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            PREGNANT. ALONE. WITH A TARGET ON MY BACK FROM ONE OF CHICAGO’S LARGEST CRIME FAMILIES...

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Turns out, my new boyfriend just happens to be the son of a lifelong criminal.

        And I’m the reason his brother is rotting in federal prison.

      

        

      
        Yeah, not exactly the start to a happily ever after.

      

        

      
        I’m a driven detective with my eye on the prize,

        I don’t know how the hell I let this happen!

      

        

      
        One look from him and I couldn’t breathe,

        Paralyzed by desire.

        I never imagined the hard, sculpted muscles and swirls of ink,

        That are under his crisp, unassuming white shirts.

      

        

      
        The way his touch made my body tremble,

        The way my name tumbled from his lips,

        The ripple of pure bliss that tore through my body...

        Okay, I might know exactly how I let this happen.

      

        

      
        He’s made a new life for himself,

        Out of a broken and dark past.

        All I had to do was tell him the truth,

        But I didn’t. I hid it.

      

        

      
        And now I’m pregnant,

        Alone.

        With a target on my back the size of the Grand Canyon,

        From one of Chicago’s largest crime families.
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      “Why am I doing this again?”

      “Because I’m happy and in love and so are all my other friends . . . well, everyone except you,” says Tori, my best—though unexpected—female friend. “It’s now my mission to make you happy and help you find your love. I won’t let you become the sad single on my watch. So put this shirt on and let’s get you laid!”

      I shake my head, fighting back laughter. “I thought you were trying to find me the love of my life? Not a lay for the night?”

      “Whatever happens, happens,” she says with a shrug, examining two shirts. “And change out of whatever it is you’re wearing. Green looks horrible on you.”

      Sometimes I curse the day I met Tori West, formerly Brennan. My life would’ve been so much easier if I hadn’t asked out this beautiful woman.

      But who could blame me? I was enthralled by the ballsy girl who gave me her phone number when I ordered a cup of coffee at the café she managed. I remember doing an inner fist pump when she gave me the cup with her number written on it.

      But instead of our relationship becoming a love for the ages, she’s now my best friend and de facto sister. She’s also the biggest pain in the ass in my life.

      But I love her. I guess. Even though she’s now making me put on a fourth shirt for the blind date she’s set up that I have no desire to go on.

      Such a pain in the ass.

      But rather than fighting her on this, I take off the green polo and change into a plaid button-down. I’ll never admit to her that it does look better than what I’d picked out from my closet.

      “I’ll still never figure out how you hid your tattoos from me all this time,” Tori says, assessing the outfit she’s now decided on. “If I’d known you had ink, maybe I would’ve gone home with you that night.”

      I laugh, knowing damn well that her heart has always belonged to her now-husband, Kalum.

      “So you’re saying that my tattoos and shady past would’ve been enough to snatch you away from the man you just married?”

      She thinks about it for a second before shaking her head. “Probably not, but you know I’ve got a thing for the bad boy type. Wait, what shady past?” She asks cocking her head.

      “I’m a man of mystery darlin, maybe I’ll tell you if you tell me all of Kalum’s secrets.” I joke.

      “That man put some sort of spell on me. Just last night⁠—”

      I shake my head and plug my ears. She might be one of my best friends, but I don’t need to hear about her sexual escapades.

      “Fine,” I hear her mumble, holding herself back from painting images that would’ve been etched into my brain forever. “So, where are you taking Jacquelyn?”

      I roll up my shirt sleeves to my elbows, still hiding the tattoos that the financial firm I work for would frown upon. I’m not exactly your typical 9 to 5 looking dude so I make sure I play it up with my starched white button downs and pressed khakis. The last thing I need is anyone looking into my past.

      I know it’s important for my client’s to feel safe and confident so I make sure they don’t see my past all over my skin.“We’re meeting for dinner at Enzo’s.”

      She nods. “Italian. Safe bet. Everyone loves Italian. Do you have your moves ready?”

      I put my wallet and phone in my pocket, grabbing a jacket since the fall air in Chicago is starting to get crisp at night.

      “My moves? It’s a first date, Tori. I’m not going to use any moves.”

      “What fun is that?”

      I guide her out of my bedroom, wondering again how my personal space became invaded by this woman.

      In the time since Tori and I became friends, my dating life has been rather stagnant—in other words, an epic dry spell. I’ve tried to blame her, which I think is part of the reason why she’s been setting me up on countless blind dates since she got back from her honeymoon. Every one of them has ended the same way—me going home alone and down another $75 after dinner and drinks.

