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Shane





“Shane. How’s it going? Remind me, when do you arrive in Manhattan?” 

James’s voice booms across the connection, warm and enthusiastic. Slightly bossy. I look forward to our weekly Zoom calls. It’s a good way to stay in touch. He sounds close, as if he’s across town. Rather than in New York. I’ve known James for years. Since we were kids in the same small town. We’ve been through a lot. He’s my best friend. Really, he’s more of a brother than just a friend. Even though I’ve lived in Dublin for years, we’re still close.

“Next week. Can’t wait. Ireland’s over. Well, it is for me. Time to head home. It’s been good while it lasted, but the party’s stopped.” I deliberately keep my tone light, and casual. It’s important to keep a lid on your emotions. I learnt that in the military. James doesn’t need to know how hard it got living in Dublin recently. How I’ve been questioning things. Cybersecurity has made me a lot of money, but lately it’s disturbing. We’ve been testing a new AI product and I’ve had some experiences that unsettled me. Not that I want to offload onto James about that. Hell no.

“Glad to hear plans haven’t changed. It would’ve sucked to have to find another house sitter before I leave for Dubai.”

“Nothing’s changed. I accepted the offer from the Irish company to buy my business. You’re talking to Uncle Sam’s newest billionaire. No more of this millionaire bullshit. That’s for losers.” I wait for James to take the bait.

“Fuck off. I just need to swing one big development, and I’ll be playing in the big leagues too. Don’t get too comfortable, Ryan.”

“So competitive. I’ll believe it when I see it.”

“Careful, douchebag, or I’ll make you stay in a hotel.”

I snort. “But then who will water your plants? Or make sure no one breaks in and rearranges your furniture.” James is very anal about his apartment. I enjoy teasing him about it.

“Don’t even joke about that. Although you’ve got a point about the plants. Well, one plant really. I’m serious, you’d better treat Vicky’s orchid right, or I’m dead meat.” His voice trails off. He flinches as a pair of big green eyes framed by a cloud of auburn hair appear on the Zoom. “Vicky, hello.”

She sighs heavily. “You’ve forgotten about the viewing, haven’t you?”

“Isn’t that this afternoon?”

Vicky’s eye roll is truly terrifying. “Nope. It’s in twenty minutes. I reminded you how many times today? Four times! You never listen.” She frowns. Then her expression brightens. “Hi Shane, how are you? Has James given you my instructions yet?”

I shake my head slowly.

Vicky sighs again. “Shocker.”

James winces. “I was getting there.”

“Yeah, right. Oh, do I have to do everything myself? I haven’t started packing yet.” Vicky points a slender, manicured finger at James, who visibly flinches. I fight the urge to laugh. James talks tough, but he’s more than a little scared of his PA. Vicky gets shit done. She’d thrive in the army. Also, she knows everything about James’s life. Hell of a thing.

“Good, thank you. And no, he has not told me how to care for your fine plant.”

James shoots me a furious look. “Traitor.” I shrug, raising an eyebrow. Not my problem if he can’t keep his schedule straight.

“Glad you’re heading back to New York. I’d say let’s catch up over drinks, but I’ll be in Dubai before you get here. And no, that does not surprise me.” Vicky sighs deeply. “Just don’t water her too much. Orchids hate that.”

“Noted. Minimal water for the orchid. Anything else?”

Vicky pauses, as if she’s thinking it over. “That’s about it. Thanks again, Shane. Appreciate it. And, as always, thank you for your service.”

I never know how to respond to these kind of comments. How to explain all the complicated feelings they evoke? Feelings I’d much rather avoid. Yeah, best not to go there. I nod stiffly. Clear my throat. “You’re welcome.”

James frowns. “I should go. I’ve got to get to Hudson Yards in,” he glances at his watch, “fifteen minutes. Later, Shane. Safe trip back to New York. Message me if you need anything, yeah?” And just like that, he’s gone.

Vicky snorts and rolls her eyes. “Yeah, message James and he’ll take care of it. More like Vicky will take care of it.”

“You really need to quit and open that florist shop you talk about.” Seriously, the woman’s hitting her limit here. It can’t be easy working for James. Even I, and I love the guy – he’s my oldest friend – can see that. Poor Vicky.

She sighs. “You’re not wrong. Thanks Shane. I appreciate your looking after Es for me.”

“Happy to help. Later Vicks. Don’t fall in love with an oil sheikh in Dubai, yeah?”

She chuckles. “As if. I’ll be so busy running around after James, I won’t get the chance for sightseeing, let alone meeting a man. Speaking of which, I really have to go. Bye Shane.”

She ends the Zoom call. I recline in my seat, head resting against my chair, and chuckle to myself. Talking to James always makes me smile. And it was hilarious to see Vicky put him in his place. He calls her his office wife. Behind her back, of course. The man has a healthy respect for his feisty PA. And why not? He relies on her for everything.

