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Dedication
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To the friends who’ve said:


“We’re proud of you. We love you. Let us support you in this!”


This one is for you.


I love you too.











  
  

A Note from the Author
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Hello Friend, 

Thank you for joining me on this romantic adventure. As an indie author, I recognize that your time is valuable, and I am deeply grateful that you’ve chosen to explore the pages of a world into which I’ve poured my heart and soul.

Want to know a secret? Storytelling is magic. It’s the alchemy that transforms ink into dreams, and readers into fellow travelers. Together, we cross landscapes of desire, heartache, and hope. 

Always hope. 

And that’s why I love what I do.

But here’s the secret: you are the heartbeat of this journey. Your curiosity fuels my creativity. As an indie author, I don’t have a corporate marketing machine behind me—I have you. 

Thank you.

Can I be honest? I’m not a huge lover of social media. It’s a whirlwind of posts, hashtags, and fleeting attention spans. Amidst the chaos of these digital currents, I want to extend an invitation to join me in a more intimate space—the Whispers and Works in Progress newsletter. 

(Print readers – link can be found at eabradyauthor.com).

Here, you’ll find exclusive sneak peeks, behind-the-scenes glimpses, and perhaps a few musings on life, love, and the writer’s craft. No algorithms, no noise—just a direct line from my heart to yours.

Will you take this journey with me? Join me here! 

(eabradyauthor.com).



With heartfelt gratitude,
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Indie Author & Fellow Dreamer








  
  

Welcome to Oak Harbor
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Oak Harbor is a fictionalized mash up of a few of my favorite places in Maine. It showed up one day, fully formed in my mind, and I had no choice but to bring it to life. 

This series will look a little bit different than a romance series usually does. Rather than follow members of the same family (brothers, sisters, cousins, etc.), the stories in this series are based around a family-owned construction company and will follow some family members and some employees.

Approaching the stories this way kept it fun for me to write and I hope it will be fun for you to read. 

These stories do contain swearing (but that varies from character to character and book to book) and on-the-page sex scenes. 

I tend to write low-stakes stories, which means there aren’t really any trigger warnings. These characters have their own backstories, but generally nothing too tragic. I love to read and write escapist romantic fantasy stories.

Turn the page to get started with Jesse and Mia, the first couple you’ll meet from this small New England town. Though it’s the shortest of the books in this series, I hope you’ll love them and their story as much as I do.








  
  

Jesse
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Two hours. 

That’s how long the doc told him the lidocaine could last. 

Thirty-four minutes. 

That’s how long the lidocaine did last.

Pain thrummed through Jesse Murphy’s right cheek. Again and again, he raised his fingers to feel the stitches that zigzagged down his jaw from just below his right ear. 

Afraid of agitating the wound and potentially popping a stitch, he clutched the packets of non-stick bandages inside his hoodie pocket. “Put on a little Vaseline to keep the skin soft. Then put this on before you go to bed,” the doctor had said, as she handed him the bandages on his way out of the examining room. “And don’t get it wet for twenty-four hours.”

Thank God he’d already taken his post-fight shower.

The early spring day had been bitterly cold, as he and everyone else waited for the warmer weather to arrive. Now, as night fell, the chill seemed to settle deep into his bones, calling attention to all the places he’d taken hits. “I can’t believe I didn’t block that fucking elbow,” he muttered, navigating through the crowds of pedestrians on Spring Hills’ main street. Making his way from the clinic to the bus stop, the cold sharpened his discomfort with each step.

The bus route from Spring Hills to Oak Harbor was still operational. He cursed himself with every stride for declining his cousin Danny’s offer of a lift. Earlier, the thrill of victory had fueled him, but now, after a shower, an X-ray, and fifteen stitches in his face, the adrenaline had faded along right with the lidocaine.

All he craved was the comfort of home: a steak on his plate, cozy sweats on his body, and the familiar glow of the television to lull him to sleep.

“Dude, you all right?” A young man stopped in front of him, halting his group of friends mid-stride. Their expressions were a mix of concern and fear. One woman looked at Jesse the way people often did after a fight, a little bit of fear combined with barely concealed revulsion.

A swollen and freshly bruised face, complete with a line of fifteen stitches down the jaw had that effect on some people. 

