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      “Don’t fuck up. Don’t fuck up. Don’t fuck up.” Mariella flipped open the mirror on the overhead visor and glared into her chestnut eyes. “Do not fuck this up. Everyone deserves a second chance. The past is in the past. Who cares what they think of you? It’s time to set the record straight. You’re smart, professional, and more than capable. You’ve got this.”

      Flashing her teeth, she checked for food then smiled, scuffing a smudge of red gloss off her incisor before running her tongue under her lips. Her gaze shot to the dashboard clock. Time to go.

      Maybe just a few minutes longer. She was early, anyway. She waited in the heat of her Volvo, questioning her sanity. This interview could go a long way in healing old wounds, or it could massively humiliate her.

      She stared up at the towering hotel, designed to look much older than it was. The building boasted a level of fancy Jasper Falls had been missing for years. Maybe something too fancy for their little backwoods town, because beneath the mayor’s revitalization projects, their town was nothing more than a blue-collar lumberyard.

      A few government grants spurred small businesses to set up shop, and those businesses triggered a slight boom in their little economy that enabled the town to progress from a dial-up state to something less Podunk. But nothing was as impressive as the Brick Hotel.

      The Brick Hotel had nothing to do with grants or government incentives to rebuild. It had everything to do with the funding provided by the very wealthy and successful Gage King, now husband to Perrin Harris King.

      Jasper Falls never had an upscale hotel before—just a crusty little Motor Inn on the outskirts of town. Truckers needing a hot shower and high school students looking for a hideout to drink or hook up made up most of the clientele.

      Like everyone else who grew up in Jasper Falls, that Motor Inn reminded her of a time when fun was free and consequences were too far off to worry about. Adulthood was different. Messing up as an adult in a small town had a way of scarring a woman for life, and for the past few years she’d been trying, unsuccessfully, to outrun her past.

      Mariella’s bad reputation wasn’t even her fault. Well, not all of it. Bran had played her for a fool. He’d strung her along, manipulated her, and in the end she’d been just as wounded as the other woman.

      Unfortunately, in a small town like Jasper Falls, the gossip moved faster than the Wi-Fi. The town folk loved villains as much as they loved rallying behind their victims. In Mariella’s situation, Perrin had the engagement ring, so Perrin was the obvious victim. Mariella had nothing so she’d been unfairly saddled with the label of “other woman”, which was not the case at all.

      The town didn’t realize she’d been with Bran longer than Perrin. They didn’t know that Perrin was actually the other woman.

      For some reason, Bran openly dated Perrin, where he’d always kept Mariella somewhat hidden. Of course the town saw Mariella as the villain in the end. How could they not, when no one knew she’d been dating Bran long before Perrin came along?

      Regardless, they fit her with a scarlet letter she hadn’t been able to shed since. And poor Perrin got everyone’s sympathy. It wasn’t fair but it was also one of those unresolvable unfortunate situations. People loved their gossip.

      Mariella had waited for the rumors to fade and something bigger to come by, but little towns had damn long memories. And she wasn’t sure the locals would ever forget her supposed role in the Perrin-Bran breakup, so she decided it was time to face her past head on.

      She glanced at the clock. Now, it was definitely time to go. She shut off the car and climbed out, the cold a rejuvenating slap in the face that made any chance of hysterics impossible.

      Outside of the toasty Volvo, frigid wind froze slush into ice. The walks leading to the impressive Brick Hotel were shoveled and salted but still slippery. A gust of chilly air cut through her clothes, stealing a good bit of her confidence with her body heat.

      Today was all about her future. It was about affirmations and opportunity. It was about change, and earning a seat at the table where she rightfully belonged. She was done wearing labels she didn’t deserve.

      She was through measuring her value by misconstrued past mistakes. Regardless of what others might think of her, she was not a terrible person. She had a moral compass and her worth had yet to be defined. This was a chance to prove herself as a responsible, respectable part of this town.

      Yes, the Brick Hotel was built and owned by Gage King, and Gage was now married to Perrin. But that didn’t mean Mariella couldn’t work there. She was perfect for the manager position and determined to prove so.

      Another gust of wind pushed her closer to the hotel and she stepped onto the shoveled walk. No bellman greeted her and she wondered if that was due to the cold or a lack of amenities. It seemed like the sort of hotel that should offer valet and luggage service.

      She stared up at the five story, colonial inspired building. Tall pillars braced the sprawling awning and antique style windows glistened against the afternoon sun. Pristine white walls adorned with brick accents lent a degree of elegance that never before existed against the mountain backdrop of their town. The red roof made the structure a stunning landmark without appearing garish, and the details hidden within the moldings inspired thoughts of a golden age.

      Mariella smiled, her cheeks chilled but her body warming with a spike of anticipated possibility. It looked like a hotel Hemingway might have frequented. She wanted to work there. She wanted to be a part of her town’s forward motion, and this seemed like just the place to start.