I’m feeling mellow and relaxed. Life is good. And then, a car from the street backfires loudly. It sounds like gunfire. And I’m taken back…

It’s hot. So hot. Bright light. Desert landscape. Sand and rocks and small, scrubby trees bent double in the fierce Iraqi wind. There’s a bang, followed by another. The sensation of being shot at from all sides. People screaming; running. Someone goes down. I try to get to him, but I’m too late. He’s gone, his arm shot off before I can crawl to his side. More shots, and explosions. The noise is unbelievable. The scent of sweat and blood and fear is all around me. My heart is pumping, and pumping as I run. So hard it might explode out of my chest.

Breathe, Shane. You’re having a flashback. It’s not real. Iraq is over. Remember what the military counselor taught you.

I force myself to inhale deeply; exhaling through my nose. I hug my arms across my chest, tapping my left hand to my right shoulder, and vice versa. I press my feet to the floor. It reminds me where I am, and gradually I come back to myself. I take a long sip of water from the bottle on my desk.

Wow, that was bad. I haven’t had one of those in a long time. Maybe it’s the stress of the move that’s triggering it. Although I’ll probably never understand exactly what causes it, I’ve got good at arranging my life to minimize my triggers. But you can’t plan for everything.

At least it’s just me who has to suffer. I don’t have a woman or a family who worry. It’s the right thing for me to stay single. It’s not the best way to be, I’ll give you that. But it’s the way I am. The way I need to be. At least I’ve got my best friend. That relationship is rock solid. There isn’t anything that could come between me and James’s friendship.

Not a single thing.
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Emma





“Mr Silverman. Earl. Oh, it’s so good to see you. How is your daughter and the grandkids? They must be getting big. Please tell them I said hi. I brought Stacey some of that Ghirardelli chocolate she likes. And Sour Patch Kids for the little ones. Who doesn’t love California candy, right? Right! Oh, don’t be shy, Earl. Come here, give me a hug.” 

He flushes bright red; stands stiffly. His hands clench at his sides as I hurl myself at him. “There, there, Miss Emma. It’s good to see you. It’s been a while since you visited. And my daughter’s family are very well. I’ll tell her you said hi, and thank you for the candies. You’re as kind as ever, Miss Emma. My Stacey and her kids will love them. Money’s tight, so they don’t have treats often.” He squeezes my shoulders, and pats my back awkwardly. I step back, releasing him from my impromptu hug.

“Oh, Earl, what can I say? Why haven’t I been to New York for so long? Well, hey, I mean I could tell you. But then I’d have to kill you.” I giggle, but Earl doesn’t seem to get my joke. His eyebrows shoot up. He laughs stiffly. He says nothing. I should know better than to banter with him. But I can’t help it. It’s just my way. I like to joke around with people. I like to make them laugh. Life’s too short not to laugh.

“So, is my brother in?” I attempt to sound casual and relaxed, as if it’s not a big deal. But who am I kidding? There’s no hiding the overstuffed, battered suitcase I’m dragging behind me.

“Here for the weekend, my dear?” Earl peers at the offending luggage. I flash him my most winning smile and shrug. “Who can say? I mean, a weekend, a week. A month. Who’s counting? Now where’s my favorite brother? He’s not still at work, is he?” I pull a face. It’s six in the evening. I’m beyond exhausted. I’ve been on a coach for the last day and a half. Darn it. It’s been a heck of a week.

“No, Mr Michaels is not in. He’s in Dubai, actually.” Oh, crap on a cracker. That’s the last thing I expected. I really should have called first, but I was in such a rush to get out of Los Angeles. What is James doing in Dubai? What the heck am I going to do now? I’ll have to sleep on the subway or something. Shoot, this is not good. Also, fudge nuggets! I chew my bottom lip. I need to think.

Earl’s kind face creases into a worried frown. “You were expecting him to be here?”

I nod tightly, blink back the welling tears. Goodness, I’m being pathetic, I know I am. What a baby. Typical Emma, hey? Always the emotional one. So unlike the rest of my family.

My lower lip wobbles. Suddenly it’s game over. The tears fall. Earl sucks in a breath, his eyes as wide as saucers. “Don’t cry, Miss Emma. I’ll give you the spare key. Come, you’re on James’s list of approved visitors. I’ll buzz you up. He wouldn’t want me to turn you away. It’s getting late.”

I gulp, nodding frantically. Without stopping to think, I fling my arms around him. “Thank you, Earl. I don’t know what I’d have done if you’d said no.”

His eyes widen as he holds himself rigid. “There, there, Miss Emma. I’m sure it’s what your brother would want. Mr James always says family comes first. And anyway, it’s the right thing to do.“ He pats my shoulder stiffly.