“I’m fine, man. Thanks,” Jesse assured him, fingers wrapped around the bandage packet in his pocket. “I won by submission. It just took a little while to get there.” He managed a pained smile, hoping to dispel their worries of him collapsing right there on the sidewalk.

A few nervous chuckles rippled through the group, but the young man nodded, accepting Jesse’s word. “Alright then. Take care,” he said, wishing Jesse a good night.

The group resumed their journey, likely heading to one of the eateries lining Spring Hill’s main street, their large glass facades offering a view of the bustling scenes inside. The tantalizing aromas wafting through the frigid evening air had Jesse’s stomach growling in jealousy as he passed by.

With each step, hunger gnawed at him, as did the lingering soreness from the fight. He trudged on, the bus stop only a couple of blocks away. Looking the way he did, most likely nobody would stop to help him if he just crashed on the sidewalk, so he pressed on. The bus would carry him the rest of the way home—he just had to reach it.

It was a Saturday night in early April, and Jesse had anticipated a crowd at the bus stop. Yet, he found himself alone, the sole passenger bound for Oak Harbor. The shelter, a three-walled plexiglass haven with a transparent roof, tempted him to sit on the wooden bench along the back wall. But Jesse knew better; giving in to the allure of the bench meant the potential to fall asleep and miss his ride home. So, he opted to lean against the wall of the enclosure, letting it bear his weight as he waited.

As he watched the bustling nightlife of couples and groups, Jesse’s thoughts drifted to the stark changes in his life and in his body. Victory nights used to mean going out with the other fighters and a bunch of friends to get dinner and drinks, often finding someone to bring back to his place, but now, his body rebelled in silent protest, aching more and healing slower. 

And while winning this fight was amazing, it didn’t feel quite as amazing as it had when he first started.

In short, he was getting too old to keep doing this. The training was one thing—he could do that all day, every day. But the fighting? The actual sport of climbing into the ring and going toe-to-toe in full combat had lost its shine. 

Jesus, how did thirty-two years old suddenly feel like a hundred and thirty-two?

His brothers had always been destined for the family construction business, while Jesse had carved a niche in mixed martial arts. The future used to be some far off time, not even a speck on a distant horizon. It didn’t feel quite so far anymore as he stood under that plexiglass enclosure, worrying about what the hell to do next.

Perhaps it was time to accept his father’s standing offer to join the family business. The thought of trading punches for blueprints had never appealed to him, yet now, it was starting to look as if the future had finally come knocking and Jesse was struggling to see another path forward. 

Sunday dinner at his parents’ house promised to be interesting this week, with his potential career shift about to become family lore.

Reaching into his pants pocket, he found the trinkets his nieces had given him as good luck charms for his fight. Chloe, the oldest, had given him an index card with her drawing of him standing over his defeated opponent. Her younger sister, Ava, had given him a stick, just in case he was up against a better fighter, and he might need it to poke the guy with. Rylee, their cousin, had given him a dime. She said it was lucky because she found it, therefore it would be lucky for him to carry it.

Thinking at how apt the gifts were to each of their personalities, Jesse couldn’t help but smile. When a hard wind blew around him, he shoved his hands into the front pocket of his hoodie and stepped further back inside the shelter. 

As the bus turned the corner, Jesse waited with relief for his diesel chariot to take him home.

Blowing out a hard breath, he looked up as the bus approached, and noticed dark brown eyes staring down at him. Immediately, the eyes snapped away, as their owner, a woman with what appeared to be a very pretty face, pretended she hadn’t been looking at him. 

Normally, it would have bothered him, but right then and there, he just didn’t have it in him to care.








  
  

Mia
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When the bus driver accelerated around the corner, Mia Reed’s attention had been elsewhere. The jolt sent her head crashing against the window, adding insult to the injury of an already crappy night. “Son of a…” she muttered, massaging the tender spot that had quickly formed. 

The first aid kit stuffed at the bottom of her bag was out of ibuprofen so she would have to wait until she got home to take anything to stop the budding headache. Normally a solid way to relax, the book in her hand had been unable to keep her focus for more than two seconds. The attempted reconciliation between Mia and her sister earlier that night had been a dismal failure and it seemed it might never come to pass. 