      It’s not like I’ve had great luck with relationships in the past. I’ve had a few serious girlfriends here and there, but none who made it past the six-month mark. And none who had long-term potential.

      I’ve learned that opening up about my family and my past isn’t exactly something women love. That’s usually when the excuses start rolling in or the straight up ghosting.

      Part of me is hoping I do hit it off with Jacquelyn tonight, simply to end the drought. The other part of me knows how this is going to go, so I shouldn’t get my hopes up.

      I used to be a bit of a romantic. I couldn’t help it. My dad still brings my mom a dozen roses every Friday. He has since their first date, and they’ve been married for 32 years. They still slow dance in the kitchen and he cops a feel when he doesn’t think anyone is looking.

      I always thought I’d have something like that. But here I am, on my way to pick up a woman I’ve never met. Tori insists she’s “exactly right for me,” but I have my doubts.

      She said that about the last one she set me up with too. And the one before that. And the one she claims she didn’t realize liked to pick her nose at the dinner table. With her fingers. And never washed her hands afterward. Didn’t even use hand sanitizer.

      “Call me and tell me how it goes?” she asks, walking to her car as I head to mine. “I really think you’ll like her.”

      “You said that about the last three,” I say, unlocking the door to my Prius.

      “This is different. I have a good feeling about this one.”

      “How do you know her again?” I think she told me, but for the life of me, I can’t remember.

      Tori looks everywhere but at me as she climbs into her car.

      “Tori!” I say, walking over before she can drive away. “How do you know her again?”

      A worried look darts through her eyes, which tells me everything I need to know.

      “I met her in one of Annabelle’s art classes,” she says, still not looking me in the eye.

      “What’s the catch? Because I’m failing to see why a woman you met at your best friend’s art class would lead you to not look me in the eye right now.”

      Tori starts her car and takes a deep breath. “Because she might or might not have gotten so drunk at the ‘paint and sip’ that she turned it into ‘sip the paint.’”

      She rolls up her window and drives away.

      I look at my watch and realize I have 30 minutes before I have to pick up this alleged paint-sipper.

      I’m guessing my streak isn’t ending tonight.
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      “A pretty woman like you shouldn’t be sitting here all alone.”

      The fact that my eyes don’t roll into the back of my head is a shock.

      I turn to look at the bro standing next to me doing a horrible job of trying to pick me up. He’s leaning against the bar, trying to pull off a cool-but-casual pose. It’s not working. Also, someone should tell him—and all men over the age of 30—that it should be illegal to wear ball caps backward when out in public.

      “I want to sit alone.”

      I don’t know if it’s the tone of my voice or my less-than-impressed look, but the bro heads back to his friends.

      “Scare another one off?” Rick, the bartender, asks me with a laugh as he puts my burger and another beer in front of me.

      “Can’t a woman sit by herself at a bar and be left alone?”

      “She can. For about five minutes,” he says with a laugh. “Men see a woman sitting alone at a bar and they get all excited. But I’ll hand it to you: there’s no one better when it comes to dismissing men. That RBF is a better weapon than your gun.”

      I can’t help but smile a bit as I take a sip of my beer. Rick is right. Who needs a gun and a taser when you have a resting bitch face that can scare away all men for miles around?

      When I was growing up, people frequently asked me why I was always mad. I was confused, because I wasn’t. I didn’t understand why they would think that. Just because I wasn’t smiling? Was it a crime not to smile all the time?

      When I became an adult, I was told I suffered from the condition known as resting bitch face. It didn’t take me long to realize that my curse was, in fact, a blessing.

      My RBF comes in handy on nights like tonight. Yeah, that douchebag might not have gotten the hint and tried to talk to me, but since that attempt, I’ve been left alone, content to enjoy my burger and beer after a long week of work.

      Being a detective in the Chicago Police Department isn’t for the weak. Sometimes I have to pinch myself that at 32, I’ve already made detective in such a high-profile city, in a department that sees plenty of crime on a daily basis. I’ve worked my ass off since my first day of college to get to where I am today. I have a solid arrest record, I do things the right way, and my colleagues know I mean business.

      Apparently, the RBF carries over into the office as well.

      I signal for Rick to grab me another beer. A moment later, I’m startled by a voice from behind me.

      “Put hers on my tab and I’ll take a Crown and Coke.”