      There was only one problem. Gage King would be her boss. Perrin most likely told him her version of the Bran breakup. He’d never believe Mariella’s side over his wife’s, and there was no way she’d bring such drama up during a job interview. She could only make a great impression and hope he saw past her reputation—no matter how undeserved that reputation was.

      Her stomach pitched and doubt spiked in her chest, pounding hard as she stepped onto the emblazoned welcome mat outside the grand entrance.

      “This is a mistake,” she whispered, hesitating. She could go back to the warmth of her car. Call her McCullough cousins and do something else with the day, something that was less likely to leave her feeling like an ostracized failure.

      Her phone buzzed and she dug it out of her bag. Giovanni’s name flashed on the screen. Sliding her finger across the notification, she opened the text message and laughed at her brother’s text.

      A GIF of Han Solo giving her a thumbs up appeared. Don’t psych yourself out. You’ll do great. Just be yourself. Good luck.

      That was Giovanni, always getting behind her goals. She quickly texted out a thank you and silenced her phone. She needed that little reminder that this was just a job interview, not a life or death situation.

      Sometimes, she focused too hard on getting everything right and forgot that good things were usually born from chaos. If she hadn’t killed a bottle of Jose on Karaoke Wednesday last week at the pub—and performed an inebriated but heartfelt rendition of David Bowie’s “Space Oddity” in a horrific British accent while dancing like one of Gladys’s pips—she never would have overheard people talking about the manager job at the hotel.

      The universe had sent her here for a reason. She should trust that cosmic push and just go with it. Enjoy the journey and stop stressing over the outcome, or some other hippy nonsense that took her out of her ever-Catholic, guilt-ridden head.

      She could do this.

      Straightening her shoulders, she checked her reflection in the glass doors one last time and took the first steps toward her future. Only, when the sole of her knee-high, leather boot hit the porcelain tile, a chip of ice stuck to her foot and gravity betrayed her.

      Her muscles locked as she twisted to catch herself falling through the thin air, her arms pinwheeling and her voice crying out in panic. Her knees crashed against the hard ceramic floor, the impact radiating up to her skull as her palms smacked over the cold tile. The contents of her purse and her résumé went flying.

      Dark, ebony hair formed a curtain around her face she desperately needed, as she scrambled for composure. Nobody saw⁠—

      “Ma’am, are you all right?”

      So much for poise.

      The heat of the lobby mixed with her scorching mortification, and a clammy sweat broke across her skin. “I’m…”

      Was she hurt? She quickly took a mental assessment of her body.

      Nope. Just her pride. “…okay,” she finished with shaky assurance.

      She waited for the embarrassment to ebb as she gingerly tried to stand. Her pencil skirt had hitched up her thighs and her hands stung as she made sure her ass wasn’t hanging out.

      A chip marred the corner of her freshly manicured nail. Get off the floor. Disoriented by the fall, she tried to put herself back in some sort of orderly fashion. The contents of her purse were everywhere. How absolutely humiliating.

      Sweeping an arm out, she corralled a mix of cosmetics, tampons, pocket change, and other personal items into her bag as two large, expensive looking male shoes stepped into her vision line. Her stomach flipped, certain they belonged to the owner of the Brick Hotel, husband of the woman who hated her more than anyone else in this town, and the person she was there to impress.

      “Let me help you.” His deep voice carried an unmistakable air of authority but she couldn’t bring herself to look up.

      Shaken from the fall and certain she’d just made a complete fool of herself, she only wanted to leave. So much for making a good first impression.

      Her eyes burned with frustration and she blinked rapidly. She would not tear up like a big baby, no matter how much she wanted to wail at her unending bad luck.

      Locking her jaw and shoving away all signs of shakiness, she dug for any remaining shred of confidence. Forcing herself to lift her gaze, she swept the hair away from her eyes and looked up. “Thank you, Mr. King⁠—”

      Her words instantly cut off as her limbs and face went numb. It wasn’t Gage King. It was so much worse.

      What was he doing there? Where had he come from? How long had he been back? Why now?

      As she looked up at those unforgettable blue eyes her soul took another fall, her mind hurtling back in time to a moment when the agony of teenage heartbreak was so poignant it could still sting a decade later.

      “Mariella?”

      Her heart tumbled into the pit of her stomach as she rasped his name, “Harrison.”

      His eyes, marked with the fine lines of time, narrowed on her. “Wow. It’s been…”

      Too long, she thought, her heart pounding against the impenetrable armor she’d encased it in since the day he abandoned her.

      “Are you okay?”

      Mortified that he saw her fall, she scrambled to gather the rest of her scattered belongings, her motions shaky and her gaze never completely leaving him.

      His hair was still thick, but slightly darker than the sun-bleached golden blond it had been in high school.  His voice was deeper, and although he was a decade older, his body appeared stronger. Honed and filled out.

      Gone was the boy in the letterman jacket. Here, was a man—a devastating man—in a tailored suit reeking of success and authority. And she was the hot mess kneeling on the floor like something a hurricane blew in.