Why she thought they’d be able to reconcile, Mia didn’t know. What Lauren had done was unforgivable as far as she was concerned, even if it had been almost a full year. So much for time healing all wounds. 

Mia had been in Oak Harbor for more than six months. The bridge to her past had burned after what her sister had done. The coastal town was her sanctuary, a place of new beginnings and establishing roots. On her own. She didn’t need her sister and she didn’t need Brandon. They could have each other. 

Embracing her new home meant it was time to establish some stability. First up: finding a permanent job for when her current contract ended. Next: finding a place she could call her own for the long haul. 

Living by herself was fine if she had to, but what she really wanted was a dog. Dogs loved you just the way you were. Dogs didn’t have ulterior motives. Dogs didn’t fall in love with someone else all the while “working extended hours” and claiming everything was “fine.” 

With a huff, Mia slammed the book shut and crammed it into her overstuffed backpack. The zipper protested, barely able to contain the contents. It was past time to buy a bigger bag, or finally join the twenty-first century and keep as much as she could digitally and lighten the burden on her favorite backpack. 

Riding the bus wasn’t her favorite way to travel but it did the job. Since her car wouldn’t be back from the shop for a couple days, it beat the hell out of walking. It had also been a long, shitty day. 

And now she had a headache. 

She was still rubbing the sore spot as the bus pulled to a stop in front of the next shelter. A man in jeans and a dark hoodie stood with his hands shoved into the front pocket of his sweatshirt, his face mostly obscured by the hood. Their eyes met briefly as the bus approached, prompting Mia to quickly avert her gaze. 

As the door swung open and the man boarded, she instinctively shifted in her seat and tossed her backpack onto the open seat next to her. It was a tactic she’d seen among schoolchildren, one she absolutely detested, yet here she was, mirroring their exclusionary actions. 

She didn’t watch him, but the hesitation in his step was palpable. Turning away, she pretended to be engrossed in the view out the front of the bus, while he swung into the seat across the aisle, effectively cornering an older woman by the window. 

The guilt of her actions gnawed at her, a stark contrast to the defensive walls she had erected around her seat. 

Mia’s gaze was fixed on the man as he removed his hood, revealing a stark collection of injuries to his face. The bruises and cuts were evident, with a particularly dark swelling under his eye and a trail of stitches sewn into red, inflamed skin from ear to jawline. 

“Sister Mary Ellen,” he greeted the woman beside him, his tone friendly yet tired. “How’s your night going?” Mia leaned forward, her curiosity piqued. Sister Mary Ellen was a nun, apparently. She caught a glimpse of the sister, who didn’t look like any nun she’d ever seen. Had she ever seen a nun before that wasn’t on television? 

The man turned and caught Mia’s eye, offering a fleeting smile. She whipped her head around and sat back in her seat, staring straight ahead, her cheeks warming with a rush of embarrassment. 

“Jesse Murphy, what trouble have you gotten yourself into tonight?” Sister Mary Ellen’s voice carried a mix of concern and familiarity. 

Mia couldn’t help but watch their exchange, an unexpected scene if ever there was one. An old nun chatting with her friend the fighter on the bus was not on Mia’s Saturday night bingo card. 

“Look at you,” Sister Mary Ellen said, lifting her wrinkled hands to Jesse’s battered face and gently turning it from side to side. 

He laughed quietly but didn’t move out of her grasp. “A man’s got to earn a living, Sister. This is just how I earn mine.” 

Sister Mary Ellen examined Jesse’s face with a tenderness that spoke of a deep bond between the pair. “You always say that, Jesse, but you can’t tell me there’s not another way.” The old woman released his face and smiled before she patted his leg. 

Mia studied Jesse’s features, noting the freshness of his wounds. It seemed they both had a pretty terrible night. Without knowing it, his misery held up a mirror to Mia’s own. But, while his physical scars would heal with time, her heart had taken an unseen beating. Who knew how long that would take to heal. 

“I’ve told you, Sister, there’s no other work that I’m qualified for,” Jesse said, his smile brief and strained. 

Their conversation continued in between long stretches of silence as the bus rumbled out of Spring Hill, across the city line into Oak Harbor.


      [image: ]Eventually, the bus slowed and pulled to a stop in front of the senior housing complex nestled a few blocks back from Oak Harbor’s bustling waterfront.

