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      Chances are...he’ll get exactly what he deserves.

      

      After fifteen years, librarian Meg Graham returns to her hometown to appease her family and reopen the local library. First, the neighbor’s dog steals her underwear. Then its owner, the boy who stole her heart in high school, shows up on her doorstep and does his best to woo her with baked delights. She has no intention of falling for the pie-baking Casanova again, no matter how sweet his desserts or how hot the fire raging between them.

      

      Aidan Rourke’s uncle has promised him ownership of the family bakery if Aidan marries before his 34th birthday. When the only woman he ever truly loved—the one who got away—moves back to town, he pulls out all the stops to recapture her heart. He has only three weeks to convince her of his love and march her down the aisle before she discovers the truth about his uncle’s blackmail scheme.
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      Ignoring the chirp of her cell phone, Meg Graham snapped a binder clip on the newly printed batch of bake-off flyers. One tiny typo had put her twelve minutes behind schedule, meaning her text stalker would have to wait.

      She hurried out of the spare bedroom office and storage room until she finished unpacking, determined to make up time while she made her deliveries. On the way out the front door of her bungalow, she reached for her travel mug and caught her thumb on the spout, sending the insulated cup tumbling off the table and onto the step, narrowly missing her practical black pumps. She winced at the metallic clunk, clunk, clunk on the landing, steps, and sidewalk. Several dark spots dotted the cracked concrete as well as the beige rug at the front door.

      Crap. I don’t have time for this.

      Then a wind gust blew her hair in her face and she missed the first stab at the keyhole.

      Please don’t be an omen of the day to come.

      Chocolate. I need chocolate.

      She retrieved her dented mug, careful to bend at the knees so she didn’t give her new neighbors a free peep show. They probably hadn’t yet recovered from last week’s moving mishap with her drawer full of underwear. Her favorite bra was still missing, but asking the owner of the Chihuahua across the street for it back wasn’t on her priority list—not today and probably not even next month.

      Her second attempt at locking the door successful, she hurried along the leaf-strewn sidewalk to her car. Another gust of wind sent the stack of papers flapping when she adjusted her armload to grasp the door handle. She tightened her grip on the flyers and yanked the door open.

      “Hey, Meggie. I brought you a welcome-to-the-neighborhood present.”

      Her pulse jumped from the unexpected voice behind her and her stomach wobbled at the unforgettable baritone she’d recognize anywhere.

      No.

      Only one person had called her “Meggie” in her entire life.

      No, no, no!

      She spun around to give him a polite but aloof greeting, not that he deserved that courtesy. Her shoe slipped instead of slid on the nut-covered pavement, inciting a moment of panic and a stab of pain through her left foot, and she flapped her arms to catch her balance. Papers whipped every which way as she lost her balance.

      Ow, ow, ow! Damn it!

      She grabbed for the car, but only the ground was close enough to stop her fall.

      A warm muscular arm caught her around the waist as her ankle buckled, pulling her against a hard chest. “Careful!”

      Embarrassment and the intoxicating scent of Old Spice drowned out some of the shooting pain along the side of her foot. Why did her hormones have to reawaken now? “I’m fine. Stupid acorns.”

      “We need to get you more squirrels.” His warm breath caressed her cheek and the words could’ve been a sweet nothing, given the whispery softness of his voice.

      The unexpected flood of wanton longing threatened to choke her common sense.

      Her visitor plunked his welcome gift on the roof of her car and eased her into the front seat. Before she could protest, he glided his palm along her lower leg and removed her shoe. “Are you hurt? Ankle sprains can be a real bitch.”

      The marvelous tingles buzzing up her thigh didn’t hurt at all. Neither did the gentle caress of his callused fingers on her ankle. Her scrambled insides—and her heart—were another story.

      She jerked her foot from his hold, trying her damnedest to maintain some sort of posture that wouldn’t allow him to see up her skirt. “I said I’m fine.”

      Her tone came out sharper than she intended, but fifteen years had changed nothing. Aidan Rourke was evidently still a player, and no amount of flirting would convince her to act on a case of puppy love that hadn’t waned near enough for her liking.

      “Okay.” He raised his hands as he straightened and took a step back, bringing the zipper of his jeans to eye level and revealing a slight bulge.

      More than slight. What did I do to deserve this?

      “So much for being neighborly. You can’t say I didn’t try.” Instead of anger tinting his words, he sounded disappointed. He knelt at her feet and slid her shoe back into place, triggering a disconcerting Cinderella fantasy to accompany a hefty serving of guilt.

      She set her armload on the passenger seat and finally met his gaze. “Look, I’m sorry, Aidan. I have a really busy day, and it isn’t starting out very well.”

      “You do remember me then.”

      How could she forget the silky waves of thick dark hair and the mesmerizing depths of those soulful brown eyes? She could probably still find the crescent-moon scar along the lower edge of his ribs without looking.