He helps me into the lift, pushes the button for the top floor and off I go. The lift pings, the doors slide open, and I turn the key in the lock. I gasp in sheer amazement as I step through the door. Wow, my big brother did well. No matter how many times I’ve seen this place, it never ceases to give me tingles. I’m tingling all over right now. Look at that high ceiling, the wooden floors, the glossy white walls with the wall-length modern art. There’s a big white sofa in the living area and an enormous flat-screen TV. Ha, my brother is such a bachelor boy. I wonder if he’ll ever settle down? Somehow, I doubt it. He’s way too much of a workaholic to get married. I mean, where the heck would he find a wife? He lives, breathes and dreams his work. There’s no time or energy in James’s life for anything else.

I dump my suitcase in James’s spare bedroom, the one I’ve stayed in countless times before. I am going to get something to eat. After the bus ride, I’m absolutely starving. I’ll have a good long soak in James’s heavenly big tub. And why not? It’s not like my super-driven, hyper-focused, works all the hours God sends us big brother will ever make use of that beautiful bathtub. So, I’m gonna do a good thing by giving that bathtub some love and attention. It would feel neglected otherwise. Right?

I should message James to tell him I’m crashing at his place. And I will. Later. First, I need a bath. Mm, I wonder if he’s got any bath bubbles? Probably too much to ask. But hey, you never know, right? Nothing’s impossible. You’ve gotta have hope. I try to stay on the sunny side of life where I can.

It’s almost like the universe hears me and goes ‘Oh yeah?’ because literally that instant my phone rings. I glance at the caller ID. Ah, crap on a cracker. Can I let it go to voicemail? I sigh. I was wrong. The situation is in fact hopeless. There is no way to avoid this. If I don’t pick up, she’ll just call again. And again. And again. Best to suck it up and get it over with now.

“Hi mom. How are you?”

There’s a huffing sound, and a hiss. A bit like the sound a dragon makes. I hold my breath, waiting for it. Here it comes—three, two, one. “How do you think? What kind of stupid question is that? Emma Catherine Michaels, what the hell do you think you’re playing at? Are you trying to ruin your life?”

And we’re off. I chew my bottom lip. I am literally biting back the words here. I can’t lose it with my mother. It’s pointless. I’m not in the habit of losing it with anyone, really. Confrontation isn’t my thing. I prefer to go with the flow. But I don’t think that approach is going to cut it right now.

“Well, what do you have to say for yourself? Do you care to explain why you missed the deadline for college applications again? Do you realize this is the second year you’ve done this? Anyone would think you don’t want to go to university at all.” My mother sniffs.

I inhale deeply. I need to stay calm. Yoga breathing, come to my rescue, please. “Ah, Mom. Yeah, about that…” Come on Emma, just say it. What’s the worst she can do to you? Okay, here goes nothing. “You’re right. I don’t want to go to college. It’s a waste of money.”

My mother inhales sharply. “What are you talking about, Emma? Don’t talk nonsense. A university education is priceless. Priceless! Of course, you want to go to university. You must. And you will, if I have to drag you there myself.”

There’s an uncomfortable silence. It stretches and twists and grows until it’s an actual presence shimmering in the air between us. Like a dark magical force. Did I mention I love fantasy movies? Well, I do.

“Emma, are you still there? I don’t have all day, you know. I’ve got a meeting with a PhD student in five minutes. But I made time for this because it’s important to me that my daughter doesn’t ruin her life.”

Typical. She’s complaining about having to squeeze me in between her important appointments. My mother makes everything about herself. Well, about her job, that is. Is it even worth telling her I have a plan for my life? Would she listen if I told her I want to teach yoga? I sigh heavily. Nope. Not a snowball’s chance in hell would Professor Trudy Michaels rate that life choice. I guess I exist to disappoint my mother. Unlike my brainiac big brother. Yeah, James graduated cum laude from Wharton Business School and did an MBA at Harvard. Now he’s a hotshot property broker in Manhattan. And I’m…what exactly? Oh right, an unemployed coffee barista who dreams of teaching yoga someday. Not exactly impressive.

“Mom, I apologize. I know you don’t understand, but college’s not for me. I don’t know any other way to explain it.”

It’s like she didn’t hear me at all. “I’ve got to go, Emma. My student’s knocking on my office door. We’ll discuss this later.” She rings off. Without even saying goodbye.

Well, that was fun. Not. Now I really need that bath. A long soak in fragrant hot water will make me feel better. And, heck, even if there’s no fragrance because my bachelor boy brother doesn’t own bubble bath, I’ll pretend. And go buy some tomorrow. Live it, learn it.

