie. I'll be your server this evening. Can I start you off with something to drink?" She glanced between the two of us, her gaze settling on Charlene.

"I'll have a mango margarita with salt," Charlene said.

"Perfect. And you, sir?"

"I'll have the same thing, please."

Josie nodded and hurried away.

I was listening to Charlene tell me about her less-than-pleasant workday when Josie returned and set our drinks on the table. Charlene took one glance at hers and scowled.

"That isn't a margarita!"

Josie gave Charlene a wary glance. "It's a mai tai."

"I ordered a margarita. Don't you know the difference?" Charlene's voice was swimming with derision.

Josie's face flushed. "Oh, you did. I'm so sorry. Today is only my second time working here, and I'm still learning the ropes. I'll get you a margarita." She reached for the mai tai.

"That's all right. I'll drink it." I pushed my glass toward Charlene and took hers.

Josie peered at me appreciatively, her shoulders relaxing. She took our dinner order. 

Our evening went into a rocky freefall from there.

Between Charlene's complaints that the oysters were too salty, her steak undercooked, and her dessert having whipped cream when she had asked for none, I had had enough. The kicker was when Charlene called Josie stupid, almost making her cry. That was when I told Charlene I was ending our date and skipping the dance club we planned to go to next. Of course, I followed that ugly conversation with a profuse apology to Josie for my date's inexcusable manners.

And now Charlene glared at me. "How dare you apologize for my behavior. I did nothing inappropriate. That girl is inept."

"You're right. How dare I because you should have been the one apologizing. Getting the wrong drink was no big deal, and I ate the same oysters as you. They were perfect, and your steak looked beautiful. You could have scraped the whipped cream off your chocolate torte. Hell, you didn't even need to do that since the kitchen staff piled it beside your cake. You may have had a rotten day at work based on the description you gave me, but that didn't make it okay to treat Josie like shit. After I settle the bill, I'll escort you back to our building."

"Don't bother. My girlfriends are at the bar. I'll join them and save you the walk." Charlene scowled at the two couples next to us and stormed off. 

Josie returned, her expression pained. "I'm so sorry." She put the check by my glass and appeared ready to cry again. "I didn't mean to cause a fight. Oh God, please don't tell my manager. I'll get fired, and I need this job."

"You're fine. Nobody is perfect, and we all make mistakes." I glanced at the bill and pulled my wallet from my back pocket. Grabbing some cash, I placed it in the tray—enough to pay for dinner and give Josie double my standard tip. "Thank you, and try to have a good night." I pushed my chair back and left the restaurant, ignoring the three women laughing at me from the bar.

I walked toward my office building, passing groups of people along the way, and then stopped. Why am I calling it a night because my date was a flop? Turning around, I headed back the way I came, thinking I preferred to join up with Adam and Della than go home.

Reaching the complex where Adam said they'd be, I followed the signs and took the escalator to the second floor. Opening the wood-trimmed glass doors to the tavern, I stepped inside, finding the place noisy and packed. My eyes darted back and forth as I casually walked past the U-shaped bar and continued checking each gaming nook for Adam. I spotted Della stepping up to throw a dart in a semi-private area with two electronic boards. Adam and Della were playing on the board on the left. A group of people played on the one on the right. 

I sat on the dark green tufted-leather booth seat behind them, silently enjoying their game until Adam saw me.

"Hey! What are you doing here? I thought you had a date." Adam smiled, his eyes widening in surprise. His comments caused Della to lower her arm and pivot in place.

"He came to see me kick your butt," Della said, snickering. She turned back around and threw her dart. As soon as it landed, she flung her arms into a goalpost position and jumped up and down, her ponytail bobbing wildly. She followed that up with a weird little dance, her upper body moving in a circular motion as if she were stirring a pot.

I couldn't help laughing at Della's antics. Besides being hilarious, her moves were cute—even more so in her neon green pair of pants and that darn barnyard animal blouse.

"How did you do that?" Adam whined.

"Skill. It's all skill." Della grinned while she retrieved her darts. She approached the table in front of me and sipped one of the cocktails sitting there.

Adam rolled his eyes. "She's an expert at this. We're playing Demolition. I need thirty-one to zero out, and Della needs seventeen." Adam stepped to the line marked on the floor, raised his arm, and concentrated on the board. He threw, and his dart landed on the five, the scoreboard automatically deducting those points from his score. "Man, I was aiming for the twenty. I need twenty-six now." He threw again, this time hitting a double twenty. "Shoot, I went bust." He pulled his darts from the board, grumbling as he joined us.