      Too bad he’d enjoyed playing the love-’em-and-leave-’em game. She had no intention of falling for the Casanova again.

      Out of ingrained politeness, she made eye contact.

      He stared back at her, but whatever he was thinking lay well hidden behind two pools of rich milk chocolate.

      “Of course I remember you.” How could she not? Her empty belly growled when a flock of butterflies took flight.

      A dimple appeared in his right cheek when his lips curved upward, and satisfaction glowed in his eyes. The heavy shadow of razor stubble only added to his bad-boy image. “You skipped breakfast, didn’t you? Are you sure I can’t talk you into a croissant? I made them myself.”

      Her resistance weakening, she swiveled to face the steering wheel. “Do you mind if I take it to go? I’m running late.”

      “I guess not.”

      She inserted her key and pressed on the clutch as he retrieved his gift. Pain shot through the side of her foot, allowing a squeak to escape.

      “You okay?” He dropped the bakery box on her lap and then slid his hand down her shin, easing her foot off the clutch. “Your ankle isn’t swelling yet. Or is it your foot? Either way, we should have it checked out. And you shouldn’t be driving a stick in your condition.”

      She leaned against the headrest to focus on the ceiling and bit her tongue to keep from moaning. Between his gentle touch and the aromatic pastries, she was doomed—as well as unable to kick off the library fundraiser she’d been planning for four months.

      Her cell phone chirped on the seat beside her.

      Not again.

      Despite her best effort to swallow her frustration, a whimper escaped. A soft caress on her cheek knocked her willpower down another notch.

      “I’ll drive you to the doctor for X-rays while you answer your phone.” The worry in his voice seemed genuine, and a peek at him revealed a concerned frown.

      Biting the bullet, she lowered her gaze to his. “It doesn’t hurt that bad, so I’d rather skip the doctor. And it’s only my mother wanting me to agree to a blind date with a pharmacist tonight. The son of her best friend’s cousin or something like that.”

      His slow smirk sent a warning shiver up her spine. “Okay, here’s the plan. I’ll drive you to work and you can eat breakfast. Then you tell your mom you already have plans for tonight. We can pick up pizza or Chinese on our way home from the library. While you elevate and ice the foot, I’ll feed you supper. I might even provide dessert.”

      A ripple of anticipation spread through her reproductive system, reminding her how much time had passed since she’d engaged in the kind of dessert his suggestion implied.

      Anticipation for what? A one-night stand?

      No thanks.

      She gathered all the resolve she could muster. “I appreciate the ride and breakfast. As for my mom, I’ll tell her I twisted my ankle and that I’m staying off it all evening since I have to work today and tomorrow. No need for you to change your plans to babysit me.”

      Would he catch the subtle hint she’d buried in diplomacy?

      “Nothing else is happening tonight, and babysitting isn’t exactly what I had in mind. You know, if you’re going out with me, you have a legitimate reason to refuse blind dates.”

      So much for subtlety.

      Of course, his argument made perfect sense, even if his likely motivation was to finally add her to his list of successful conquests. Was she the one woman who hadn’t succumbed to his charms? Did he relish the challenge of trying to get her into bed? Again?

      He stood, most likely taking her silence for acquiescence. “Stay put. I’m going to get my car. Oh, do you have a different pair of shoes to wear? As great as those heels look with your gorgeous legs, they can’t be good for your injury.”

      She pointed over her shoulder instead of rolling her eyes at his overdone compliment. “Tennis shoes on the floor behind my seat.”

      “Good. Wait here. I’ll be right back.” He set off down the driveway at a jog.

      The rearview mirror let her follow his progress across the street and up the drive of the Cape Cod where the Chihuahua resided. Her stomach knotted tighter.

      Wonderful. The dog who steals women’s underwear lives with the man who steals their hearts.

      She slipped off her shoes and opened the bakery box. A pair of flaky pastries rested in the parchment-lined package, oozing dark chocolate from their ends. Delicate drizzles zigzagged back and forth over the tops. A mix of bitter, sweet, and salt wafted up from the box, and she eyed each croissant in a search for the ideal consolation for her rotten morning.

      Eenie, meenie, miney, mo.

      Too enamored to choose, she carefully picked up the one on the right and took a bite. Silky chocolate melted on her tongue as she sank her teeth through layer after layer of golden crust. She closed her eyes to savor the buttery goodness wrapped around what surely had to be at least seventy-percent cacao.

      Her biggest mistake from high school had certainly pulled out all the stops if his intent was seduction. Maybe a broken heart would be worth a few weeks’ access to his baking skills. The sex might even put to rest too many years of no other man quite measuring up to her ridiculous imagination.

      She bit into the piece of heaven again, letting it carry her away. “Mmm.”

      “I should bring you breakfast every morning.”

      Aidan’s low, sexy voice nearly made her choke on the mouthful, and she squeezed her thighs together against a pulse vibrating through her vaginal muscles.

      He stepped up to the open car door, his grin adding to the rebellion sweeping through her traitorous body. “Chocolate got your tongue, Meggie?”