As I make my way to the bathroom, my thoughts keep returning to that miserable phone call. I wish my mother didn’t have this kind of effect on me, but she does. She’s my mother. She doesn’t approve of me, though I want her to. I try to avoid thinking about that; it hurts. I feel less than. I’ve never been enough for my mother. Maybe she’d like me better if I were an ambitious brainiac like her, but I’m not. I just want to be happy. And to help people. I think I can do that with my yoga. If I get the chance.

Oh well, enough of this deep thinking. Time to reset my mood. I grab my Kindle out of my handbag and sit down on the edge of the bath. I’ll read one more chapter about the dragons while the bath fills. Oh, and I need a snack. A yummy one. That will lift my mood. I wonder if James has ice cream?

I can’t resist a quick peek inside James’s fridge. But oh dear, I really shouldn’t have bothered. Slim pickings here. Tomato ketchup, Bud Lites and a half-eaten jar of pickles. And a chilled bottle of champagne. What is up with that? Was he planning a weird celebration? But what kind of celebration involves both pickles and champagne? Big brother, newsflash—you’re a freak. Love ya, but you’re a freak. Boys. We adore them, but honestly.

I check the cupboards, and there’s nothing there either. Totally empty. Dude, what’s up with that? Do you always order in? I open the freezer and, bingo! I strike lucky. Big brother, I knew you wouldn’t let me down. Admittedly, I had my doubts for a moment or two, but you came through for me in the end. There it is. Come to Mama, my beauty. A tub of ice cream. Mmm, cookie dough flavor. My favorite. Well, one of them. Okay, I love all the ice cream flavors but who cares? It’s all good. I pull my treasure out of the freezer, grab a spoon from the drawer and head for the bathroom. Minutes later, I’m soaking up to my ears in warm water. Bliss. I take a spoonful of ice cream, and another, and lean back against the side of the tub. This is more like it. Ah, so good.

My breathing slows, my eyelids flicker, and I drift off to sleep. Suddenly there’s the sound of a door banging and a male voice curses. I jolt upright; the water sloshing over the sides of the bath. My heart thumps in my chest as adrenaline shoots through my body. Is someone breaking into the flat? James isn’t in the country. Who could it be? Am I about to be attacked?

Who the heck is in the apartment?
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Shane





My flight has been delayed. I don’t arrive in New York until early evening. From JFK airport, I take a taxi to James’s apartment. I stare out the window at the darkening sky of the passing city. Man, this place never changes. It’s as buzzing and intense as the last time I saw it. Especially at night. 

The taxi stops in front of the apartment block. I tip the driver at my standard rate, thirty percent. His face lights up. “Thanks man. Appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome.” I figure, why not? I can afford it, and the guy deserves to be rewarded for his hard work. Especially since his livelihood is likely to be threatened by the self-driving cars my industry is helping to produce. Sorry dude, the Robo taxis are coming. It sucks for you. AI is going to destroy a lot of jobs. And I’m playing a part in that. Damn. I sigh heavily, and turn towards the entrance to the building.

There’s no one at the reception desk, but it’s not a train smash. I’ve got my spare key. I’m one of the lucky few James has given a key to his apartment. The other being his cleaner and his personal trainer. My key slips in the lock, and the door opens. My gaze wanders over the apartment, though I’m too tired to focus. I am completely exhausted. I’ve been on a plane for hours. I need to shower and crash for fourteen hours. I yawn. My suitcase drags on the floor behind me as I walk through the living room. My other hand rests on my hold all, which is slung over my shoulder. Suddenly, I trip over something on the floor. I knock a large stone ornament off the living room table. It tumbles to the floor with an earsplitting crash. I fall on my hands. Fuck. I groan. This is the last thing I need. I’ve only been here a minute and already I’ve broken one of James’s fancy art pieces.

I lift the ornament, inspecting the damage. It doesn’t seem too bad. Scrap that. It’s fine. Not chipped at all. Phew. Not sure I can say the same thing about myself. My knee is throbbing. I sigh as I lift myself off the floor. I’d better get some ice on that knee now. Let me check what James has got going on in his fridge. He’d better have left me something edible. I’m going to be pissed if there’s nothing in there but beer and tomato ketchup.

I walk through the living room toward the kitchen. My eyes stray to the circular roll of pink foam that’s lying on the floor. So that’s what I tripped over. Fuck’s sake. Who would leave their yoga mat in the middle of the room like that? Did James’s cleaner have a yoga party for one and forget to clean up after herself? James is a workaholic freak like me. He doesn’t do relationships. But perhaps he hooked up with some bendy young yoga bunny who forgot to take her pink yoga mat with her when she left. Oh well. Nice for some, I guess. I snort at the thought of my good-hearted, but uptight bestie pretending to be into yoga so he could impress some chick. Heh heh.