Della snickered again.

I chuckled and got up from my seat, giving Adam a clap on the shoulder. "Better luck next throw."

"If I even get one."

Gloating, Della sashayed to the line. She raised her arm, pursed her lips, and threw her dart. It hit the two. Now, she needed fifteen to zero out. She rolled her shoulder, got in her stance, and threw her second of three darts.

It landed on fifteen.

"Yes! I won again!" Della did a little jig while Adam groaned. She pulled her darts and smirked at Adam.

He snatched the darts from her and glared. "I'll get you next time."

"Dream on," she laughed. 

I shook my head at the two of them. Their banter and rivalry were doing wonders at making me feel better after my messed-up date. 

Adam left to turn in their equipment while Della picked up their glasses. I grabbed the platter of what looked like the remnants of a flatbread pizza and followed Della to a nearby table. She slipped onto a barstool, and I sat on the one across from her.

"That was fun. Do you and Adam come here a lot?"

Della nodded and reached for the last piece of the pizza. "Yeah, we do. When we don't feel like darts, we go to a cafe close by to play board games, or we go bowling. Other times, we stay at Adams and watch movies, usually thrillers or horror flicks." She took a decent-sized bite of the flatbread. 

"Adam still likes those types of films, huh?"

Della swallowed and sipped her cocktail. "Yep, and I'm banned from watching them solo. I get too freaking scared." 

I chuckled. With Della's unending enthusiasm and quirkiness, I could imagine how crazy she got when something freaked her out. She was likely an animated bundle of energy. Either that or she dove under a blanket to hide. I sensed there wasn't a middle ground with her, only an extreme one way or the other. My protective instincts rose as I pictured Della viewing one of those films, and I suddenly wanted to be her shield, keeping the imaginary monsters at bay.

Adam rejoined us, a waitperson coming up behind him.

"What can I get for you?" the man asked before picking up the platter.

Della noisily sipped the remnants of her drink through a straw while Adam ordered a Butterfly. Handing the employee her empty glass, Della asked for another White Tiger. Clueless as to what they were ordering, I grabbed the beverage menu to find out. A quick perusal identified Adam's drink as a rum-based orange blossom cocktail and Della's coconut-flavored. Intrigued, I decided on the Panda, which was bourbon-based and peach-flavored. 

I was listening to Della razz Adam about his "pitiful showing" at darts when our server returned with our drinks. I was pleasantly surprised when I took a sip of mine.

"Ooh, I haven't tried the Panda yet. Let me have some." Della reached for my cocktail.

Never one to share my beverage, especially with a stranger, I gave her an "Are you crazy?" face and swatted at her hand. I found myself rewarded with an exaggerated pout.

"It's not like I have cooties or something."

Whether intended or not, Della's comment made me feel terrible, so I slid her my Panda. "Here. You can have a sip."

"Thank you." Della's face lit up. She passed me hers. "Try the coconut. It's super delicious."

Bypassing her straw, I sipped from the glass. The drink was as enjoyable as mine. "I'm not a coconut lover, but it's surprisingly tasty."

"Told you. Yours is yummy too, but I like the White Tiger better." Della swapped our glasses. Then her expression changed to something more somber. "By the way, I may not have cooties, but I do have this weird disease. You'll break out in hives in about thirty minutes."

I stared at Della, lost at how to interpret her comment. My face transformed into a scowl when she cackled with delight.

"Don't worry. You'll get used to her." Grinning, Adam gave me a sympathetic pat on the shoulder.

"Hey! None of that." Della swatted Adams's arm. "There's no reason to knock me because he doesn't understand how to take a joke."

"Oops, I guess I forgot. It isn't pick on Della night. We'll have to ask Jace about his date instead." Adam arched a brow at me, making me groan.

"Are you sure you want me to fill you in?"

Adam and Della both nodded.

I spent the next fifteen minutes giving them a rundown of my evening. They looked affronted when I told them about Charlene's condescending behavior.

Della's eyebrows squeezed together. "Wow, she sounds like a loser."

"I'm not surprised by Jace's reaction." Adam puffed his chest out, appearing proud. "Jace always played the protector in college, looking out for the underdog."

I shrugged. "Yeah, well. I hate it when I witness someone picking on another. It hits a nerve."

"I think I like you even better." Della reached over and patted my arm.

"Thanks." I grinned at her.

We spent the next hour and a half chatting about our jobs and things to do in the area while Adam told Della a story now and then about some of our escapades in college. The time seemed to slip away until Adam announced he and Della were calling it a night. With a partial drink in front of me, I told them I would stick around for a few minutes. Saying our goodbyes, I watched Della walk away, a single word buzzing through my head.