      Clambering to her feet in an inelegant twist, she smoothed her pencil skirt over her thighs and quickly tidied her hair. “Harrison,” she repeated this time with feigned calm. An unnatural smile trembled to her lips as her heart jackhammered in her chest. “You’re back.”

      For years, she dreamed about all the things she might say if he ever returned. Forgotten fantasies of slapping him rushed to the forefront of her mind, and she curled her fingers into a fist to resist the temptation.

      She didn’t remember him being so tall.  She’d probably miss if she tried to slap him.

      On the other hand, the instinct to hurl herself into his arms left her unsteady on her already rickety feet. Every single emotion regarding Harrison Montgomery seemed a perfect paradox of wanting to prove herself a dignified woman while also wanting to surrender every inhibition that controlled her composure.

      She could still recall the feel of his flesh beneath her tongue and the way his body trembled and flexed under her touch. A shiver pulsed through her at the memory of his control slipping and the intense way he would take her.

      “I’m only here for a few days.”

      Shoving away those inappropriate memories, she locked her knees and met his sapphire stare. “Oh?” She tried for a blasé tone but grimaced when it only sounded breathless.

      “My dad died.”

      “Oh.” Her façade wilted, instantly replaced with concern. Ward Montgomery passed away? This was the first she’d heard. “I’m so sorry.”

      He bent down and picked up her résumé. The mature cut of his hair gave him an air of sophistication, a direct contrast to the bristle of his five o’clock shadow.

      We could have made the prettiest babies… No. Her mind could not go there!

      “You dropped this.” He glanced at her résumé and she suffered a pinch of inadequacy.

      He’d obviously moved on from their little town and found great success. Meanwhile, she was bragging about her time at the community college and experience working at their family’s café.

      “You’re here for an interview?”

      She snatched the resume from his hand and tucked it back inside the folder. “Yes,” she answered sharply, her spine stiff and posture defensive.

      Half of his mouth curled into a smirk. Was he judging her? He had some nerve.

      “And I’m late. It was nice seeing you.” Blowing him off, she crossed the foyer to the reception desk where the young man watched her with wide eyes.

      “Are you okay, ma’am?”

      Ma’am? She winced, still feeling like quite the foolish kid despite her age. “I’m fine, thank you. I’m here to see Mr. King.”

      The desk clerk flushed and his gaze dropped to her blouse. He cleared his throat. “Your um...”

      She frowned and glanced at her chest. “Shit.” Shoving her purse and résumé on the counter she quickly fastened the buttons that had come loose, wincing as she realized Harrison had also seen her bra. Perfect.

      “Are you sure I can’t get you some ice?”

      “No, I’m fine, thank you.” Stuffing down too many uncomfortable emotions boiling under the surface, she slung her purse over her shoulder and collected her résumé, holding it like a shield across her chest. In the reflection of the mirror behind the reception desk, she spotted Harrison still watching her. “I have an interview with the hotel owner.”

      “Of course.” The clerk lifted the phone to his ear and pressed a button. “Your name?”

      “Mariella Mosconi.”

      She waited, head angled down, but her stare watching the mirror through her lashes. Why was he still there, lingering? Didn’t he have somewhere to be?

      Harrison proved long ago that he could vanish faster than Houdini. Now would be a perfect time for him to do just that.

      The desk clerk spoke softly and set the phone back in its cradle. “Mr. King will be right out.”

      “Thank you.”

      She felt Harrison approaching before confirming his nearness with her eyes. Every baby hair on the back of her neck tingled with awareness as her spine tightened and her lungs lost their depth. Shallow breaths added to her unsteadiness.

      A large hand—no ring—slid a crisp black business card on the granite counter in front of her, but he didn’t stop there. Her breath hitched as the warmth of his body burned through her coat. He stood so close, his clothing caressed hers, the soft brush of fabric whispering erotic memories into her mind.

      His presence was so potent she felt his nearness shiver over every inch of her skin.

      “I’m in room two-ten.” His words were low and discrete, close enough to her ear that his warm breath teased over the sensitive flesh of her throat. “Come see me after your interview. I’ll have something on ice. We can celebrate your new job or ice down those knees. Either way, we have some catching up to do.”

      She shut her eyes and tried not to quiver at the tempting invitation. She wasn’t an impetuous teenager anymore, yet her response felt completely juvenile in the most delicious way. Men didn’t do this to her. They didn’t send jolts of awareness through her belly and leave her panties wet. Only Harrison did that.

      It wasn’t fair. She didn’t want him to have such an effect on her after so many years and after he’d so completely broken her heart.

      Long fingers, with nails bitten down to the quick, slid the card closer. Not a business card, but a room card. She couldn’t determine if arrogance or an overdue apology motivated him.

      She had so many questions. He never even bothered to clean out his locker before he left. He deserted his team, his friends, his entire town without offering a single explanation. But most of all, he abandoned her.

      Where had he gone? What had he done for the last ten years? Did he have a wife? A family?