Sister Mary Ellen retrieved her purse from the floor as she stood to leave. She patted Jesse’s shoulder. “Well, there must be something you can learn to do that doesn’t leave you looking like this. You’re a smart boy, Jesse. Maybe it’s time to start using your head for something other than a target, hmm?” 

Jesse rose, allowing Sister Mary Ellen space to exit. Her hand brushed his uninjured cheek— a gesture of grandmotherly affection— before she descended the steps and disappeared from view. 

Mia wondered if Jesse would say anything when he sat back down. Would he presume to sit right next to her now that Sister Mary Ellen was gone, and he had nobody else to talk to? To her relief, he chose to sit back down in his same seat. 

With no pressure to engage with him, she pulled the book from her backpack and flipped to the page where she’d left her bookmark, ignoring the dull thump of her headache. 

Casual glances in Jesse’s direction revealed him absorbed in the world outside the bus window, oblivious to her. Two more times she did the same, with the same result. She couldn’t explain why she wanted Jesse to look at her, but each time she looked, and he didn’t look back, those oh-so-familiar feelings of rejection roared back to the surface. 

The sting of his perceived rejection was irrational, she chided herself. He wasn’t rejecting her… because they didn’t know each other. They were literal strangers to one another. He was just a guy on the bus trying to get home. The same way she was. 

In a huff she snapped her book shut and shoved it back into her bag. Unable to stop herself, she snuck another glance at Jesse. A stream of scarlet ran down his face and neck. Running on pure instinct, she yanked her bag open and ripped into it to get her first aid kit. 

“Your stitches are bleeding,” she said as she slid across the seats to help him. Sitting on the edge of the seat with her legs in the aisle, she looked at his injuries to see where the blood was coming from. 

Jesse’s hand flew to his cheek, and he pulled it away, blood running down his fingers. “Shit.”

“What happened?” She unzipped the kit and pulled out a pair of blue latex gloves. 

“I scratched it, and I must’ve popped a stitch.” He held his blood-covered hand in the air, unsure what to do with it. “Dammit.” 

“You’re not allergic to latex, are you?” she asked, pausing with her fingers halfway into one of the gloves. 

He shook his head. After pulling both gloves on, Mia took an alcohol wipe from her kit, ripped it open and handed it to him. “Clean your hands,” she said, taking complete control of the situation. Then she opened a clean cotton gauze pad and held it gently against the line of stitches. 

“Convenient for me you travel with a first aid kit,” Jesse joked, angling his eyes to see her without moving his head. 

“Habit of the job I’m afraid.” She smiled at him and carefully wiped away the blood that had dripped onto his neck, some of which had already been absorbed into the collar of his hoodie. “You’ll want to soak your sweatshirt in cold water when you get home, otherwise it’ll stain.”

“Noted.” He nodded, silent as she worked. She held the gauze firmly enough to stop the bleeding but hopefully not hard enough to cause him any more pain than he probably felt already. “What’s your job that has you traveling with a first aid kit?” he asked. 

“ER nurse for part of my career. School nurse at the moment,” she said. “When you’re around kids all the time, it’s just easier to be ready for anything. All the time.” Completely comfortable speaking with him when she was the one in control of the situation, Mia slid right into her former role of Emergency Room nurse. 

“Everything OK back there?” the bus driver yelled. “Need me to stop the bus?” 

“No,” Mia yelled back. “I’m a nurse. He’ll be patched up in no time.” 

“Good enough for me.” The bus never slowed down. 

Having stemmed the blood flow, she applied several butterfly bandages across the cut. “This will hold until you can get to the doctor to have the stitches redone.” She stuffed the used gauze into the discarded wrapper then rolled the gloves off and tossed the whole thing into the trash can at the front of the bus. “And try to sleep with your head elevated a little higher tonight. It should help alleviate some of the swelling.” 

“Thanks,” Jesse said, his gaze softening as he met her eyes. 

She had been disarmed by the soft look in his expression. It was in direct contrast with the hardness of his body. Not that she consciously noticed that kind of thing, but when she was so close, taking care of his injury, it was simply something her mind took note of. 

“I’m just doing my job,” she said, regaining her composure. “But you’re welcome.” 