In the kitchen, I locate the refrigerator. I pull open the door, bend over and peer into it. Damn. The ice is on the lowest level, practically on the floor. Now I’m going to have to get down on my knees once more. That’s the last thing my poor busted old knee needs. Well, listen to you, old man of twenty-eight, as you complain about your aches and pains. Get on with it. I sigh heavily as I lean over.

Suddenly there’s the sound of running footsteps behind me. Someone shrieks, “Take that!” Something hard smacks into the back of my head. “And that!” screams the voice. There’s another whack to the back of my head. What the hell is happening to me? My attacker hits me again and again. I double over on the floor, protecting my head with my hands. Finally, they must run out of steam because the blows stop.

I turn around slowly. A tall, willowy blonde stands there, clad in nothing apart from a skimpy white robe. She holds a pink hairbrush in front of her, as if it’s a weapon. Which I guess, considering what she’s done to me, it kind of is. Her cheeks are flushed; she’s breathing hard. Waves of white-blonde hair tumble over her shoulders. It takes the merest of nanoseconds to register that she’s beautiful. A real knockout. The impression washes over me, causing me to inhale sharply. What a gorgeous woman.

But I don’t have time to dwell on that. I’m too shocked. I gaze at her, and she stares back at me. Neither of us blinks. Neither of us looks away. I’m utterly mystified about what just happened. Who is this crazy chick, and what is she doing in James’s apartment? More importantly, why is she hitting me? I don’t get it. 

And suddenly the mystery deepens. The golden girl gasps. The hairbrush drops to the floor as she puts her hands over her mouth. She takes a step back, folds her arms over her chest. Her expression has changed from panicked defiance to acute embarrassment, even shame. She bites down on her gloriously full, pouty lower lip. When she finally speaks, her voice is low and tentative. I strain forward to hear her.

“Shane Ryan, is that you? Her eyes widen in shock. I’m sure my expression is a mirror of her own. “Oh no, have I given Shane Ryan brain damage? Kill me now.”

What the actual? Who is this woman? And how does she know my name?
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Oh my goodness. What on earth is going on here? What in the name of all that is holy is Shane Ryan doing here? Can it really be him? 

I blink, and the stupid freaking hairbrush slips from my hands. I stare at him. He glares at me. I suck in a breath. Wow. The man has not changed. He’s still gorgeous. So gorgeous, it’s kind of ridiculous.

Thick, wavy black hair. Big brown eyes pierce me with his intense gaze. His nose is fierce; slightly hawklike. His lips are full, and sensual. He looks like a hero from a romantic fantasy novel. At any moment, he might whip out a sword and start fighting demons or evil wizards. He’s…swashbuckling. Larger than life. No wonder I spent so many hopeless teenage hours crushing on him.

I’d forgotten how tall he is. He must be six three. I’m not exactly short, you understand. I’m five seven, but compared to Shane, I’m a tiny wee thing. Call the sexual harassment police—I am objectifying him, but I can’t help it. The man is beautiful. I moan softly.

Shane shoots me a confused glance. It’d be mortifying if I could slow my roll enough to process this. Right now I can’t. Because oh wow. Look at you, Mr Ryan. You’ve still got it. He’s as fine as ever. Lean and muscular. Those broad shoulders taper to a narrow waist. Shane’s got a swimmer’s body. His olive skin is paler than I remember. But didn’t James say he’s been living in Ireland for years? That would do it. There’s not much sun in Ireland.

Suddenly, it’s too much. My teenage crush. The first guy I ever had feelings for. I wrap my arms around myself, folding them across my chest. As if they’re some kind of shield. I try to bite down on my big fat lip to stop myself from blurting. But oh dear, epic fail. Epic. Before I realize it’s happening, my lips part. The words bubble up and just spill out of my mouth. “Shane Ryan, is that you?”

He blinks, tilts his head to the side. Those thick dark eyebrows shoot up. There’s an expression of shock on his beautiful face. He opens his mouth as if to speak, but shuts it. Why doesn’t he say anything? Did I break his brain when I smacked him? Oh, crap on a cracker—did I give Shane a concussion? Darn it, Emma, why did you have to hit him so hard? This is awful.

I fight the urge to check that glorious head for damage. To run my fingers through his thick black hair. What if he’s bleeding? I should check. Shoot, I am a horrible person. Yes, I was scared. I got a huge fright. I imagined Shane was some criminal breaking into the apartment to rob and murder me. I shouldn’t have hit him so hard when I panicked. Oh heck, what if I’ve damaged that great big beautiful brain of his? This is a disaster. There must be something I can do to make this right. Focus, Emma. Darn it, woman. Put your freaking thinking cap on. How can you fix this?

Suddenly, a deep rumble breaks into my panicked thoughts. “How do you know my name? Do we know each other?”

Wait, what? He doesn’t know who I am. Maybe the damage to his skull is so bad he really is brain damaged. Or, more likely, he just doesn’t remember me. Ouch. My stomach twists sharply. I suck in a breath. I’m surprised at how much this hurts.