      Her heart pinched at the thought.

      She stared at the room key, part of her wanting to fling it at him and tell him to go to hell, but her hand covered the card before he could take it away. Even if it was a tawdry proposition, she wanted time to consider what she wanted, and right now, with him standing so close, she could hardly think or spell her name.

      Maybe she wanted the overdue opportunity to grill him about where he’d been. I’ve got you now, Harrison Montgomery. He wasn’t getting away from her this time. Not without an explanation.

      Steady footfalls approached from the corridor off the lobby and Mr. King appeared. “Ms. Mosconi, thank you for coming in.”

      Harrison stepped back, always an expert at making a quiet exit. But she felt his withdraw all the same.

      She tucked all thoughts of Harrison away with the room key and took Mr. King’s proffered hand. “Thank you for taking the time to meet with me.”

      “Of course. The others are waiting in the boardroom.” He waved a hand toward the corridor. “Right this way.”

      Others? She didn’t allow herself to glance back. Her focus was firmly on her future.

      The further she moved away from Harrison, the easier she breathed. Until they stepped into the boardroom, greeted by Perrin King’s cold glare.

      “Mariella Mosconi, this is Mauricio, our banquet manager, Aaliyah, our lead groundskeeper in charge of landscaping and maintenance, and I believe you know my wife, Perrin.”

      Mariella’s hope deflated. She knew, then and there, she wasn’t getting the job.
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      Disguising her discomfort, Mariella flattened a firm hand on her knee to stop the incessant tapping of her foot beneath the boardroom table. Luckily, the carpet muffled most of the sound, but the pitcher of water set at the center of the meeting table quivered with each nervous twitch.

      She grinned at the four faces seated across from her. Mr. King provided each of them with a leather portfolio and notepad, emblazoned with the hotel’s logo, in case anyone wanted to jot down notes during the interview.

      As the orchestrator of the interview and person with the final say, Mr. King made a few notes based on her answers, but his handwriting was too small for Mariella to read from her position across the table. Mauricio asked several questions about her experience with events and her preferences when working with a team. Aaliyah didn’t say much, and Perrin mostly glared at Mariella, as if imagining ways to burn her at the stake.

      “Outside of your experiences listed on your resume, what kind of proficiency could you bring to the Brick Hotel?” Mr. King asked.

      Mariella’s resume wasn’t what anyone would call extensive, but every bullet point—big or small—had earned her best effort. She was a hard worker who put pride in everything she attempted.

      “I know managing a café isn’t as elaborate as managing a hotel, but I did that job while earning my bachelor’s in business administration. No matter how challenging my classes were or how busy the café was, I never lost my cool. We had diverse customers with different needs, and I met those needs, every day. I made sure the other employees knew how to meet those needs as well. I took great pride in remembering the preferences of our regulars and our…not so regulars. People notice my attention to detail and appreciate it. I think it’s important to put others at ease and always make sure the clientele feels valued and heard. That’s how you get them to come back.”

      She didn’t see the point in mentioning that the café was owned by her mom and two aunts, a front for their competitive and highly skilled obsession with out-baking each other. Of course, she was the manager. The three sisters knew very little about running a business and would give the inventory away for compliments alone if left unsupervised. Mariella had actually been able to turn a lucrative profit from the place.

      Perrin tapped her pen over the closed leather cover of her portfolio. “If a guest requested a service that went beyond hotel policy, what would you do?”

      It was the first time she addressed Mariella directly. Mariella wasn’t ready to make eye contact, so she focused on the shoulder of Perrin’s flannel shirt. Despite being more dressed down than the groundskeeper, she was still intimidating.

      “I suppose I would offer whatever was within the hotel policy, based on my training for such situations.”

      “But this is a very particular, and difficult, guest. We wouldn’t want to lose him as a future guest.”

      “In that case, I’d defer to Mr. King.”

      “Would you now?”

      Her question felt like a trap, so she glanced at her prospective boss.

      Mr. King cleared his throat, and Mariella wondered if his wife’s interrogation made him as uncomfortable as it made her. He didn’t intervene, and Mariella’s feet started to sweat inside of her boots.

      “Suppose Mr. King isn’t around,” Perrin persisted.

      “I could call him⁠—”

      “Have you made a point of contacting past employers at home on their days off?”

      “No, I mean, my aunt owned the café, and if there was ever a problem I could always⁠—”

      “As manager, the tough decisions won’t always allow time to confer. You would be expected to think on your feet. Mr. King might own the hotel, but his presence is needed elsewhere. It would be inappropriate to contact him when his focus is needed somewhere else.”

      She got it. This woman didn’t want her contacting her husband. Message received loud and clear.

      “I…” Boundaries were one thing, but Mariella refused to come off as incompetent. “I’m sure there will be adequate training for situations such as the one you described that will help any manager subdue an unhappy guest. Once I know the hotel’s policies, I doubt there would be much need to contact or involve Mr. King.”