      I snap my head to see who the voice belongs to, and soon realize it’s friendly fire.

      “Whoa, easy there, girl. Anyone sitting here?” Ben signals to the empty barstool next to me, taking a seat when I nod him over.

      “Ben Jameson, what brings you here tonight?” I say, trying my best to leave my resting bitch face aside. “Are Tori and Kalum here?”

      “Nope. Just me. I needed a beer after . . . whatever the hell it was I just sat through.”

      “Let me guess: bad date?”

      He laughs. “A Tori set-up at its finest.”

      I’ve known Ben for a few years, and every time we get together with our friends, I have to stop myself from smiling at him like a crushing schoolgirl. Definitely the opposite of my resting bitch face.

      Growing up on the South Side of Chicago, preppy boys weren’t on my radar. Most guys in my neighborhood embodied the bad-boy look, with the muscles, tattoos, and attitude to back it up. When you grow up around Kalum West, his brother Maverick, and their best friend, Jaxson, bad boys are all you know.

      Then I met Ben—clean-cut and strait-laced, with a smile that could melt a glacier. But something about him though tells me there’s far more beneath the surface…those eyes are filled with pain and regret, like he’s hiding something. I can’t put my finger on it but as I glance at his arm, the way his shirt stretches over his rippling bicep, I can see a hint of ink peaking through. Tattoos…my kryptonite.

      I remember the first time I saw him at this very bar, talking with my three best childhood friends and their significant others, and I couldn’t believe the reaction my body had. I’d never had that reaction to a man before—preppy or otherwise.

      As I got to know him better, I was continually confused as to why after every time I saw him, I needed to relieve myself with my battery-operated boyfriend. Because he was the complete opposite of me. Where I’m on the front lines every day, taking down the worst criminals in Chicago, Ben is planning people’s financial futures. I’m on call 24/7, whereas he has a stable 9 to 5. I live with a resting bitch face, and I’ve never seen him without that devastating smile that shows off a dimple on his left cheek.

      I might not have wanted company tonight, but my mind is suddenly changing.

      “Who did she set you up with?” I ask, hoping that my prying comes off as nonchalant.

      “A woman she met at one of Annabelle’s art classes,” he says, giving Rick his credit card to start a tab.

      “Doesn’t she normally teach gifted young artists?”

      He nods. “Yes, but apparently this woman attended one of her ‘paint and sip’ classes.”

      “That doesn’t seem so bad. Did you two just not hit it off?”

      “You could say that.”

      I don’t say anything, hoping he’ll divulge this information on his own. While we’ve always been friendly, it hits me that this is the most the two of us have spoken uninterrupted since we met. We’ve always been around the group; it’s never been just us.

      Suddenly, my nerves are trying to get the best of me.

      “Aren’t you curious?” he asks, taking a sip of his drink.

      “Oh, I am. I just don’t want to pry.”

      Well, I do, but he doesn’t need to know that.

      “Let’s put it this way: Tori informed me minutes before I left that Jacquelyn got so drunk at one event that she tried to drink the paint. And I learned at dinner that paint isn’t the weirdest thing she’s tasted.”

      That catches me off-guard to the point that beer nearly comes out of my nose.

      “You can’t leave me hanging on that one.”

      He laughs. “I really tried to avoid the subject. But when she looked over the menu and said, ‘I wonder what this kind of plastic tastes like,’ I knew the date was over before it started.”

      Now I’m laughing—not at Ben, just at the situation. “How could Tori set you up with someone like that?”

      “I don’t know. She’s conveniently ignored all of my texts.”

      We fall into a comfortable silence, both of us sipping our drinks as the noise from the bar fills the space. I’m not normally a talkative person, which usually makes silences like this uncomfortable. But with Ben, I don’t feel that way. Not in the slightest.

      “I’m sorry your date was bad.”

      “It is what it is,” he says, “but if it led me to a night sitting next to you, then I’m not that mad about it.”

      Neither am I, Ben. Neither am I.
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      An image of blonde hair floats through my mind. The memory of a laugh I could get addicted to pulls my lips into a smile, though I have no idea what’s so funny.

      “Earth to Ben. Hello? Ben? You there?”

      Alex, my best friend at Bell Financial Group, elbows me in my side, breaking me from my apparent daydream.

      “What?” I whisper, pretending he didn’t startle me as much as he did, and not wanting to draw attention around the conference room currently holding 30 financial planners.

