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  Beauty and the Bouncer




  Before you start: Can't get enough of them sassy curvy heroines and sexy older heroes? Grab another Instalove Romance, completely FREE!





  Prologue




  * Megan *




  The “closed” sign is already in place when I make it to the coffee shop. I push the door open and find that the meet-up is already well underway.




  “Sorry I’m late! I missed my bus today.” I take off my gloves and rub my hands together to force some warmth into them.




  “Hey Meg!” Alice waves at me from behind the counter. “Coffee?”




  “Have I ever said no to one of your famous cuppas?”




  I watch as she pours me one, and nod at Alexis, who appears to be mid-sentence already.




  “—It’s on Valentine’s Day, because obviously!” Alexis says. “Sadly, that means I’ll have to work that night as well.”




  Alice clicks her tongue. “Still, it could be a laugh.”




  My ears perk up at the mention of Valentine’s Day. Already? Where has January gone?




  “What did I miss?” I ask. “And are Kayla and Amber still coming?”




  Alexis shrugs and rolls her eyes. “Kayla is busy with her new sugar daddy. And I believe Amber made plans with her old one.”




  The newest addition to the bunch, Lauren, turns in our direction with a frown on her face. “Watch it! That’s my dad you’re talking about.”




  Alexis makes a calming motion with her hands. “No offense! It was just a figure of speech. The point is, both of them are too busy for us and our little gathering.”




  I bite my bottom lip and glance back and forth between the two of them. The whole situation with Lauren’s dad and Kayla is probably weird enough without Alexis doling out her smart-ass comments.




  “You still didn’t tell me what you were discussing just now,” I remind her. “About Valentine’s day.”




  “Speed dating,” Alexis, Lauren, and Alice answer simultaneously.




  “At the pub,” Alexis adds.




  “Ah.”




  “Wanna go?” Alice asks. “It’s not even spring yet, but new relationships are blooming all around. Why should we be left out, huh?”




  “You really think speed dating is the recipe for true love?” Lauren asks.




  “We can’t all be so lucky to bump into our Mr. Right here at the coffee shop,” Alice remarks.




  I frown. “Now, what else did I miss?”




  “Nothing!” Lauren says.




  Alice leans across the counter. “Lauren managed to snag herself one of London’s most eligible bachelors right here in this shop! I’ve been working here for five years now, and never once did I get a date out of it!”




  “Oh? When did this fairy tale romance happen? And I missed the whole thing as usual!” I complain.




  “It’s been about a month,” Lauren says, her cheeks turning redder by the second.




  “Nice, congrats!”




  “Alice, how come you never told me that this coffee shop has such a distinguished male clientele?” I ask.




  “Because it doesn’t,” Alexis remarks dryly.




  I glance at Lauren just to check how badly Alexis must be getting on her nerves, when Alice quickly interjects. “To be fair, this is the first time something like this has happened that I know of.”




  “Alrighty then,” I say, and exhale sharply.




  “It was really cute how it happened, though,” Alice says. “Like right out of a Richard Curtis flick.”




  Lauren cocks her head to the side. “Cute, huh? If I remember correctly, you were going to throw Lawrence out of the shop.”




  “In hindsight, I might have been too quick to judge him.” Alice smiles sweetly.




  “Uh-huh.”




  I share a look with Alexis, who just rolls her eyes.




  “You were saying something about Amber earlier?” I ask her.




  “Yeah. Trouble in paradise, apparently. Who knows what she’s up to?” Alexis says.




  “What’s the guy’s name again? I can’t remember.”




  “Jamie. Unless she has some new flavour of the month now,” Alexis replies. “I doubt it’s anything serious. Never really is with her.”




  I glance at Lauren again, who is frowning at Alexis and slowly shaking her head.




  She’s an acquired taste for sure. But, deep down under all that gruffness and cynicism, hides a heart of gold. I hope Lauren won’t be too quick to judge her and miss out on the real Alexis I know and love.




  “Have any of you actually ever tried speed dating?” I ask.




  “Never,” Alice says. “But, why not? I’ve done everything else.”