      “As your supervisor, he might want to stay informed⁠—"

      “I think we’re getting off on a tangent.” Mr. King mercifully redirected the conversation and neutralized the hostility Mariella sensed radiating from his wife. “I wouldn’t hire a manager I didn’t trust to make the proper decisions, and a daily email will be more than enough communication, once our staff is fully up and running. Also, Mauricio is a great sounding board, and if there’s ever a complication too great to solve between two directors, with the hotel’s policies in place, I’d hope someone would contact me. In all my companies, I pride myself for being available to any level employee.”

      She appreciated him defusing the situation. It wasn’t easy being the target of someone’s hate. Nor was it fair. She could have held Perrin just as responsible for her humiliation, but Mariella thought Bran deserved the majority of the blame. They were both victims of the same cheating asshole.

      Perrin obviously moved on and married a better, handsome, incredibly successful man. Mariella had no one. She hadn’t even been with anyone since Bran. Couldn’t Perrin see she was the winner of this stupid rivalry and back off?

      “Do you expect any conflicts between your personal life and holiday events?” Mauricio asked. “Guests often book weddings and parties over holidays, like New Year’s Eve, Passover, Labor Day, and so on, to get better rates.”

      Glad for the simpler question, Mariella smiled. “I don’t have a personal life.” She blanched the moment the confession slipped out. “I mean, no, that shouldn’t be a problem.”

      Perrin had her so rattled, any attempt at sounding remotely sophisticated had gone out the window. Mauricio smiled, as if she’d made a cute joke, and Perrin’s eyes narrowed. It hadn’t been a joke, just brutal honesty. But maybe playing it off as a joke made her look like less of a loser.

      Already exhausted from pretending she belonged there, Mariella questioned if she even had a shot at this point. Whether Mr. King thought her suitable for the job or not, she bet Perrin had the final say, and there was no doubt the woman would have plenty to say about her husband hiring her nemesis.

      Deferred to simple honesty, Mariella gave them the humble truth. “Look, I still live at home with my parents because I have student loans to pay off. I’m single, so I’m excited to start a career. I want that sort of meaningful commitment in my life. I don’t have kids, or a husband, or pets, so if there’s ever an emergency at the hotel, or an event that requires my presence, I shouldn’t have an issue being here.”

      “Well, we wouldn’t expect any of our staff to totally sacrifice their personal life for their job,” Mr. King joked. “We want happy employees, which is why we offer a great personal package. But it’s good to know that you’re available if needed. I appreciate your flexibility.”

      And Mariella appreciated his easygoing manner. “I’m only right down the road, and I rarely travel out of town.” How could she with the oppressive debt of college looming? She needed to start paying off her loans.

      This was the first job she’d found offering a competitive salary with benefits. Not only could she chip away at her debt, she could eventually afford her own place.

      “Suppose a guest approaches you because they’ve been locked out of their room.” Perrin’s thumb clicked the top of her pen. “The manager has a master key. What do you do?”

      Mariella wondered if the boss’s wife sat in on all the interviews or just hers. “First, I’d ask them to accompany me to the lobby where I’d run their name and information through the system.”

      “How would you know if they were giving you their real name?”

      “I suppose I could ask for their identification, but if they don’t have their key, they might not have their wallet. I guess I’d have to trust my instincts. If everything checked out and I didn’t suspect any shifty business, I’d create a duplicate key.” It wasn’t like Jasper Falls had A-List celebrities or government officials visiting on the regular.

      Mr. King nodded, appearing satisfied with her answer. “Such procedures and policies are outlined in the company manual.”

      All of Perrin’s questions revolved around her obvious distrust for Mariella. Luckily, Mr. King appeared unfazed and continued to describe some of the aforementioned policies.

      Mariella’s mind flashed to the man upstairs. Thoughts of Harrison led her to thoughts of Bran. She truly had a terrible track record with men.

      She wondered, if Harrison had not broken her heart so completely, would she have put up with Bran’s crap for so long? Bran had always been disconnected, which, in hindsight, looked extremely suspicious. But Mariella had been so determined to protect her heart from breaking again, she used Bran’s shady distance as another layer of armor.

      Despite the public humiliation and impact on her reputation, the pain of her and Bran’s breakup was nothing compared to the absolute agony she suffered when Harrison left Jasper Falls. How could that be? How could a teenage fling come close to comparing with an adult relationship?

      The truth was, it didn’t. There was no comparison. What she’d felt for Harrison was bigger than anything she’d ever experienced with Bran or anyone else.

      She nodded as Mr. King continued to explain his vision for the hotel, but her mind remained on the guest upstairs in room two-ten. In a few minutes this interview would end and she’d have to make a decision.

      Harrison was dangerous. He made her feel too many things.

      She wasn’t a foolish kid anymore, and she needed to think several steps ahead if she wanted to reach her goals. Harrison would only distract her. Not distract her with a relationship, of course, because she wasn’t foolish enough to even think such a thing was possible with him. But the pain of losing him again, even after only a split second of seeing him back in Jasper Falls, could send her into a headspace from which it could take months to recover.