      “You better pay attention. Morris is on a roll today and it’s clear you haven’t listened to any shit he’s said over the last 10 minutes.”

      I nod, not realizing how much I’d zoned out until now. I haven’t been able to concentrate on anything today, let alone this basic presentation on building a client base. It’d be better suited to a four-year-old rather than an established financial advisor who is near capacity with clients.

      I’m young to have the number of clients I do. But word of mouth travels far in this world, and that word traveled even farther at my parents’ condo community when I doubled their initial investment.

      Building a client base is the furthest thing from my mind. Which is good, because the only thing I’m thinking about building today is more time in my schedule to possibly spend with Amanda.

      After Jacqueline started examining the menu to see if it was indeed edible, I shot off a text to Tori telling her that she was done trying to set me up. I’d appreciated the thought, but this was failed set-up number four. A break was in order.

      I never expected to run into Amanda at the bar, but I’m so glad I did. I’ve always found her attractive, but in all our times hanging out, I never really had the chance to talk to her—to really get to know her without others inserting themselves into the conversation.

      I remember the first time we met. Well, it wasn’t the first. The first time I met her, she was pretending to be dating Kalum because he was helping her with an undercover police operation. Being friends with Tori, who was secretly dating Kalum at the time—well, secret to everyone but me—my loyalty was strictly Team Tori. As she told me to say a few times when she believed they were together: “Fuck that blonde bitch.”

      And after last night, I really want to do just that.

      But I know she’s not a bitch. She’s the furthest thing from it. Yes, she might give off a “don’t fuck with me” vibe, but once you get past that, she’s hilarious. And smart. And fun to be around. And sweet.

      And drop-dead gorgeous.

      She has blonde hair I’m sure women would pay hundreds of dollars to replicate at a salon. Her blue eyes remind me of the water at a beach in Florida my parents took me to one time on vacation. Her creamy skin with a spattering of freckles on her nose only makes her stand out even more.

      Then there’s her body, which I must say I’ve thought about more than a few times, but after last night, I can’t get it out of my mind. Being a police officer, she’s in shape, but also doesn’t look like she spends hours at the gym. She’s deceptively strong—luring bad men in with curves in all the right places before putting them in a headlock as they cry for their mommies.

      A vibration from my pocket pulls me out of another daydream—this one of Amanda and me working out, then taking a well-deserved shower together. I slip it out of my pocket, opening the message. Luckily, in this business, when clients can message you at any time, having your phone out in a meeting isn’t frowned upon.

      Tori: What do you mean you’re done with my set-ups? Just because I didn’t realize she could’ve been on “My Strange Addiction” doesn’t mean you should give up. Come on, Ben! Let me find your love!

      Yes, it took Tori more than 12 hours to respond to my text. No, I’m not surprised.

      Me: I appreciate your determination, but let’s take a break.

      I’m not about to tell her that I already have my eyes set on someone. Despite the start that Tori and Amanda got, they’re actually pretty good friends now. So much so that Amanda was a bridesmaid when Tori married Kalum.

      But if I tell Tori I’m interested in Amanda, then it will immediately become a group thing. Everyone will be trying to push us together. And while that’s my goal, I want it to be because we want it, not because our friends played matchmaker—putting added stress on us.

      Tori: Fine. But I reserve the right to at least tell you about any potential women I think you’d like.

      Me: After plastic-eater, I don’t trust you to know what I like. In fact, if you think I’d hate someone, then send her my way.

      Tori: You’re an ass.

      Me: Love you too.

      “I still don’t know how you can just be friends with her,” Alex says, spying on my text conversation. “How can you just be friends with a woman who looks like she does?”

      “I’ve told you that her husband is a former car thief who could easily bench press me, right?” I go to the gym, but I’m not the biggest guy from my old neighborhood. And I’m 100 percent sure Kalum could pick me up and get in at least five reps.

      I wonder if Kalum would have a problem with me dating Amanda. Their friendship goes back 20-plus years. Though she’s a cop and can more than protect herself, that doesn’t stop him from playing the role of big brother if she’s on the wrong end of unwanted advances when we’re at the bar.

      Would my advances be unwanted? We didn’t exactly make plans when we went our separate ways last night, but I didn’t feel a “get the fuck away from me” vibe, either.

      Fuck it. I’m going to ask her out. I don’t know where this sudden brave streak is coming from, but I’m tired of going out with women I can barely hold a conversation with. Last night there wasn’t one moment of awkward silence with Amanda.