  “Right.” Same here. “What’s the worst that’ll happen?”




  “That’s what I said just before you came in,” Alice says. “Let’s do it! You and me. What do you say?”




  I grin at her, and she grins at me. It sure sounds more interesting than feeling sorry for myself and eating a pint of ice cream in front of the TV, come Valentine’s Day.




  Alexis continues to shake her head. “These two have gone insane.”




  “Agreed,” Lauren says.




  Chapter One




  * Dean *




  Friday nights tend to be busy, and tonight won’t be any different.




  Since it’s Valentine’s day, there will be fewer regulars coming in. Anyone with a significant other has better places to be.




  But, especially for tonight, Bob has actually cooked up a scheme to get more people through the doors. Younger people. Single people.




  Ever since he’s taken over the lease of the pub, he’s making an effort to breathe new life into this place. Theme nights, pub quizzes, and now, singles events. He’s working hard to try new things.




  I push open the double doors that grace the front entrance of the pub all the way, but it’s still a tight fit for me.




  “Hey, Dean,” Alexis greets me as soon as I make it inside.




  She’s already behind the bar, lining up washed glasses and drying the well-worn wooden counter with a tea towel.




  “Hey.” I glance at the huge array of bottles lining the wall behind her. Every day, their attraction seems less pronounced, but some element of temptation remains nonetheless. I consider it a test of my resolve.




  “So, speed dating, huh?” she asks.




  I shrug.




  “If you ask me—” I hadn’t asked her, but that’s never stopped her before. “The whole thing just seems utterly desperate to me. Happy fuckin’ Valentine’s day to us: the only sane people left in this world.”




  I nod, then accept the tall tumbler she hands me. “If you say so.”




  It’s our daily ritual. I come in, she says something snarky, I pretend to agree with her, drink a glass of water, and we get to work. It’s been this way ever since she started her job here two years ago.




  I, meanwhile, have been here forever. Way before Bob took over, and before Alexis started tending bar. Longer than some of the regulars, even. The only thing that’s been here longer is the furniture.




  The job suits me. I man the doors and occasionally intervene when things get heated inside.




  But in a place like Teddington, that doesn’t happen often. It’s not a rough neighbourhood; most of the regulars know their limits. And those that don’t, know better than to make a scene around me. There are benefits to looking the way I do; this is one of them.




  “Hey, Dean,” Bob calls out to me and beckons me with a little wave.




  “Yes, boss?”




  “For tonight’s event, I was thinking let’s keep people segregated. Dating folk will use the table seating, and any regulars who do show up, send them straight to the bar. I’ve told Alexis the same thing.”




  “Sure.”




  He rubs his hands together and smiles. “This is going to be great. What do you think, Alexis? How many people signed up, anyway?”




  She still looks less than impressed, but that’s just her face most of the time. “Twenty in total.”




  “Did you prepare the score cards?” Bob asks.




  While Alexis looks for them behind the bar, I make a quick escape. The dark wooden interior and low ceiling of the pub threatens to suffocate me; most indoor places do. And the smell of beer in the air certainly doesn’t help.




  Still, I like this job. I get to spend most of my nights outdoors, watching the world go by. I don’t bother anyone, and nobody bothers me, most of the time. And my days are my own, to catch up on some sleep, work out, or spend however I please, far away from the hustle and bustle of city life. A regular office job was never in the cards for me. And it’s not like anyone would hire a guy like me. Not with my record.




  Tonight will be like any other for me. Quiet. Uneventful. Just twenty strangers coming in to find love. Big deal.




  Alexis has made her judgements already, but I’m a lot more pragmatic. So, they signed up to find a partner. To find love. They’ve still got hopes and dreams for the future. Good for them.




  That isn’t and will never be for me; I’m destined to live my life alone. It’s a truth I’ve accepted so long ago, I’m actually content with it now. But who am I to begrudge others their relationship ambitions? Secretly, I think Alexis might be envious. Maybe she isn’t the lone crusader she pretends to be.




  I check my watch. Quarter to seven.