With her task complete, Mia’s usual nerves returned in full force. She hastily packed away her first aid kit and retreated to the safety of her seat. 

“I’m Jesse,” he introduced himself, starting to offer his hand, then pausing as he noticed the dried blood. “I’d shake your hand, but…” 

Her laughter was a soft whisper. “I’m Mia.” 

“Nurse Mia,” Jesse said, his smile genuine. “Nice to meet you. And, for real, I can’t thank you enough for this.” 

As the bus neared her stop, Mia gathered her things, offering Jesse a final smile before descending the steps. She fought the impulse to glance back at him as the bus pulled away. 

Curling into the collar of her coat, she tightened it against the cold, damp, blustery ocean wind that whipped up as she neared the front door of her building. Less than an hour ago, she had no idea that Jesse Murphy existed. So, how could she explain that fleeting connection they’d shared? Was she the only one to feel it? And why the twinge of sadness at the thought that he might have already forgotten about her as the bus rolled on to its next stop?
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The bus rumbled away from Mia’s stop and Jesse relaxed in his seat. The bus driver caught his eye in the rearview mirror. “You doing all right back there?” he asked. 

Had the driver asked him that question when he stepped onto the bus, Jesse’s answer would have been a resounding no. But after his sweet conversation with Sister Mary Ellen and then the impromptu stitch repair from the woman across the aisle, his answer was a truthful, “Yeah, man, I’m good.”

Jesse mused over the irony of his situation. On fight nights, he never took his own car. Serious injury was always a very real possibility. The worry of having to drive himself home with a broken arm, or worse, was taken off the table when he caught a ride with someone else. Someone who would not be fighting.

He had cursed himself for turning down Danny’s offer for a ride home earlier. But as the bus rumbled on toward his stop, he found himself reflecting on the kindness of the people around him rather than the shitshow of pain that was his body. 

Obviously, Sister Mary Ellen was on his ass about fighting. She’d been after him for the past few years to find a new gig. But it was the other woman, Mia, Nurse Mia, who’d turned his whole night around.

Was that weird? It sure felt weird. 

He’d won his fight and been on top of the world for a brief moment. Before the reality of how bad his body fucking hurt reminded him he wasn’t a kid anymore. And fighting was nothing, if not a young person’s sport. 

But then, like a ray of sunshine, the woman who’d looked at him like she was afraid of getting mugged, jumped in to patch him up. Without being asked. Without the slightest hesitation.

It was another five minutes before the bus pulled up near his place, a mile further inland from where Mia lived. It was too bad he didn’t take the bus more regularly. Maybe there would have been a chance of running into her again. 

Now his brain was really stretching things. Randomly riding the bus in hopes of seeing a pretty girl was not his style. More importantly, he wasn’t in a place in life where he was necessarily in the market for a relationship. His history with women was a testament to that. Most of the girlfriends he’d had since high school lasted six months or less, so it’s not like he was all that good at them to begin with.

No, it was for the best that he wouldn’t be on the bus again any time soon. He had enough to focus on without trying to fit Nurse Mia into his suddenly upended life. Best to let her stay a pleasant memory.

As the bus doors creaked open, Jesse rose to his feet. A glint of something out of place caught his eye beneath the seat Mia had occupied. With a swift motion, he retrieved the item, tucking it securely into his pocket before stepping down onto the sidewalk. The bus rumbled off, leaving him alone with an object that hinted at unfinished business.

The walk from the bus stop back to his place was spent deciding how the rest of his night would go. The thought of Mia, possibly frantic over her lost possession, quickened his steps. There was no way he could relax with a late dinner and get any sleep knowing she could be going nuts looking for it. He needed to return it, but first he needed to go inside and wash the blood off his hands and change into something that didn’t have blood drips all over the collar.

Over the years, he’d had roommates come and go, but over time they’d each ended up going their own ways, leaving Jesse as the sole tenant in a two-bedroom apartment on the main floor of a two-family house. It wasn’t huge but the rent was affordable, the distance to the gym was less than a mile, and the upstairs neighbors worked all day and slept all night.