      It was the best night I’d had in a long time.

      I grab my phone, not needing to scroll far to realize something I should have hours ago.

      I don’t have Amanda’s number.

      How in the hell do I not have her number?

      We’ve been friends for years now . . . how could her number not be attached to one group message?

      Now back in my office, I’ve racked my brain trying to figure out how I can get my hands on it without doing the one thing I don’t want to do.

      Two hours later, I’m still coming up blank.

      Fuck it. She’s worth it.

      Me: I need a favor.

      I already hate myself for this.

      Tori: Oh, so now you need me. You didn’t need me a few hours ago. What’s in it for me?

      I want to tell her that she’ll essentially, maybe, be setting me up. But I’m going to try to avoid those words as much as possible.

      Me: I’ll cook you dinner. Anything you want.

      Tori: That chicken dish. The one with the spinach.

      Me: Fine. Can I have Amanda’s number?

      I stare at the message and there’s nothing for a few minutes. The three bouncy dots eventually appear, disappear, then reappear at least five times.

      Tori: Why do you want Amanda’s . . . WAIT!!! Benjamin Alan Jameson, are you wanting it for the reason I think you’re wanting it!?

      My middle name is not Alan, but she’s been trying to guess it for months. All I’ve told her is that it begins with an A.

      Me: It’s not Alan. And maybe. Please don’t make a big deal out of this.

      Tori: Not a big deal? This is a huge deal! And how did I not think of this?!? I’m kind of mad at myself. Here’s her number. I can’t wait to tell Kalum. And Annabelle and Scarlett. And everyone! Okay. Go fall in love. EEEEEKKKKKK!!!!!!!!

      I don’t know if love is in our future, but I sure hope at least one date is.
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      When I was a kid, puzzles fascinated me.

      Most parents wanted their kids to go outside and play in the fresh air, but considering I grew up on the South Side of Chicago and every time I stepped out of my house, there was a risk of getting shot, my dad was more than happy to keep me cooped up inside.

      I didn’t mind. I had my books and puzzles. That’s all I needed.

      I used to dump out the pieces on our dining room table, toss the box aside, and time myself to see how quickly I could put it together. My record was a 1,000-piece puzzle in three hours flat.

      I like to think that this is what makes me a good detective. I can stare at the evidence, files, and suspect boards and put the puzzle together. Find the missing piece that connects everything as I solve the case.

      But today? I don’t think I could put together a 10-piece preschool puzzle even if the corners were already in place. Thank goodness it’s Saturday and I’m not at the precinct. I can imagine the shit I’d get from the guys for being a space case today.

      Seeing Ben last night without the buffer of our friends threw me for a loop. A big one. And I’m not sure how I feel about that.

      Though I’d anticipated a night spent alone with my burger and my beer, his company was more than welcome. Our conversation was natural, and if I’m being real, I don’t remember the last time I laughed like that. It felt good, and even if it was just for a night, I was able to relax in the company of a friend.

      But then there were times when I looked at him, and I didn’t see just a friend. I saw a man looking at a woman like she was fascinating. Intriguing. Beautiful.

      And I couldn’t tell you the last time a man looked at me that way. I’m a nerdy, gun-carrying, not girly-girl with RBF. That doesn’t happen often. Or really, ever.

      Then again, I could be making it all up in my head. I’m good at that. I’ve never been what society would deem a normal girl, and until I kissed Kalum under the monkey bars when we were 14, I’m pretty sure the boys in my neighborhood didn’t realize I was a girl, either.

      Because I grew up as one of the guys, no one really flirted with me. I was the friend. The sister. I didn’t care back then. I knew most of the guys from my old neighborhood were bad news, and the few guys I could trust didn’t see me like that.

      However, I didn’t realize then that this would manifest into a problem in my adult life—where I can’t tell if a guy is flirting with me or just being nice. I’ve guessed incorrectly more than a few times, and it’s quite embarrassing.

      Which is why my mind is in 20 different places after my night with Ben. He was looking at me the way I think a man looks at a woman he’s interested in. As the night went along, our bodies instinctively moved toward each other. But neither of us made a move.

      And the kicker? He didn’t ask for my phone number. Granted, I didn’t ask for his, but that’s a different story.

      Maybe he’s not as interested in me as I thought? I mean, I’m not going to sit around eating ice cream all day if that’s the case, but . . . I don’t know . . . it was nice to share a drink and a conversation with a good-looking man.