  With the event about to start, it won’t be long until people begin to arrive. I stand up straight, arms folded across my chest. Although I don’t foresee any issues, I’ve long since learned to put on an intimidating front when I start my shift. When you look as unapproachable as I do, it drastically cuts down on unwanted conversations as well as teenagers trying to sneak in without ID.




  * Megan *




  Alice is already waiting for me when I get off the bus. We walk to the White Hart together, battling the cold February winds and gentle drizzle underneath a shared umbrella. My heart is racing a bit; I’m not sure what to expect from tonight.




  Am I kidding myself into thinking I’ll walk out of the pub with the love of my life? Surely not. But my inner hopeless romantic is trying to convince me to ‘never say never’. What I do know is, I’m so ready to be in a relationship again.




  As badly as things ended with the ex, it was nice to have someone to talk to and confide in. We shared some good times, before the bad took over. After wallowing in self-pity just a little too long, I’m keen to find that again. Mind-blowing passion would be a nice thing too, but it’s the companionship I crave the most. What I want the most is a best friend, as well as a lover.




  If only I knew where to look.




  “This is going to be so awkward,” I remark.




  Alice pats me on the shoulder. “At least we’ve got each other. If the men are all hopeless, we’ll just get drunk with Alexis instead.”




  “It’s a plan.”




  “We’re here.” Alice prods me in the ribs with her elbows before lowering her voice. “Lord, check out the wardrobe standing by the door.”




  She needn’t have said anything, because I’d already spotted him. And the way his eyes linger on mine makes my nerves surge all over again.




  The bouncer isn’t just tall, he’s warrior-like. If it wasn’t for the contemporary clothes, he looks like he’d be right at home on the set of Vikings. Ironically, that’s exactly what I was going to watch on Netflix, had I not come out tonight.




  White guys don’t normally do it for me, but he’s something else entirely. He’s older than me for sure, but not old old. Mid-thirties, maybe, and super fit.




  “Ahem.” Alice takes a step forward. “We’re in the right place for the speed dating thing, right?”




  He nods and produces a folded sheet of paper from the pocket of his leather jacket. “Names?”




  “Alice and Megan,” she responds.




  “Go ahead.”




  God, that voice. It matches his imposing physique.




  And although I’m doing my best to avoid looking at him, I can still feel his gaze on me, putting me on edge. I’m not sure what to make of all this.




  If I was starting to get uncertain about tonight before, now I’m completely lost. Why is he staring at me? Is he judging me for attending this event? And why do I even care what he thinks?




  Alice pushes the door open and I resist the urge to run away. There’s no turning back. I might as well walk in with my head held high.




  “Alexis!” Alice calls out ahead of me. “Don’t tell me we’re the first ones here?”




  I’m still catching my breath when the doors slowly shut behind me. I feel like I’ve made a very narrow escape. From what? I’m not sure.




  I cast off my coat and join Alice by the bar.




  “What can I get you?” Alexis asks in an even firmer tone than normal. “Oh, and do pick up a name tag from over there.”




  “Thanks, Alexis. A pint of Magners for me,” Alice says. “You?”




  I’m still shaken, and unable to gather my thoughts. How the hell did that guy have such a profound effect on me. After a second or so of eye contact? Just how desperate am I for male attention? This is pathetic.




  “Meg?” Alice asks again.




  “Oh, sorry. I’ll have the same thing.”




  “I thought you didn’t like cider?” Alexis asks.




  I frown and shake my head. She’s right. “Crap. Sorry. I guess I’m a little nervous about tonight.”




  “No need to be nervous. They’re all going to be losers, anyway,” Alexis remarks.




  “Don’t listen to Little Miss Sunshine over here.” Alice’s dismissal has Alexis making a face.




  “I’ll have… Uhh…” I scan the bottles at the back of the bar. “Can you do a Mojito?”




  Alexis cocks her head to the side. “They don’t pay me for my charming personality, that’s for sure. Can I do a Mojito! Seriously?”




  Her outrage makes me grin. “Prove it, then.”




  She places Alice’s cider on the bar in front of us and gets to work mixing my cocktail while I fetch our nametags. A cursory look through the pile reveals that we’re going to have a busy night ahead of us. Except for a few more obviously female names, mostly it’s men who signed up tonight. I’m not sure if that’s a good or a bad thing. At least there will be plenty of options for us to choose from.