Stepping inside, Jesse looked over his apartment through fresh eyes, imagining how it might appear to Mia. The space, once a hub of good times and wild living, now lay stark and exposed in its emptiness. The living room was a spartan arrangement of basics—a couch, its fabric worn from years of use, and a solitary chair that had seen better days. They faced a television that was too small for the room, perched atop a stand that doubled as a catch-all for mail and miscellaneous crap.

The kitchen, a functional space devoid of any sense of hospitality, boasted a card table that bore the scars of one too many drinking games and late-night poker matches. Lawn chairs, brought inside to replace the wood ones as they broke, now served as permanent fixtures around the table. The yellow overhead light cast soft shadows over the worn linoleum floor that, despite everything, was strikingly clean.

A sense of vulnerability crept in as he considered his apartment. The bachelor pad that once felt like freedom now seemed neglected, a mirrored reflection of his lifestyle. It was clean, yes, but it lacked the little things, the touches that made a place feel like home.

Standing at the bathroom sink, the scent of antibacterial soap filled his nostrils as he scrubbed away the blood, watching the pink suds swirl down the drain. He treated the blood stains on his sweatshirt then slipped into a fresh one, the fabric soft against his tender skin, and snatched his car keys from the hook by the door.

With the stars as his silent witnesses, he set off, the cold air nipping at his cheeks. The night’s earlier events replayed in his mind, each step a beat in the rhythm of an evening that had veered into the unexpected in every way. 

Not knowing what else to expect, he hoped to make the trip quickly so he could finally settle in for the night and fill the gaping chasm of his empty stomach.








  
  

Mia
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Mia’s apartment was less her home and more a holdover place during a time of transition. 

Several built-in shelves sat mostly empty. She hadn’t collected anything worth displaying since she’d moved to Oak Harbor, aside from a few pieces of sea glass and a handful of broken shells she’d picked up down by the beach when she first moved to town. They were few, but they were undeniably hers, small anchors in a new life that was slowly taking shape.

It was the walls that were most telling. The large blank walls only accentuated the lack of personal photos and artwork. It wasn’t that she didn’t have the memories or people to fill those frames; it was simply the fallout after a relationship’s end that kept those frames relegated to boxes in the storage room of her parents’ basement. 

She hadn’t gotten around to making any new memories since she’d moved to town, so the walls held space for adventures yet unknown. 

Even still, with its hand-me-down couch, and a coffee table and chair that spoke more of functionality than style, her little apartment was all she needed until she could find a more permanent place to put down some roots. Those things gave her somewhere to sit and read, somewhere to lie down to watch her shows, and somewhere to put her coffee and yarn while she worked on her crochet projects.

Outside her fourth-floor window, Oak Harbor, a five block by five block square on a small peninsula sticking into the ocean, unfolded like a movie set. Its waterfront district was a collection of every small business a person could want. The dual-purpose buildings, with businesses below and living spaces above, were a microcosm of the town itself—a place where the pulse of daily life beat strongest just beyond the tourist’s gaze.

To the right, Center Street stretched into the town’s heart, while to the left, the main thoroughfare called out with the promise of coffee, pastries, books, and gifts. Ahead, the town reached out toward the ocean, its restaurants and shops a man-made border along the vast Atlantic.

It was nearing nine o’clock, the savory scent of baked chicken filled Mia’s apartment, a comforting contrast to the chill of the night. There was an extra unexplained energy in the swing of her hips and the sway of her body that moved in time with the angsty tunes of The Cure, her voice rising and falling with the haunting lyrics of “Fascination Street.” As she sang along, Robert Smith’s evocative voice wrapped around her like an embrace. Her own voice grew louder with his encouragement. 

A sharp rap at the door jolted her, a sudden silence falling as she hurried to pause the music. She wasn’t expecting company, especially at that time of night. Outside of her family, nobody even knew her new address. 

A swift relief poured through her as she realized it was probably one of her neighbors coming to tell her to settle down with the singing and dancing. She approached the front door, wiping her hands on a towel as she walked.

Mia placed one hand on the deadbolt, ready to unlock it so she could apologize to her neighbor—most likely Mrs. Aldrich, the older lady down the hall—and pressed her eye to the peephole. 

The bruised and butterfly-bandaged face of Jesse looked back at her. Stumbling back a step, she gripped the deadbolt tighter in one hand, and squeezed the hand towel in the other.