I shouldn’t be silly about this. I mustn’t be a baby. Don’t go getting emotional, Emma. It’s been years since he last saw you. It’s not so strange that he doesn’t recognize me. I was just a bratty kid the last time we met. A bratty kid who worshipped the ground he walked on. I used to blush and trip over my feet whenever Shane was in the room. Thankfully, he was never mean about it. He never teased me. He was always patient and kind. If he noticed I had a crush on him, he never let on. He even listened when I asked him silly questions about my schoolwork. Questions I was too ashamed to ask my brainiac big brother or my brilliant parents. He never treated me like an idiot. Or like a stupid little girl. He made me feel seen. It really sucked when he enlisted and left town.

I guess I’m just going to come clean and fess up. It’s time to be brave. What have I got to lose? He already sees me as a crazy woman who attacked him with a hairbrush. Cringe. I’ve lost all dignity with the gorgeous man I crushed on every single freaking day as a teenager. He was the last thing I imagined before I fell asleep. And my first thought when I woke up. A stalker-level crush. I sigh, lift my head and force myself to meet his gaze. Here goes nothing.

“It’s me, Shane. Emma. I’m James’s sister.”
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Emma? Little Emma Michaels? Wow. The shock causes me to take a step back. My mouth falls open so wide, I swear my jaw drops to the floor. This is quite a transformation. The last time I saw Emma, she was a sweet, extremely shy thirteen-year-old. With a mouth full of braces. She’d blush bright red whenever I was in the same room as her. She never made eye contact. James used to tease me that his little sister had a crush on me. I denied it, but I didn’t pay much attention. I took care, though, never to embarrass or humiliate her. 

Wow, she sure grew up. She’s all Californian surfer girl—sun kissed blonde hair, long tanned limbs and perfectly proportioned curves. Enormous blue eyes in a heart-shaped face. She’s an absolute knockout. Damn, is that really James’s baby sister? She’s… It’s uncomfortable to admit, but it’s so freaking obvious I can’t help myself. I’ve got to come out and say it, at least to myself. She’s gorgeous. Smoking hot. Damn, but she is.

Immediately, the guilt kicks in. Because what the fuck is wrong with me? I can’t be thinking like this. Not about James’s little sister. Remember James? Your best friend, the guy who’s been there for you your whole life. Who stood by you when you moved to town after your parents died, and throughout school, and again after your aunt died? The guy who loaned you money to expand your business with the commission from his first big real estate sale and who refused to let you pay it back until after the business started turning a profit years later. Yeah, that’s James.

James has done so much for you, and how do you repay him? By drooling over his little sister. What kind of shady pervert does that? It’s the ultimate breach of the bro code. Fuck’s sake.

“Emma, is that really you?” My voice sounds all kinds of weird. Hoarse and croaky. What’s up with that?

The blonde goddess nods slowly, biting her lip. She looks down for a moment. “Uh, yes. Yes, yup. It is me. In the flesh, so to speak.” She laughs awkwardly.

I cannot take my eyes off her. I’m staring, but somehow I can’t stop. There’s a long, uncomfortable silence. Suddenly she speaks. “Are you okay? I mean, did I hurt you? I hit you pretty hard. Shane, I am so sorry!” Her words tumble out of her mouth in a disjointed rush.

The corner of my mouth twitches upwards. She’s so cute, standing there frowning at me, her forehead crinkled with worry. Her cheeks are flushed pink. She’s adorable. The observation pops into my brain, and sticks there. I can’t seem to squash it down. I rub the back of my head, pulling a face. “Well, you hit me with what was it?” I’m teasing, playing with her now. I know she hit me with her hairbrush.

She smiles ruefully. “A hairbrush. Yeah, sorry about that. I didn’t realize anyone else would be in the apartment. You gave me a fright.”

“I’m sorry I frightened you. Does that mean we’re even? Can we draw a line under it and agree to a ceasefire?”

Amusement sparks in her eyes. “What, you mean, like lay down our weapons?”

I chuckle. “Yep, lay down all weapons. Hairbrushes included.”

She grins. “Well, if you put it like that. I guess I could agree to a peace treaty. Let’s shake on it.” She holds out her hand, palm upwards. I shrug as if to say, Why not? I take her outstretched hand in mine. We shake solemnly. She giggles. “Hey, why does the military plant trees?”

My eyebrows shoot up. “No idea.”

“To grow the infant tree.”

I groan. “That’s terrible. Where did you hear that?”

She grins. “It was in a Christmas cracker. Now you do one.”

“Do one what?”

“It’s your turn to tell me a joke. Duh.” She rolls her eyes. Shrugs her shoulders and sighs. As if I’m being very annoying. Again, so freaking cute. The corners of my mouth twitch upwards. Okay, I’ll play along. “What rank are all cats in the army?”