  But my thoughts keep returning to the one man who isn’t going to be participating. By the time I get my drink, I’m in half a mood to pump Alexis for info on him, but I decide against it. She’s always been quick to judge. Why should I give her more of a reason to right now? Though I can’t believe she’s never mentioned him to me even once. I didn’t even know this pub had a bouncer.




  Who knows, maybe tonight will work out just fine, in which case I’ll forget all about the strongman guarding the door.




  Alice is still chatting to Alexis while I keep sipping my drink and eye the others who are arriving here for the same event.




  “Collect your nametags, over there, please!” Alexis tells a group of guys in suits who walk in together.




  As hard as I try to keep an open mind, I don’t like the look of any of them. Their behaviour seems juvenile; loud. Nobody who’s walked in so far is a patch on the rugged example of masculine perfection I passed by on the way in.




  Chapter Two




  * Dean *




  The look in her dark brown eyes when she arrives reminds me of a deer caught in headlights. It mirrors exactly how I feel, which I try my utmost to hide even as she looks up at me.




  Megan. Last name unknown. She doesn’t look like a Megan; the name is much too ordinary for her.




  The other girl enters the pub first, whereas she pauses in the doorway. It nearly drives me wild. As if she can tell. As though she can feel how hard I’m wishing for her to look at me again. Her seductive scent hangs in the air, begging for my attention.




  Hold your breath. All hope is lost.




  She’s here for a date; a whole bunch of dates, technically. She hasn’t come here to be ogled at by the help.




  Although, she is quite a sight to behold. A goddess with raven hair. Curvaceous and feminine, she’s a beauty the likes of which I’ve never seen.




  Way beyond my reach and way more than a guy like me deserves.




  Only once the doors shut behind her am I able to breathe freely again.




  I pinch the bridge of my nose and try to focus. I have a job to do, dammit. And if not that, I owe it to my sanity to put her out of my head. She isn’t here for me. I don’t know a damn thing about her, but I do know she deserves way better than anything I have to offer.




  But for a moment there I almost forgot all that. For a few painfully long seconds, I felt like reaching for her arm, pulling her into me and telling her that she needn’t bother with the dumb event. That everything she needs is right here and waiting for her already.




  I’d give her everything I have and fight like hell to provide things I don’t.




  That’s all fantasy, of course. I’d never actually do that, no matter how tempting the thought.




  I’m out here, guarding the door for her. To make sure no one enters who isn’t meant to. To ensure that just for one night, the place she finds herself in is safe.




  I never thought of my job as being quite so noble before. But, why not? It is what I’m supposed to be doing after all, keeping the riff raff out. And if this commitment makes me stand out here and prevents me from doing or saying something I’ll regret later, then it’s doubly worthwhile.




  A group of guys in cheap suits arrive, briefly distracting me from my churning thoughts.




  “We’re still in time for the singles event?” one of them asks. I can smell a hint of gin on his breath. It’s not enough for me to stop him. Visiting more than one pub a night isn’t a crime, as long as everyone behaves themselves. Plus, Bob will be annoyed if I start turning away his speed dating candidates without proper cause.




  “Names?” I ask.




  I check them off my list on autopilot. All the while, my thoughts are with Megan. A part of me hopes that she doesn’t take a liking to anyone tonight, least of all any of the four idiots who just arrived.




  That would be selfish, though. She shouldn’t hit it off with another guy just because I can’t have her? Where’s the logic in that?




  If I know what’s good for me, I’ll mind my own business and stay the hell away from her.




  More people turn up at the door—men as well as women—and time starts to pass ever so slowly. The street outside grows quieter as even the last of the shops starts to close up.




  All the while, I try not to think about what Megan’s up to. Who she’s talking to, what she’s thinking about, and most importantly, I try not to think about the vulnerability in her eyes when she looked at me earlier. I hope and pray none of the other guys saw it either.