Had he gotten off the bus behind her and she missed it? Had he followed her home? How long had he been standing outside her door? And how the hell did he get inside her building?

Another knock. “Mia?” A pause. “Hey, it’s me, Jesse… from the bus.” More silence. “Sorry to bother you this late, but I found this on the bus, and I thought you might want it back.”

She flung herself at the peephole and saw Jesse holding up her wallet. What the hell? When had she dropped that?

“Hold on,” she said, tossing the towel onto the back of the living room chair. She’d dropped her backpack there when she came home earlier. With furious movement, she yanked it open and ripped out her book, her extra sweater, her hair elastics, a few pens, and her first aid kit. 

No wallet.

Back at the peephole, she started to open the door. “Wait,” she said, stilling her hand on the deadbolt again. “How did you even get in my building? And how did you get my wallet in the first place? I don’t carry much cash in it, but you probably noticed that.” Her eye stayed pressed to the peephole.

His eyes widened, at least as much as they could with all the swelling around them, and he said, “The pizza guy was on the way out, so I came in when he left. You must’ve dropped the wallet when you were digging through your bag because I found it on the floor under your seat when I was getting off at my stop.” 

He paused to suck in what looked like an angry breath. “And whatever was in it when you dropped it is still inside it. Because I’m not a fucking thief. But, hey, if it’ll make you feel better, I’ll just leave it out here,” he said. After tossing the wallet unceremoniously to the floor in front of her door, he turned to leave.

Mia’s heart sank as she watched Jesse’s retreating figure. Why had she been such a jerk to him? His face was an obvious testament to the rough night he’d had, and here he was, returning her wallet when he probably would have preferred to be home in bed. 

“Wait,” she called out, her voice softer than before. She cracked the door open, jamming one foot behind it, just in case. “Sorry for being a dick,” she admitted when he turned back. “It was seriously decent of you to bring this back.” 

She crouched down and grabbed the wallet with slightly shaky hands, hoping her nerves weren’t as visible as they felt. “It would have been a complete pain in the ass to replace all this stuff.”

Jesse stood with his hands shoved in his hoodie pocket, his gaze fixed on her as if he was trying to figure her out and not having much luck.

“What?” she finally asked, breaking the silence that stretched between them. 

He smiled, a silent acknowledgment of her apology. “Have a good night,” he said, and for the second time, he turned to leave.

Her heart hammered behind her ribs as he walked away. Was she so desperate for conversation her body was freaking out at the thought of him leaving? A sudden urge to keep the conversation going seized her. “What happened to you?” she blurted out. “Your face, I mean. How did you get all those bruises?”

“It’s what I do. I’m a fighter,” he said without turning around. His voice carried a hint of pride. “I’m not big-name famous or anything, but when the opportunity comes up, I take it.”

“How about the other guy?” she pressed. “How bad does he look?” She was still talking to his back.

He finally faced her again, a wry grin on his lips. “Well, once they washed off all the blood and stitched him up, I’d say he looks sort of like this. Maybe a little worse.” He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “But if you’re asking who won, I did. Submission by rear naked choke at two-seventeen of the fourth.”

Whatever the hell that meant.

“Congratulations. I think.”

“Thanks.” 

Mia’s heart raced as Jesse made to leave again. The loneliness of her life in her new town pushed the words right out of her mouth. “Are you hungry? Did you have dinner yet?”

“Umm…” He hesitated, uncertainty flickering in his eyes.

“Sorry,” she said. “That was weird. Never mind,” Mia said, backpedaling and feeling the flush of embarrassment in her cheeks. She looked from her wallet to his face. “Thanks again for bringing this back.”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said, stepping closer. “It’s no big deal. But, to answer your questions, yes, I am hungry, and no, I haven’t eaten yet.” 

The softness returned to his gaze, his unspoken question hanging in the air.

Inviting him inside her apartment would be a bold move, especially for her. 

As life would have it, though, she found herself in need of a friend. Who was she to be picky about the way the universe provided? Mia took a deep breath, her decision made. “It’s nothing fancy,” she said. “Just baked chicken with a side salad.”

For a moment, he paused, perhaps gauging the seriousness of her offer. “I like chicken and salad,” he finally said.

After the briefest hesitation, with a nod, she opened the door wide, inviting Jesse into her world.
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