      Harrison wasn’t the sort of guy women should build plans around. He was anti-commitment in every sense of the word. A simple conversation could make him claustrophobic. And she knew better than to think he’d changed.

      Glaring at the doorknob-sized engagement ring on Perrin’s finger, nestled snugly against the platinum wedding band, a sense of inadequacy swallowed Mariella. What was she even doing here? She was making an ass of herself.

      As the boilerplate dialogue carried on, it became clear Mr. King was merely letting the sand run out of the hourglass. Someone with his level of success would know this script by heart. And as he seamlessly wrapped up the interview, never once giving any real implication that she didn’t stand a chance for the job, Mariella somehow felt his dismissal down to her soul.

      “Do you have any questions for us?” Mr. King finally asked.

      A painful throb beat in her knee from where she’d fallen in the lobby and tension knotted in her shoulders as discomfort transformed into indignation. They knew she wasn’t getting the job, so why pretend like she stood a chance?

      It wasn’t fair. She was as good a candidate as anyone else, perhaps the most qualified person they’d find living in their town, but none of that mattered. At this point, she had nothing left to lose.

      She lifted her chin and met his stare. “I’d just like to say, I’m a hard worker and I take pride in every job I do. I love Jasper Falls, and as someone who’s lived here all of her life, I know a lot about the area. I want to see our town grow and prosper. I went into the service field because I enjoy putting others at ease, but if that is somehow a drawback for you, then maybe I’m not the right woman for the job. I’m professional and congenial. I bring a warm and welcoming presence wherever I go, which is something I think you’d want in a hotel manager.”

      She forced her eyes to meet Perrin’s stare. “And I’m honest. I know I’m not perfect, and I don’t have a lot of experience, but if I’m unsure about something, I’m not afraid to ask questions. I would never intentionally do anything to hurt someone else, including my employer or the company that employs me. That’s the truth, whether you believe it or not.”

      Every muscle inside her body quaked as she waited for some form of response. She wasn’t a confrontational person, and she hated the way this interview had gone, but she would not let Perrin leave the others with an undeserved impression of her. Her past mistakes should not define her. And it was Perrin who had been the other woman!

      Mr. King closed the cover of his leather portfolio and stood. “I think we have everything we need. Thank you, Ms. Mosconi.” He shook her hand when she rose. “You should have an answer by the end of the week.”

      “Thank you for your time.”

      “We’ll be in touch.”

      She escaped the room, avoiding Perrin’s stare on the way out. As she approached the lobby, she reached into her coat pocket for her car keys, but rather than find jagged metal, her fingers closed around smooth plastic.

      She withdrew the black keycard and her steps slowed as she stared at the logo of the hotel. Her heart jittered with uncertainty as warning bells clattered through her mind, much louder than the whispering impulse to do something reckless.

      Yet the impulse to heedlessly throw caution to the wind grew louder and louder the longer she stared at the keycard in her hand. After such a disastrous interview, she felt like saying fuck it all.

      Harrison said he’d have something on ice, and she needed a drink. She wanted to tune the world out and forget everything for a while, just get lost and not feel this unending pressure to be the mature adult.

      She glanced at the elevator door and then at the entrance into the lobby. The desk clerk was on the phone, his gaze focused on the computer. No one from the interview had followed her out of the boardroom.

      Before sensibility could step in and ruin everything, she hit the call button and the elevator opened.  She rushed inside and muttered, “Some things never change.” Her chipped nail stabbed into the button for the second floor just as her stomach dropped down to her toes.
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      The elevator deposited her on the second floor and the doors closed at her back. Mariella pivoted, instantly regretting her decision, but the illuminated numbers overhead tracked the elevator to the fifth floor.

      “Shit.” She pressed the call button anxiously and waited.

      What was she thinking? She couldn’t meet Harrison in his private room. What did she think would happen?

      Well, she knew what would happen—hoped something might happen—and damn her for falling right back into the same gullible trap she had years ago.

      Why wasn’t the elevator moving? It seemed stuck on five.

      But what if she did go through with it? What if she found his room, knocked, and just kissed him the moment he opened the door?

      Her heart misfired about her ribs as thrilling possibilities flashed through her mind. Flesh on flesh. Mouths biting and tongues licking. God, it had been so long since she’d had decent sex.

      But Harrison was never just sex. No. With him, it was a form of possession. Almost sacramental, like she was promising her soul to something untouchable and all-powerful.

      Jesus, she needed to get the hell out of there. Her finger stabbed into the glowing call button, but the elevator remained frozen on five.

      Would he let her? Of course, he would. He was a man. She could picture him lifting her off her feet and kicking the door shut as she wrapped her legs around his hips.

      “Shit.” Her stare drilled into the numbers above the door. “Come on,” she hissed.

      She needed to calm down. Forcing her hand into her pocket so as not to break the elevator, she traced her thumb along the edge of smooth plastic. His room key was more than a blanket invitation to contact him. That was a pass into the place where he slept. Because really, what were hotel rooms aside from four walls and a bed?