  My heart grows ever heavier as minute after minute passes. The speed dating must be well underway by now. Unusually, I’m not finding solace in the outside world tonight, no matter how peaceful it looks. Something is nagging at me to go inside and see what’s happening; a growing obsession; an urge to watch her.




  It makes me shake my head at myself. When did I turn into such a creep?




  I’m not relationship material; that potential was lost a good number of years ago. So, what has changed to make me reconsider? Nothing, really. An infatuation; a primal attraction to someone I’ll likely never see again after tonight.




  “Dean,” a muffled voice calls out from inside. “Dean! Get in here!”




  That’s enough to make me snap out of it and jump into action. Adrenaline starts to course through me as I push the doors open and assess the situation inside.




  “The fuck’s going on in here?” I bellow.




  What I find doesn’t surprise me in the least. Out of the four losers who turned up earlier, two of them are squaring each other off with balled fists.




  “I fuckin’ told you to back off, didn’t I?” the shorter one of the two threatens.




  They might’ve had more to drink than I suspected, or they’ve been hard at it since they arrived. Either way, I’ve seen enough to know they’ve outstayed their welcome.




  “Break it up!” I shout.




  They don’t even look up. The taller one of the two lands a punch squarely in the other guy’s face, causing him to stumble backwards and knock over a few chairs along the way, one of which lands on another patron’s foot.




  Megan. She cries out in pain and tries to shuffle out of the way, but the two men are blocking her exit. The shorter one tries to retaliate, and in the process, knocks Megan back into her seat.




  I’m about a foot taller than either of them, and as such, they’re no real match for me. I grab each by the collar and haul them out of the way.




  “Leave immediately, or I’m calling the police,” I growl.




  Either my threat or physical intervention seems to have a sobering effect on both of them. They look up at me, then at each other, and appear to snap out of their earlier rage.




  “Bollocks, I’m sorry, okay? Don’t call anyone!” one of them stammers.




  The other nods. “Just a little misunderstanding. We’ll go right now.”




  “Go on, then!” I barely feel like looking at them as I shove them towards the door. My attention has already been diverted. I take a couple of steps in Megan’s direction and help her up.




  “How bad is it? Can you move your foot?” I ask, while keeping her steady with both my hands on her upper arms. Her presence had a profound effect on me already earlier, but now, upon touching her, I can hardly contain all the urges and emotions she’s awoken in me.




  She nods. “It’s fine, I’ve had worse.”




  I’m in trouble and her name is Megan.




  I glance back once to make sure the two idiots actually left, when I spot Bob gesturing at me to meet him outside.




  Fucking back away before you make a complete fool of yourself.




  I take a deep breath and try to swallow every inappropriate instinct her presence has awoken in me.




  * Megan *




  What the hell just happened?




  Speed dating had gone pretty much as expected. Alice, me, and the other women who signed up were told to each occupy one table inside the pub, while the men took turns to join us. The allotted time was four minutes, and the conversation wasn’t just dull, it was excruciating.




  Worst of all were the two guys who got into it with each other. They were even more obnoxious than I feared, and both seemed to think I was into them.




  One might think it’s romantic having guys fight over you, and one might be completely wrong.




  My foot is throbbing, but I’m not even thinking about that anymore. All I can focus on is the fine specimen of the male species right in front of me. The bouncer, who strangely seemed less interested in dealing with the troublemakers and more concerned about me. He caught my eye on the way in, and I was hardly able to get him out of my thoughts throughout the stupid dates.




  He helps me up, steadying me with his strong hands. His eyes stare down into mine, sending my heart racing and my thoughts spiralling out of control.




  “Are you sure you’re alright?” he asks.




  His demeanour has made a complete U-turn compared to when he first burst through the door. From fierce and imposing to gentle and caring. He has such an effect on me it reduces my voice to a whisper when I answer.




  “Thanks, I am now.” I hold my breath. Things would be even better if you’d just kiss me already.




  He nods once, and just like that, lets go and walks away. I try to breathe again, to compose myself, but his intervention as well as his sudden retreat have thrown me off.




  “Megan, can you walk? Come sit over here!” Alexis joins me, and helps me up onto a bar stool. Meanwhile, Alice reappears from the bathroom and joins us.