“I don’t know.”

I shake my head slowly. For some weird reason I can’t stop grinning. “Corpurrral.”

She snorts. “That’s a good one.” Her expression sobers. She blinks. “Are you sure you’re okay? I mean, do you need some ice for your head? I hit you. Again, so sorry, Shane.”

I shrug. “I’ll live.” What more is there to say? I’m used to pushing through things. And I’m not in the habit of complaining. Or, if I’m honest, opening up to people.

She stares at me for a long moment, frowns. She nods slowly. “Well, if you’re sure.” She gestures behind her. “I should get back to my bath. Before it gets completely cold. Such a waste of water. I guess I’ll see you later?”

I nod slowly. “Sure, see you later. Enjoy your bath, Emma.”

She turns and walks away. I fight the urge to stare at her ass. Don’t quite succeed. I feel as if a bus hit me. Sweet, shy little Emma with her mouth full of braces has turned into one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen. She’s gorgeous; glorious. As sexy as hell. And completely, utterly off limits. She’s my best friend in the world’s sister. My brother from another mother. James would freaking murder me if he found out I’d been checking out his baby sister. But oh hell. How can I look at her and not have those nasty, forbidden thoughts? The woman is a goddess. It’s not possible.

I run my hands through my hair; exhaling sharply. Damn it. I need to come up with a plan. I must stay the hell away from her. Yep, that’ll do it. Avoidance. I can do that. Yeah, I can. Maybe she’ll be gone in the morning? And if she’s not, I’ll keep my distance. I’ll have to. Because there’s one thing I know for sure about this confusing situation. I cannot let myself want my best friend’s little sister. No matter how beautiful she is. I’ve got to fight this. I am not going there. No way, no how.

Not. Going. To. Happen.
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Iretreat to the bathroom. I peel off my robe and climb into the bath. I sink into the foamy water. Mm. Thank goodness it’s still warm. The warmth will soothe me. I force myself to inhale deeply, and count to ten. I exhale slowly. In and out. Usually I can calm myself by doing this. No matter what, breathwork always chills me out. But not this time. I want to scream because…darn it, this isn’t working. My anxiety is through the roof. 

I reach for the soap, but my hands are shaking so hard I can’t get a hold. It slips into the bath. This is awful. Why am I so freaked out? I don’t get it. Sure, I got a fright. What woman wouldn’t be frightened if she believed someone was breaking into her apartment? Especially if she was naked, and alone. Of course, that got my adrenaline pumping. But that’s not all. I feel terrible for hitting Shane over the head like that. He was nice not to make a fuss, but I could have really hurt him.

With my stupid pink hairbrush. My mother is right; I am an idiot.

Hitting someone isn’t my style. I hate violence of all kinds. I don’t even eat meat. I’m into healing herbs and chakra alignment. My big brother, James, always teases me about being a hippie. I don’t mind when he does that because it’s true. A nine-to-five life isn’t what I want. I’m a healer, not a warrior. I love crystals, not freaking karate. So, what was that about back there? What was I thinking, attacking him like that?

I guess I wasn’t. Thinking, that is. I reacted purely on instinct and fear. It didn’t help that I’m exhausted after a day-long bus journey from California. I’m wired from too much coffee to stay awake and too little sleep. But that’s not all it is. I’m feeling jumbled up and confused right now. It was freaking weird to see Shane Ryan again. To be in the same room as him. Years have passed since I’ve seen him. Updates from James kept me in touch, but wow. I still get those tingles—those hardcore, oh my god you’re so beautiful I’m crushing like mad tingles. I used to get them just from being in the same room as him. It’s wild.

Holy guacamole, but he’s beautiful. He’s everything I compare other guys to. The template, the standard. Oh dear, I know how crazy I sound. Stalker girl here. Lady, get it together. You do not have a crush on Shane Ryan. You moved past that years ago. You did.

I sigh. This bath isn’t helping. Time to get out. I haul myself out of the deep, luxurious tub, dry myself off and wrap myself in the fluffy white robe hanging on the door. It’s probably my big brother’s, but hey, what are you gonna do? It’s super comfy, and what James doesn’t know won’t hurt him, will it? Anyway, if he was really so darn attached to the gown, he should have taken it to Dubai with him, shouldn’t he? Ha, how’s that for logic? Score one for Emma. Just because I’m not a brainiac academic like my parents or a successful broker like my big brother, does not mean I’m stupid. I can be logical too.

Yeah, keep telling yourself that, stalker girl. Thank goodness Shane doesn’t know what’s in that shameless little head of yours. I shut my eyes for an instant, and the image of Shane’s tall frame with its broad shoulders pops into my head. Those muscular, tanned arms with a sprinkle of dark hair on his forearms. Those deep brown eyes with their faintly haunted expression. Such a beautiful man. I chew my bottom lip as a faint whimper escapes my lips.