Unique. 

She was different from the women I typically hung out with, and I couldn't explain the way she drew me in. On top of that, there was something I couldn't deny. Della intrigued me, and I was eager to get to know her better.








  
  

Chapter 3


Della





Anxious, my mind continued to drift while I sat at the stoplight. I hoped tonight's date at the Back Bay bowling and game center would be better than the last one, the one before that, and all my other ridiculous ones of late. My track record was pathetic. I joined that stupid dating app six months ago, and it had yet to work out. Then again, I shouldn't have chosen the site with the cheapest membership fee. 

My last date was the worst, and I had no desire for a repeat. The guy was a cutie but stuttered, which didn't bother me at all. What got me was his lying on his application to make himself sound more appealing, even more so when his real personality turned out super different from his online persona.

When I told him I thought he was a decent person, but the evening wasn't working out, he verbally attacked me. According to him, I was an arrogant, obnoxious witch with a phobia for people who stuttered. 

I had tried to explain that he was wrong, and I had experience with speech problems and knew firsthand how cruel people could be, but he had labeled me a liar. That hurt even more because what I had confessed to him was the truth.

And here I was, trying it again.

Getting a green arrow, I stepped on the gas and turned left. Midway down the block, I pulled into the parking garage attached to the venue. Adam and I usually frequented the bowling and game center by work, but my date had insisted on meeting at this one instead. Still distracted as I wondered what kind of horror show tonight would turn into, I had to slam on my brakes to avoid hitting a young woman who dashed in front of me to catch up with some dude. 

I scowled at her, although she seemed oblivious that I had almost plowed her down. The woman's entire focus was on chasing after the guy, who appeared to be ignoring her. "Monkey muffins," I said with a growl. I would have seen her between the cars if I'd been paying attention. But I hadn't, and I hoped this wasn't the prelude to a rotten night. I parked my Camry as the same old questions ran through my brain. 

Is it me? Am I the problem? Am I being overly sensitive and way too picky? Or am I some unappealing version of what my dates are looking for?

Scowling even darker, I exited my car and slammed the door. 

It's not me, darn it! I'm a decent person, and I'm loads of fun. 

Pulling myself together, I plastered a smile on my lips and entered the venue. My stomach flip-flopped as I hurried toward the bar where Jarod and I were supposed to meet. Doing a quick scan, I spotted a blond-haired, preppy-looking guy sitting on one of the stools in a light blue button-down shirt and jeans. That was Jarod, and it was refreshing to see he hadn't tried to pull one over on me. Unlike some of the guys I had dated, his appearance matched the online profile I viewed. My appreciation downgraded to concern seconds later when I realized he was chatting up the cute bartender with the long blond hair. The woman affectionately touched his arm, leaned in to whisper something, and walked away. Jarod practically fell over the bar as he tried to watch her.

Great…just great! Watching my date ogle someone wasn't the evening I had envisioned.

I cleared my throat. "Jarod?"

He slipped off his barstool and turned to face me. "Oh, hey. You must be Della. You match the photograph in your online profile except…wow…your hair. It's bright pink."

"Yeah, well. That was an old picture of me. My hair used to be blue. I was letting it return to its natural color when I took the photo. I dyed it pink after that."

"I see." Jarod gave me a noticeable once-over, and I could swear I saw disapproval lurking behind his fake smile. "So, are you ready to go bowl?"

"Sure. Let's do it."

Jarod grabbed his drink from the counter and turned to walk away. He stopped when he noticed I wasn't moving.

I tapped the ball of my foot on the wood floor, my hand firmly planted on my hip. "Hey…umm…do you mind if I get a beer first?"

"Why don't we wait til we get our shoes and lane?" Jarod nervously searched the square-shaped bar, his eyes flitting back and forth until they fell on the blonde he had been chatting with when I arrived. Short in stature, she was on the opposite side, partially hidden by the middle counter and its display of glasses and bottles. Her back faced us as she leisurely cleaned the area with a rag. "The bartender is swamped right now. Besides, that'll keep you from having to carry your bottle around while we get our lane and shoes." He walked away, forcing the issue.

I grumbled as I followed. That was a flimsy excuse. The bartender isn't busy. It's more likely he doesn't want Blondie to see me hanging with him. What a jerk!

Jarod reached the bowling rental desk and got in line. I slid into place next to him, and then it hit me. I was making assumptions and acting like the type of person I hated—judgmental, unfair, and mean, to name a few. I detested people like that. 