  “What happened here?” She points at the chairs lying on their backs on the ground.




  Alexis waves her question away.




  “Here.” She slides a glass in my direction. “On the house.”




  It’s not quite as good as the mojitos I was enjoying earlier, but the first sip does calm my nerves somewhat. Still, I find my hand shaking when I put the glass back down.




  “How’s your foot? These chairs are bloody heavy,” she says.




  “Seriously, what did I miss?” Alice asks. “What happened to your foot?”




  Alexis shakes her head. “Some assholes were getting ahead of themselves. Dean took care of it.”




  “The bouncer?” Alice asks. “Damn, I would have liked to have been here for that!”




  So, that’s his name. My knight in shining armour, whom I can’t make sense of at all.




  “Anyway, a chair fell on me. It’s really not a big deal,” I mumble.




  Alexis nods. “I told Bob I had a bad feeling about this event. But does he ever listen to me?”




  I catch myself staring at the door. Through the frosted glass, I can see Dean’s huge silhouette. He’s talking to someone, perhaps Bob, who must be the owner of this place.




  “So, Dean. Has he worked here long?” I ask.




  An eerie silence follows. I turn around again and find both Alexis and Alice staring at me.




  “Why?” Alexis asks finally.




  I shrug, hoping it looks nonchalant enough, but my cheeks instantly grow hot, giving the game away.




  “Is he single?” Alice asks. “That’s what you’re really wanting to ask, right?”




  God, these two!




  “I can’t blame you, he’s hot,” she adds. “In a hulky sort of way.”




  Alexis, meanwhile, is just shaking her head. “Bad idea, okay? The man is dumber than a bag of nails.”




  Alice lets out a chuckle. “Maybe our Megan here isn’t attracted to his intellect, if you get my drift?”




  I fold my arms in front of me, realise just how combative that looks, and unfold them again. “You guys! Stop making things awkward. I was just curious, that’s all.”




  “Relax, okay. I’m just pulling your leg,” Alice says.




  “Megan is trying to pull something else, I think,” Alexis remarks, winking at me.




  Both of them burst out laughing. Although my cheeks are still feeling the hot sting of shame, their laughter is infectious and I let out a giggle as well.




  “Oh, Alice, I do have some bad news for you,” I remark. “That guy you were hitting it off with so well has been escorted out while you were in the bathroom.”




  Alexis points in Alice’s direction and starts laughing again. “Not Steve, the used car salesman?”




  Attention successfully diverted.




  Alice shudders. “He was quite something. And not in a good way.”




  I don’t know if it’s the adrenaline still in my system, or the drinks I’ve had so far, but I’m feeling uncharacteristically brave. He did seem interested, didn’t he? Even if a guy as fit as him should be way out of my league. And he’s just so… Oh my God, his touch made me feel things I don’t even know how to identify.




  “Is he, though?” I ask.




  Both of them turn to face me again.




  “Is Dean single?”




  Chapter Three




  * Dean *




  I recognised that look in her eyes from before. That vulnerability, that openness.




  Most people don’t show any of that, especially in front of me. I’ve seen a lot of things in people over the years. The one I’m most familiar with is fear or apprehension. That’s how I like it. People keep their distance, and I keep my personal boundaries in check.




  So, after everything went down, I knew I had to make a quick escape. Bob signalled me, but that wasn’t even the real reason I let her go and rushed back out the door.




  It was all Megan and the effect she had on me.




  The longer I remained in her proximity, the harder I found it to ignore how she made me feel.




  Every fibre in my body screamed at me to pull her into my arms, hold her tight, and tell her I’ll take care of her from now on. I’d failed at that job once already by letting those assholes into the pub, but I wouldn’t allow anything else to happen to her going forward. I’d make it up to her; if she gave me half a chance, I would be there for her forever.




  Stupid. Talk about unwanted attention.




  The last thing she deserves is for a man like me to make certain assumptions and trample all over her needs in the process. I have nothing to offer her. I’m not a good guy; I don’t get the girl.