      Her stomach swooped as another collage of sensual images rushed through her mind. Maybe this was exactly what she needed. He was only visiting after all. If she knew from the start what she was getting into, what harm was there in a little dalliance?

      She could have control. She could be the one to walk away.

      Technically, she could call it self-care.

      Okay, that was reaching.

      She pinched the bridge of her nose and looked up at the numbers. “Are you kidding me?” Still on five. She searched the hall for signs to a stairwell, which carried her deeper down the corridor and further away from the elevator.

      She’d never had an official booty call and wasn’t sure if she could handle something so casual, even with someone less important than Harrison. It was weird, she and Harrison had never labeled themselves as an official couple, but there had never been anything casual about them. That was why his abandonment hurt so much in the end. She’d always thought she meant more to him than she actually had.

      Shame or regret or something equally icky filled her, and she started to panic. Where the hell were the emergency exits in this place?

      As her feet rushed over the tread of the Williamsburg floral carpet, she tried to escape the truth she didn’t want to face. He probably hadn’t thought of her since the day he left. They were a high school fling, for God’s sake. He probably had a dozen women since her—maybe more.

      Her stomach soured at the thought.

      Or maybe this wasn’t about sex at all, and she was reading way too far into his invitation. What if this was just a way to catch up after lost time? It had been ten years. He might not even find her attractive anymore.

      He probably remembered her as the little freshman who followed him around moon-eyed until the night she forced him to acknowledge her. Girls weren’t supposed to get hung up on the guy they lost their virginity to unless they ended up marrying him.

      Long-term commitment had never been what her and Harrison were about. Her lingering emotions for him only proved how pathetic her relationship history was. God, she needed to get out more and start dating again.

      Her stomach swooped and her steps halted as she stared at the numbers on the wall. 210. Subconsciously she knew the stairwell was just around the corner, but she pretended it didn’t exist. What a funny, fire hazard design for a hotel with absolutely no way out of the second floor except through Harrison Montgomery’s room.

      Reason had stepped out, and in its place came some sort of Lewis Carroll narrative where she was Alice, far beyond the looking glass. The illogical side of her brain teamed up with her woman parts and flexed, already claiming victory. No denying part of her still wanted him, while the other parts of her—mainly her heart, which had the memory of an elephant—wanted to run away and hide.

      Staring at the door, her fist tightened until her knuckles popped.

      Knock.

      Just do it.

      Be reckless. Have fun for a change and forgive yourself.

      You need this.

      But no matter how much she wanted to let go, her body remained paralyzed, her heart knowing all too well that Harrison Montgomery wasn’t something she could simply shut off. He was a live wire, a hot fuse, and she would surely end up burned in the end.

      So why wasn’t she leaving? Surely the elevator had returned by now. What was it about this man that made him so magnetic? She was helpless under his spell. Even now, when she knew—knew—she could not go down this path with him again.

      Harrison had been a star on the varsity football team. Devastatingly gorgeous, with eyes so bright and mysterious, anyone could tell he hid a big secret.

      There was something so untouchable about him, something girls wanted to unlock, but he never allowed anyone close enough to fully see the real him. Yet every once in a while, she’d glimpse the raw side of him, so vulnerable and aching, he’d let her soothe him, but only for a moment and then it was gone.

      For the most part, he kept himself locked up. But those secrets he hid, Mariella knew they caused him to run away—from his hometown, his high school diploma, his planned future, and her.

      Maybe he thought he could fool her, but he never could. Even now, with his purposefully refined clothing and that air of sophistication he put on downstairs, she recognized the intensity boiling under the surface. Some men simply weren’t made to be gentlemen, and Harrison Montgomery was one of those men.

      Perhaps his private nature was part of the allure. She wanted to unravel him. Did that make her as pathetic as all the other girls that wanted him before?

      Looking down at the room key, she considered her three options. Knock, enter, or get the hell out of there before she got hurt.

      A vision of her younger self sobbing into her pillow, wondering what she’d done wrong, filled her mind, and she stepped back as if her fingers were just burned.

      Forgotten pain knifed through her. This was a mistake.

      Backing away from his door, she pivoted just as the handle clicked, and her spine stiffened, sending her shoulders bunching up to her ears.

      “Mariella?”

      Her breath chilled in her chest. Every muscle froze at the deep timbre of his voice. He had such power over her, she didn’t trust her subconscious, thinking she’d purposely come this far so he’d catch her. Some self-sabotaging part of her wanted this to happen so she’d be forced to face him and get the answers she’d waited more than a decade to hear.

      A warm hand brushed over her shoulder and down her arm, sending a sharp shiver up her spine. “Were you leaving? Come in and have a drink with me.”

      Her eyes closed. The word no cemented like a boulder in her throat, but she couldn’t get it out.

      His touch caressed the hand hanging numbly at her side, brushing softly across her knuckles until her fists unclenched and he could lace his fingers with hers.