That's not me! What the bejesus am I doing? I'm not even ten minutes into the date. I need to give Jarod and the evening a chance. Smiling, I turned toward him. "I like bowling. This should be fun."

"So do I, and I'm a pro at it. Let's see how you do." Jarod winked at me, the online charmer in him peeking through.

Jarod paid for our games. Then we got our bowling shoes and headed to lane number five. After slipping into my rental footwear, I searched for a ball that worked for me. I didn't want one that was too heavy or overly light. I preferred one I could easily throw, but with enough weight, I could put some power behind it and decimate the pins. I found a turquoise ball that felt about right. Returning to our booth, I placed my ball—now named Louise the pin destroyer—on the rack and took several steps back to wait. Jarod finished programming our names into the online scoring system and raised a questioning brow.

"Do you want to go first, or should I?"

"Go for it. I want to see what I'm up against." I gave him a playful grin while I sat to wait my turn.

Jarod was picking up his ball when a waitperson appeared behind us.

"Hey, there! Can I get either of you something to drink?" she asked.

I glanced at her over my shoulder. "I'd love a Blue Moon."

"Sweet! How about you?" She turned to Jarod.

"I'll have the same. Thanks."

"No problem." The woman walked away humming to I Ain't Worried by OneRepublic as it played overhead.

I scoffed at the irony, wishing I could adopt a positive mindset at the moment. But the tightening in my gut warned me the night wasn't going to turn out well. Sighing uncomfortably, I refocused my attention on my date.

Jarod picked up his ball and got into position. After taking a few seconds to concentrate on the pins, he took four steps toward the foul line and threw his ball. It was a near-perfect throw, knocking down nine of the pins and leaving the number ten pin standing in the far right corner. When Jarod stepped toward the scoring console to wait for his ball, three ladies in the booth beside us snagged my attention as they loudly toasted each other. A few years older than me, they appeared to be having a blast. Spotting me watching them, they grinned and raised their glasses. 

I returned a smile.

Jarod took his second throw, sending the number ten pin spinning wildly on its side. Pleased with himself, he did a cute little arm pump before he sat down. Based on his stance, approach, and throw, I could tell he was an expert bowler.

But so was I.

"That was almost flawless." I picked up my ball and gave him a congratulatory smile.

"Thanks. Now let's see what you can do," Jarod snickered behind me.

Planning to do just that, I got into position, concentrated on my strike spot, made my approach, and threw. Watching, I could immediately tell my speed and hook were perfect.

It was a strike.

"Yes, yes, yes!" I bounced up and down, my arms flinging wildly in the air. 

The ladies next to us raised their glasses in tribute.

Jarod scowled.

My jubilee was interrupted when our waitperson returned and set our beers on the table. I grabbed one and took a healthy swig while Jarod paid the tab.

Jarod took his turn, which was a repeat of his last one, except this time, he left the number seven pin standing in the far left corner. He picked up the spare.

It was my turn again, and Jarod had me more competitive than ever. I attributed it to his stupid scowl and irritating snicker, and I was determined to win. After getting into position, I approached the lane and threw my ball. My hook was good, but the speed wasn't quite right. Nine pins fell. I held my breath as the ten-pin wobbled…and wobbled. Then it dropped.

Another strike!

"Yes!" My arms flew upward into my standard goalpost position, and I did an exuberant little jig toward our booth.

The ladies next to us hooted and hollered in support.

Jarod gave me another scowl. "Hey, come on. Do you need to make such a spectacle?" His cheeks flushed, and his head swiveled from side to side as he checked out our sudden audience. "Dammit. You've got people staring at us, and it's embarrassing." 

"So what? I'm having fun."

"Yeah, well…you look ridiculous, especially with that silly top. At least it matches your hair."

"I'll have you know this is my lucky blouse. What's wrong with it, anyway?" I narrowed my gaze as my irritation shot upward.

"You must like cats, for one thing, since it's covered with them. And the background is such an obnoxiously bright pink, I could probably find you in the dark."

I looked down at my chest. The cotton material was plastered with colorful cartoon felines in various poses. Asshole. I like my frigging blouse.

The redhead of the trio next to us nudged my arm. "Honey, your shirt is adorable. He's the obnoxious one. Ignore him." 

Jarod glared at her, his cheeks turning red. His eyes lit with annoyance when he turned to face me and forced a smile. "I'm sorry. Can you please tone it down?"

"Fine." My voice was crisp, and I overly enunciated my one-word reply.