  “You might have consulted me before sending them away,” Bob continues. “I think we should have called the police.”




  “They came in together. It seemed to have been a personal disagreement,” I say. Plus, I would have hated to get the police involved and potentially ruin these lads’ lives over something that could be sorted out quietly. I know first-hand just how big an impact these things can have on someone’s future.




  “Still. I don’t want people to think they can just stir up trouble in my pub!”




  In a different life, I would have hated having my judgement questioned like this, but I’ve come a long way. And right now, I really don’t even care. The guys in question are long gone, and I can only hope Megan really is okay like she said.




  “Whatever you say, boss. Next time, I’ll hold them and let you decide,” I mumble, though I have no intention of following through on that.




  Bob nods. “Great. Thanks. Carry on.”




  He leaves me alone with my thoughts, but only momentarily. The doors beside me creak open again, and I’m about to ask Bob what else I can do for him, when I realise it’s not him at all.




  “Hey, Dean, is it?” Megan’s voice makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.




  I reluctantly turn to face her. She has no idea what her presence does to me. And now she’s expecting to have a conversation with me?




  “I’m Megan, by the way.” She stretches out her hand in my direction.




  I shouldn’t. I really shouldn’t touch her again, but refusing something as innocuous as a handshake will only make things more awkward.




  “Yeah. I know.” Her hand is soft and small. Completely unlike mine.




  “From when I checked you off the list,” I explain.




  Get a grip on yourself!




  “Oh, right. I forgot.” When she smiles, it makes my heart jump.




  I find myself staring into her big brown eyes. She’s young, in her mid to late twenties, maybe? Long black hair frames her heart-shaped face. Thick lashes surround eyes so dark they’re almost black. I can’t tell if she’s South Asian, Middle Eastern, or what, only that she’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on.




  “So…” she starts, blinking shyly a few times. “I just wanted to thank you.”




  I shake my head. “No need. I was only doing my job.” And badly, too.




  “Still. I was wondering if I could buy you a drink or something?”




  She doesn’t mean anything by it, obviously. The fight must have startled her, and now she’s relieved it’s all over and trying to be friendly. It’s only natural.




  “I don’t drink.”




  “Oh.” Gone is the little smile and the sparkle in her eyes. She's obviously disappointed at my reaction. “How about a bite to eat, then? I’m assuming you do eat, yes?”




  I should say no. I should stop this conversation right now and send her back inside, but I can’t bear to hurt her feelings when all she’s done is be nice to me.




  “I’m still on duty, actually.” I shrug apologetically. “Bob won’t like it if I just run off to dinner with you.”




  Although a part of me wants nothing more than just that. It’s the same little voice which made me help her up and ask her if she was alright earlier. That same urge that tried to convince me to sneak in and watch her before the fight ever broke out.




  “I can wait.” She smiles again.




  No! This can’t be happening. I can’t allow it.




  “Okay,” I say instead.




  “Okay, great!” she says, resting her hand on my lower arm.




  My heart reacts instantly, and although I’m wearing leather, I somehow can still feel the warmth of her touch against my skin. I hold my breath until she lets go again. If this carries on, we might never make it to dinner at all.




  “I’ll see you later, then.” Her smile captivates me all over again.




  “Later, Megan.”




  Jesus. I breathe a sigh of relief when she disappears inside. What have I gotten myself into?




  * Megan *




  When I join Alice and Alexis back inside, I make no efforts to hide my excitement. In fact, I’m pretty much done apologising for myself.




  “So?” Alice asks. “What did he say?”




  “We’ll grab some food after closing.” I can’t stop myself from grinning like an idiot.




  Alice whoops and gives me a high-five. “Nice one!”




  Alexis looks less than impressed. “You do realise it’s only nine, right?”




  “Yeah, so?” I shrug. “He’s a working man. I can respect that. Plus, I’m not hungry yet, anyway.”




  Alice lets out a shrill laugh and pats me on the back. “That’s very good. Working man. What was in that drink you gave Meg earlier, huh, Alexis? I think someone’s feeling the buzz!”




  Alexis grumbles something about last call being at eleven-something.