      Realizing I’m not getting anywhere on the case I brought home to look over, I close the file and put it in my backpack as my phone vibrates on the table.

      Kalum: What are you doing tonight?

      Me: I’m super busy. I have a date with a washing machine and a man named Jon Snow. Maybe a bottle of wine if I’m feeling frisky.

      Kalum: Your comedy knows no bounds. Also, I can’t believe you haven’t watched all of GoT yet. Anyway, we’re all heading to the bar tonight. Come with.

      I love that my oldest and dearest friend doesn’t give me an option on whether or not I want to come out tonight. But he also knows I can’t say no to him. Not since we found our way back to the friendship we had growing up.

      Kalum West and I have a complicated history. Even though we grew up together and he was the first boy to put his hand up my shirt, there were many years of my life Kalum wasn’t a part of. As high school graduation came upon us, I knew I was headed to college for my degree in criminology. He knew there was a very good chance that someday I’d have to arrest him. He’d gotten mixed up with a gang, and despite him saying he’d never go down that path, there he was alongside his brother, stealing cars and pressing his luck with the law.

      Until the day I walked into his garage asking him to help me by going undercover, we hadn’t seen each other in nearly a decade. Although I didn’t like the circumstances that brought us together again, I couldn’t be mad to have one of my oldest friends back in my life.

      Me: Who’s all going?

      Kalum: The normal crew. Does it matter?

      Yes, Kalum, it matters. It matters because if Ben is going to be there, I need to make sure I actually try to put forth a little effort into looking good tonight. But not too good. I need to try for that “oh, this just happened” cute that women can pull off on Pinterest.

      I’ve never pulled it off.

      Me: Nope. Doesn’t matter. Just curious. What time?

      Kalum: About 7. See you there.

      I look at my clock. I have about four hours to somehow look cute without trying.

      You know, just in case.

      Oh God, when did I become such a girl?
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      Asking Tori for Amanda’s number was the absolute worst thing I could have done. On so many levels.

      After she gave it to me, I had every intention of sending her a text. Then I got all in my head about what it should say. Because apparently I’ve never talked to a woman before. Or so it would seem.

      The options that did not make the cut were:

      Hey, Amanda. Sup?

      How are you?

      So, remember last night when you told me that joke? It was funny. I want to hear more funny jokes. From you.

      Yeah. Want to do it again?

      I don’t know when I got so bad at talking to women, or maybe it’s just the effect Amanda has on me. Either way, by the time I settled on what to write her, I got slammed with client calls. As soon as I came back up for air, I had a message from Tori waiting for me.

      Tori: Drinks. Tonight. 7:30. Wear the cologne I like—not the stuff you think smells good but doesn’t.

      That was my friend’s not-so-subtle way of telling me she’s doing her best to not play matchmaker, but she absolutely is.

      The only good part is that I don’t have to send a text that sounds like a teenager wrote it.

      As I walk into the bar at 7:20, I notice that the only people there are Tori and Kalum . . . and Amanda.

      Normally, when I get a text saying “we” are going out, it includes Annabelle and Jaxson, Kalum and Tori’s best friends who have been married for a little while, and Tori’s sister, Scarlett, and Kalum’s brother, Maverick, who will soon walk down the aisle.

      Of course Tori would pull this. I can’t believe I didn’t realize this was a set-up all along.

      “Hello, everyone. Am I late?” I ask, giving Tori some side-eye as I take a seat.

      “Nope! Not at all!” she says a little too excitedly. “I just messed up the time with you. My bad. But we’re all here now. Have a seat!”

      I situate myself on the barstool and give a smile to Amanda, who I must say looks amazing tonight.

      Instead of her on-duty uniform of slacks and a blouse, she’s wearing an off-the-shoulder sweater. I know necks aren’t supposed to be a turn-on, but all I want to do in this moment is kiss that exposed skin. I’d start at her shoulder, move up to her neck, then capture the lips I now notice have the faintest coat of lipstick covering them.

      “Hey there,” I say, hoping I come off as nonchalant.

      “Two nights in a row? To what do I owe the pleasure?” she says quietly before taking a pull of her beer.

      “I could ask you the same question.” I look around for our waitress but only see Tori’s shit-eating grin across the table.

      “I thought everyone was coming?” I ask, giving Tori an I know what you’re pulling look. Which of course, she just brushes off.