      “Come on, Mariella. It’s been too long not to catch up. Come inside.”

      And that was all it took. Her tension slackened, and she followed him inside like a foolish lamb off to the slaughter.
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      “How’d your interview go?”

      He still wore his suit, but he’d removed the jacket and tie. The pants were a unique slate blue, like his eyes, and his cuffs were French, secured with gold cufflinks in the shape of his initials, HM.

      This wasn’t the same kid she used to fool around with in high school. This was a man who lived way outside of her pay grade. New inadequacies mounted, compressing the towering old ones that still remained.

      She shook her head, feeling like a small-town hick in the shadow of his success.

      “That good, huh?” He chuckled and went to the mini fridge. “Well then, how about that drink?”

      Her gaze settled on his socked feet. The men she knew didn’t wear dress socks like that. She was in way over her head. “I really can’t stay.”

      He turned and frowned, a small bottle filling his large hand. “Do you have somewhere to be?”

      “I just wanted to say it was nice seeing you and…goodbye.” While he might not believe in goodbyes, most people with manners and common courtesy did.

      “Mar—”

      “Goodbye, Harrison.” She turned and left the room without rushing. He didn’t come after her, which was a relief as much as an insult.

      When she reached the elevator, the illuminated numbers said it was on the first floor. She pressed the button and heard it shuttling closer.

      “My dad died.” His voice was low, but it carried from the far end of the hall and somehow whispered into her ear.

      “Not fair, Harrison.” There was no way he could have heard her hushed utterance, but he didn’t need to. He knew exactly what he was doing, using his father’s death as some sort of truce he didn’t deserve from her.

      He closed the distance and took her hand just as the elevator doors opened. “That’s why I’m back in Jasper Falls,” he explained, but she’d already figured out as much—certain his return had nothing to do with her.

      Her head lowered. “Harrison…”

      “I could use a friend.”

      They weren’t friends. Friends checked in. They called.

      Yet somehow their connection went deeper than friendship. Somehow she knew he wasn’t telling her of his father’s passing to simply state facts. He was confessing the conflicting emotions tied a man whom he did not share any real  father-son bond. Why did she know that? And what, exactly, was her responsibility here?

      He waited her out in typical Harrison fashion, refusing to communicate in words but implying everything he wanted her to know in the weighted silence they shared.

      Ward Montgomery owned the hardware store and had been a beloved member of their community. Kids rarely considered other kids’ parents beyond rating if they were mean or nice, boring or fun. Ward came off as nice and boring, just a piece of their town’s backdrop, the old hardware store owner.

      But through her experiences with Harrison, she had a hunch there was more to the man than tools and a polite, “Have a nice day.” Harrison often left his house angry and worked up. He never wanted to talk about it, but as she and Harrison grew closer, she took a protective position in his life.

      Mariella didn’t have any real reason other than instinct, but she was never as impressed with Ward Montgomery as the rest of the town. And in small towns, there was no escaping a funeral, especially when it honored a longstanding member of the community. So there would be no escaping Harrison.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” she repeated, her hand slightly tightening around his.

      “I’m glad he’s gone.” The ice in his tone sent a chill through the air, and her gaze cut to his face.

      His cold expression confirmed, once more, that he had problems with his father. He’d left town when it was well known he was meant to take over the hardware store when Ward retired. What would happen to the store now that Ward was gone? Selfishly, she wondered if Harrison would be forced to stay, but his contempt for his father and this town warned that would never be the case.

      “I could use someone to talk to.”

      Did he really want to talk? Or was he asking for something more? Part of her wanted to give him that something more, despite what it might cost her. She wanted to comfort him.

      “How long are you here?” If she was going to stay, for even a few minutes, she deserved to know. “The truth, Harrison.”

      “A few days, tops. Erin wants a funeral, but as soon as that’s over, I’m gone.”

      And nothing would make him stay. Just like before. Not even her.

      Maybe this time she’d be more prepared.

      His thumb brushed over her knuckles. “I thought about you.”

      Her eyes closed. “Harrison, you can’t say stuff like that.”

      “Why? It’s true.”

      She didn’t believe him, but she also wasn’t completely sure he was lying. “Do you honestly think it’s wise for us to be alone together?” She still didn’t know for sure if he had a wife or a girlfriend or maybe an ex-wife, possibly some children. A lot could happen in ten years.

      His stare traveled over her body, dipping to her chest and rising to her eyes. “Honestly?”

      She nodded. “Honesty would be nice.”

      He rubbed the dark golden stubble of his jaw. “Well, honestly, I’ve been in a murderous mood since my sister called this morning. I thought of all the reasons my dad deserved to die on my drive here but found no relief in finding him gone. It’s like he’s still alive, even though he’s not. And feeling his presence around me makes me want to hit something. I actually considered leaving and letting Erin handle all the funeral shit. But then you came tumbling back into my life, and I stopped thinking about my dad all together.”
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