  “Stop your complaints, woman, and get us another round,” I say, slamming some cash down on the counter. “I can’t help it if tonight’s speed dating turned out so badly, I’d rather go out with the bouncer.”




  This was the first time I ever asked a guy out, and it actually felt damn good to hear him say ‘yes’. A part of me had expected a refusal, but now that our sort-of date is on, I can’t wait to see where it leads.




  Alexis is still shaking her head when she hands us our drinks.




  “And one for you as well, okay?” I tell her.




  “Fine,” she says, while carefully tapping a pint.




  “Cheers!” I say, raising my glass.




  Alice and Alexis follow my example.




  “To the bouncer!” Alice says.




  “To a Valentine’s Day unlike any other!” I reply, and take a sip.




  Alice and I leave the bar and take a seat at one of the many empty tables. We've barely settled into our seats when a familiar face enters the pub.




  "Hello, ladies!" Amber calls out to us.




  "Hey! What are you doing here?" I ask.




  Amber greets Alexis by blowing her a kiss across the bar. "I'll have the usual, darling."




  Alexis rolls her eyes and pours Amber's drink.




  "Don't tell me I missed all the fun?" Amber asks while approaching us with her Scotch on the rocks in hand.




  "Yeah, you did," I say.




  “Not really. It was pretty shit,” Alice comments, disapprovingly glancing over at the few guys who stuck around after the fight. I don’t even remember their names.




  "Feel free to go into a little more detail," Amber says.




  “I know coming here was my idea, but this whole setup reminded me a lot of every school dance I’ve ever been to. All the girls lined up on one end, all the boys on the other, and nobody’s really talking to each other,” Alice remarks. “It was a lot of awkward silences and stares.”




  Everyone laughs.




  “Nailed it,” I say. “That’s exactly what it’s like. Cheers!”




  “How’s your foot now?” she asks. "No permanent damage, I hope?"




  “Fine,” I say, though I’m pretty sure my big toe is starting to swell up. It’s getting tight in these boots.




  Alice leans over towards Amber and fills her in on the fight she never witnessed.




  "By the time I got back from the loo, it was all over already," she says, before shooting a knowing grin in my direction. I'm grateful that she's keeping my upcoming plan with Dean from Amber. At least for the moment.




  Speed dating might have been an epic fail, but thanks to Alice, and now Amber, the time passes surprisingly quickly. One by one, the others from the dating event start to leave, until only us girls and the staff remain.




  Finally, Alexis rings the bell above the bar to signal it’s time for last orders, and my nerves surge once again.




  “Anyone want anything?” Amber asks.




  I shake my head. Nothing from the bar, anyway.




  Alice steals a glance at me and smiles. “Screw it. Let’s not order anything and just go already.”




  “Aw, why?” Amber whines. “I was just starting to have fun! I hardly get the chance to go out with you guys.”




  Alice winks at me, then turns to Amber again. “I know another place that's still open, what do you say?”




  That cheers her up again right away, and off they go.




  Thank you, I mouth at Alice, who blows me a kiss in return.




  “See you around, Meg,” she says.




  “Megan’s not coming with us?” I overhear Amber ask as Alice ushers her out the door.




  I grab my coat and join Alexis by the bar for a moment.




  “Any pointers?” I ask.




  “Yeah. Don’t get your hopes up.”




  “Oh, you’re always so negative!” I complain. Not that I was expecting Alexis to be of much help.




  “At least I’m consistent,” she counters.




  “Still, you’ve worked with the guy for a while, right? Give me something, at least? What does he like?” I ask.




  “That’s the thing. We work together, but I really don’t know him at all.” This time, I can see she isn’t just being difficult on purpose. She really has no idea what to tell me about Dean. For a know-it-all like her, that must be an awkward thing to admit.




  So, he’s a mystery, huh?




  “Okay, well, wish me luck!” I wave at her.




  “Flip the sign on your way out,” Alexis says.




  I do as asked, turning the sign on the door from ‘open’ to ‘closed’. Dependable yet unknowable Dean is still standing outside, just as he has been all evening.




  “Hope you’re hungry,” I say.
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