I tiptoe down the corridor to my room. I don’t know why I’m doing this. It’s not as though Shane can hear me. James’s bedroom door is closed. It’s the only other bedroom, apart from the spare room where I’m going to sleep. It’s the only place Shane could be.

I pause for a moment outside his door. I wonder what he’s doing in there. I fight the urge to press my ear to the keyhole because that’s a step too far, even for stalker girl Emma here. No, that would take me firmly over the line of acceptable behavior and right into bunny boiler obsessive territory. Poor Shane should probably call the cops right about now.

I continue down the corridor until I reach my room. I open the door, and go in; shutting it behind me softly. I remove my robe, and slide under the covers. I lie there, staring up at the ceiling. Wow, what a night. Wild that that happened. I sigh and yawn. Suddenly, I’m beyond exhausted. This drama has to wait until tomorrow. I cannot deal right now. This lady needs sleep. I turn off the bedside light and rest my head on the pillow. It’s soft and comfortable. My eyelids flutter. I’m drifting off to sleep. My last thought before sleep claims me is how Shane’s just two rooms away. Does he sleep on his side, I wonder. Maybe he prefers to lie on his back. I wonder if he snores? I bet he looks sweet while he’s sleeping; innocent and without the slightly troubled expression I saw earlier in his eyes. Good night, Shane.

Oh, enough already. Go to sleep, stalker girl, and stop obsessing over Shane Ryan. You’re not a silly teenager with a crush on her brother’s best friend any longer. You’re a grown-ass woman. Start acting like it. No man is worth acting like a bunny boiler over.

Not even a man as beautiful as Shane Ryan.
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When I wake up, the sun is shining brightly through the windows. I yawn, stretch and turn over. I rub my eyes and open my phone. Wow, eleven already. I slept for more than twelve hours. Guess I needed that. 

I wonder how Shane slept?

The thought pops into my mind. Immediately, I’m beyond annoyed with myself. Why do I keep obsessing about this guy? Argh. I groan as I fall back onto the pillows. I’m like an addict with that man. It’s like sugar. Go cold turkey and stay away, and the craving leaves your system. You can go months or even years without wanting it. But as soon as the sugar hits your system, your cravings light up. A little isn’t enough. You need more, and more. Like what happened to my crush on Shane. I went for years without thinking too often about him. He was at the back of my mind, sure. That good old crush simmered away. It never died out completely because of the occasional updates I’d get about Shane from James. But without regular contact, the fiery flames of my childhood crush had died down to flickering embers. But after seeing him again last night, it’s reignited.

Oh, crap on a cracker! What do I do now? I guess I’m going to have to avoid him. Difficult though. When you’re sharing an apartment.

I sigh. This sucks. But I can’t lie here all day, can I? Girlfriend needs to get up. Meet that day. I really want to, need to, find a yoga class here in the city. I need to clear my head, find my bliss. Centre my soul. Okay, you get it. Enough now, Emma. Get going lady. Go start your day.

I haul myself up and go into the bathroom. I get the shower going. Once the water is hot enough, I step inside. I hum as I lather myself up. Music lifts my mood, although I’m not much of a singer. My voice is kind of croaky and I struggle to sing in tune. But so what? No one’s listening except me. People get so hung up on results; on being perfect. They forget that we’ve only ever got right now; this moment. Perfection is impossible, so why try to control yourself or others like that? Just let go. I shimmy and I wiggle as I get that jasmine body lotion all over my body. It’s not an expensive brand, but I don’t care. I love the fragrance. I love smelling like flowers. Roses are my favorite, but jasmine works too. “La la la. Always take the sunshine with you,” I croon.

After my shower, I put on a yellow sundress and beach sandals. I brush out my hair so it hangs down my back. It’s how I usually present myself when I’m back home in California. It’s my style, I guess. Beach girl. I kind of miss the ocean, if I’m being honest. But it is exciting to be in New York. This city is amazing; it really never sleeps. I’m gonna take advantage of being here. I’ll explore and go to the park. And I want to sign up for sunrise yoga. On the roof deck of a skyscraper—can you imagine? Wowzer. I can’t wait to check that out.

I wander downstairs and go down to the kitchen. I’m not expecting much. When I checked last night, there weren’t many provisions. The cupboard was bare. I guess James must have cleared out before he left for Dubai. I wonder if he expected Shane would turn up? Is my big brother running some kind of secret halfway house for stranded newcomers to New York? Family and friends included. Although of course James considers Shane to be family. Calls Shane his brother from another mother. Which makes my secret craving for Shane even worse than if I were only lusting after my brother’s best friend. Ugh. I need coffee. I can’t deal with this.
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