      “Everyone had stuff. You know, adult stuff. But no sense in the four of us not hanging out!”

      I want to tell her to knock it off, but I have a feeling that would only make this situation worse. Then I look at Kalum, who is giving me a you know I couldn’t stop it look.

      After 20 minutes of Tori either talking 90 miles per hour, or staring at us like we’re exhibits at the zoo, I can’t take it anymore.

      “Do you want to play darts?” I ask Amanda, desperate for anything to get away from Tori and the creepy Joker smile she’s now got going on. Seriously, I have no damn idea how she and Kalum dated for months without her giving their secret away.

      “That sounds great,” Amanda says, giving one more questioning glance to Tori before heading over to the other side of the bar.

      I stop to grab us each another drink as she walks over to set up the board. I didn’t get to fully look at her when I walked in, and I’m actually kind of glad I now get to appreciate her without Tori’s prying eyes.

      Her jeans are tight in all the right places. And I mean All. The. Right. Places. I’ve never considered myself an ass man, but Amanda has converted me.

      “So Tori was acting weird, right?” she asks as I hand over her drink.

      “Yeah. Sorry about that. I think that was partially my fault.”

      “How so?” she asks, lining up to take her first shot.

      “I . . . well, I might have asked her for your number today . . . and I’m pretty sure this is a set-up.”

      My words shock her so much that she completely misses the board.

      “You . . . you asked for my number?” she says, not looking at me as she lines up another shot.

      Am I making her nervous? Amanda is the epitome of cool, calm, and collected. She deals with high-powered firearms every day. No way does my admission of wanting her phone number throw her for this kind of loop.

      “Is it a problem that I did?”

      “It’s not . . . I mean, no, it’s not a problem.”

      “Good,” I say, gently brushing my hand over hers as I walk up to take my shot. Thankfully, her response isn’t “get the hell away from me,” and judging by the way her body slightly shook when I touched her, I’m going to bet she’s feeling what I am.

      I decide to let go of the phone number discussion for a bit, instead choosing to talk with Amanda about random stuff as we take turns throwing darts, even if we long ago abandoned any sort of scoring system.

      I learn that she loves pizza, but only with cheese. She loves hockey but has never been to a Blackhawks game. She refuses to put up Christmas decorations until after Thanksgiving. And she’s Team Apple over Team Pumpkin Spice.

      I tell her about the six months I tried to be a vegetarian, in which I crashed and burned hard at a Fourth of July barbecue. I admit to not knowing much about hockey, but that whenever she wants to go to a Cubs game, I’ll be the first one in line.

      Our talk isn’t anything deep, but I’ve learned more about Amanda in the last two days than I’d gleaned since I met her, and I now know for certain that I want to learn a lot more about this woman.

      I turn to look at the table where we left Kalum and Tori, only to find a new group sitting there.

      “I think we’ve been abandoned,” I say, checking my phone and noticing a text from Tori to both Amanda and me.

      Tori: Kalum was tired. We took off. Be good, you two! Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!

      Amanda is reading her phone as well, and we both laugh at Tori’s words.

      “Don’t do anything she wouldn’t do? Is there anything she wouldn’t do?”

      “Nothing I’ve figured out yet, but when I find it, I’ll let you know.”

      For the first time tonight, silence falls between us. Now knowing that it’s just the two of us, all of a sudden I feel the nerves that crept up earlier today when I couldn’t send a simple “hi” text.

      “So I guess you have my number now,” Amanda says, reaching for her purse and jacket.

      “I guess I do,” I respond, leading her out of the bar.

      I stand with her as she waits for the car she ordered, my hands itching to touch her. But they don’t. I stand like a perfect gentleman as the black sedan pulls up. Now that the car is here, I’m mentally hitting myself for letting the night end like this.

      Should I kiss her cheek? Tell her I’ll call her? Give her a hug? A fist bump?

      “I had a good time tonight,” she says, leaning in to place a kiss on my cheek.

      “Can we do this again?” I ask, reaching for her hand and lightly brushing my thumb over her knuckles.

      She doesn’t answer. She just gets in the car and I watch it drive away.

      What the hell was that?

      As I walk to my car a few blocks away, I feel my phone vibrate in my pocket.

      Amanda: You have my number now. You should use it. =)

      A smile breaks across my face and I can’t help but walk the rest of the way to my car with a bit more bounce in my step.

      Now I guess I’ll have to thank Tori for this one.
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