With his body tense, Jarod stepped to the lane and took his turn, bowling a strike. A colossal smirk covered his face when he turned around.

Okay, Mr. Smugass, two can play that game. I got into position and focused on the arrows. Come on, Louise. You can do it. Destroy those frigging pins. I made my approach and threw my ball, but this time, I bowled a split. On my second throw, I only knocked down one of the pins.

Jarod chuckled and appeared gratingly gleeful.

It was my turn to scowl.

I sat in our booth, staring at Jarod's back and willing him to miss the pins, when I heard a commotion next to us. Looking over, I gasped, spotting the black-haired woman of the trio lying facedown in the lane while her ball traveled down the gutter. She rolled onto her back and giggled uncontrollably, her whole body shaking. Her two friends had doubled over, crying with laughter. Unable to stop myself, I joined in the merriment, laughing so hard I snorted.

Jarod stood there staring at me in utter horror. Pulling himself together, he hissed at me, "My God! You snorted like a pig." His face was scarlet when he set his ball down on the rack. "Excuse me. I need to use the restroom." He slinked off, silently scanning the faces watching the three ladies and me.

I bent over, laying my head on my knees as I tried to get it together. It was a tremendous challenge because each time I closed my eyes, I could visualize the woman giggling on the ground and the other two laughing their asses off with her. It didn't help to hear the three of them losing it behind me. After several minutes, we all calmed down, and I sat up. Grabbing a tissue from my purse, I wiped my eyes and looked around. 

Jarod wasn't back yet.

I waited. Then I waited some more. Becoming frustrated, I scanned the rental desk, bar, and what I could see of the billiard area. But I couldn't see Jarod anywhere. I was about to get up when the redhead from the booth next to me came over and took a seat. She gave me a sympathetic look and patted my leg. Floored, I stared at her in confusion.

"Oh, honey, I'm sorry. I was returning from the ladies' room just now and spotted your gentleman friend walking out the door with his arm around that blond woman working the bar. I overheard her tell him that her shift had just ended. Was he your boyfriend?"

I felt my face warm as I stammered, "No. He was…umm…this was our first date."

"Well, you're better off without him. That's all I have to say. The guy wasn't worth your time. I'm Sherry, by the way. Those are my two girlfriends, Lucy and Peg. We're on a mom's night out while our husbands watch the kids. You're more than welcome to join us."

"I…umm…appreciate the offer, but I'm taking off. I don't feel like staying."

"I understand. But if you change your mind, come on over. Okay?"

I nodded, even though I had no intention of changing my mind. I was too humiliated, hurt, and shocked to stay. I'd never been ditched on a date before, and I was unsure how to handle it. All I could think about was going home, crawling into bed, and burying myself under the covers. Hiding from the world sounded appealing right about now.

Sherry patted my leg again, got up, and returned to her friends. I picked up my purse and headed for the exit.

Entering the parking garage, I hurried down one of the rows. I abruptly stopped when I spotted my date in a liplock with the bartender. They leaned against a dark Honda Civic with their bodies wrapped around each other. Jarod's hands roamed freely as he practically devoured her mouth. Mortified, I quietly backed away and skirted the structure to get to my car. The last thing I wanted was for him to spot me and see my face. If my expression was anything close to how I felt, it was an added embarrassment I didn't want or need. 

My stomach churned as I drove home. After parking in my building's garage, I trudged to the elevator, thoroughly deflated. Reaching my apartment, I flung myself on my bed and covered my head with my pillow. Tonight had been one hell of a Friday night and a date I wished I could forget ever happened. Jarod's mean comments and blatant disrespect for my feelings had hit a raw spot, further opening the already cracked door to memories I preferred to keep buried.

It was as if I could feel the fear, embarrassment, and confusion all over again that had consumed me when I was a relentlessly bullied young girl. Back then, I'd felt cornered and threatened with no one at school sticking up for me. This time, I wasn't alone. I had assistance from the three ladies in the adjacent bowling lane. 

Unable to breathe, I pulled the pillow from my face and rolled onto my side as my cell phone dinged. I reached for it, noticing I had a text from Adam. It was a picture of him and Jace in a joint selfie as they played Scrabble at Game Time Cafe. I read the message.

Adam: Hey! I hope you're having fun on your date. Although I wish you were at Game Time with us. Jace is ruthless at Scrabble, and I'd love to see you kick his butt. Trivia question: What is the world's top-scoring single Scrabble move ever? Answer: CAZIQUES.

The corner of my mouth lifted into a smile. Yeah, I wished I'd gone there too.
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