      If he didn’t stop talking, she’d never be able to coerce her hormones into toeing the line.

      Raising her index finger, she swallowed and then took a sip of tea. “How was I supposed to answer when my mouth was full?”

      “You could’ve just nodded your agreement.” He closed the other croissant in the box and set it aside. “Hold on.”

      With one arm cradling her thighs and the other snaking around her waist, he scooped her off the seat.

      She pressed her knees together and hooked her forearm around his shoulders—even though she probably wasn’t in any danger of falling, considering the size of his biceps. Panic surged from her pounding heart to her nervous tummy. “You don’t have to carry me. I can walk. Really.”

      At his car, he stopped and shot her a sideways glance. “Humor me, will you? I’m trying to be chivalrous.”

      A snort escaped before she could stuff the croissant in her mouth for another bite. His brows rose, once again drawing her attention to his hypnotic gaze.

      He shook his head as he lowered her feet to the ground. His arm still around her waist, he helped her into the passenger seat. “What? You don’t think I can be chivalrous? I guess I’ll just have to convince you.”

      His face inches from hers, she could only stare into his eyes. Kissing her might not prove his gallantry, but resisting him would be impossible.

      A mischievous wink sent blood pumping everywhere but her brain. “I’ll be right back with your stuff. Oh, and no need to answer since your mouth’s full. Relax and enjoy. I promise to take good care of you.”

      That’s what I’m afraid of.

      She’d be addicted to him and need detox by the time he decided he was done playing with her. She was better off standing her ground like she had fifteen years ago.

      He strolled toward her, the spare shoes dangling from his fingers. “Stick your feet out.”

      “I can put on my shoes while you get my purse and my phone. And my keys. Don’t forget my keys. Oh, and the flyers and my tea. You’ll probably need to make two trips.” She made a grab for the sneakers, but he lifted them out of her reach.

      “Eat your croissant and let me practice my chivalry.” Dropping to one knee, he slid his palm along her calf to her ankle. “Tell me if it hurts. We can swing by the drugstore for an Ace bandage or a brace if you can’t wear your shoe.”

      His fingertips skimming along her arch should’ve been tickly instead of arousing, and she sank her teeth into her lower lip to hold in a moan. No amount of chocolate could replace this man’s touch.

      “Did you hurt your right ankle too?” He frowned up at her.

      Crossing her fingers behind the pastry, she shook her head. “Ticklish.”

      “Sorry.” He adjusted his hold and gently worked the shoe past her toes. Every careful movement threatened to break her already bending resolve. “What’s your favorite dessert? Cake, pie, cookies, brownies?”

      “Huh?”

      “Dessert. For our date tonight. Do you have a favorite?”

      Caught off guard by his change of subject, she took another bite of her breakfast to buy time. A date was out of the question. Of course, without Aidan’s escape hatch, her mother would have the perfect opportunity to push the pharmacist into Meg’s social life.

      Which was the lesser of the two evils?

      “Um. Peach pie?”

      “A woman after my own heart. I love pie. Peach, apple, rhubarb, blueberry. Not a fan of cherry, though. There you go. All done.” He set down her foot and grinned. “One peach pie for dessert on our date tonight. And we can skip the doctor since you didn’t even flinch while I was putting on your shoe. Get comfortable. I’ll get the rest of your stuff and then we’ll go.”

      His distraction had proven effective, but she’d also inadvertently agreed to have supper with him. Manipulation had always been one of his greatest skills.

      A slow count to thirty as she chewed another bite did nothing to switch off the unwanted attraction. Maybe by the end of her workday, her brain wouldn’t be operating under the influence of his pheromones.

      He set the pile on her lap before reaching across her to set her mug in the cup holder and hook her seatbelt. “Keys, flyers, purse, and phone. Your phone rang as I was picking it up. It was your mom, so I told her you already have a date tonight. She sounded excited when I said I made you breakfast and I’m taking you to work.”

      “You didn’t.” Meg shoved the last third of the croissant in her mouth to keep from having a meltdown.

      His wicked grin turned her insides to mush. “Every word was the truth. I have no control over how she interpreted them. By the way, she’s planning to call you during your lunch break for details.”

      The door thunked shut as she closed her eyes. The combination of chocolate and buttery pastry failed to calm her frazzled nerves.

      The seat beside her creaked slightly. “Are you sure you want to go to work, Meggie? You look kinda pale.”

      She nodded. A day at the library and another chocolate croissant would fix whatever complications life threw at her.

      And maybe Karma will figure out she’s picking on the wrong girl.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Right here’s fine.”

      Aidan parked along the sidewalk near the library’s side entrance and hurried around the car to open Meggie’s door. “Are you sure you can walk?”

      She swung her shapely legs toward him, her pursed lips and furrowed brow warning him of her determination. “I’m sure. I appreciate your offer to deliver flyers. Dropping them off won’t make you late for work, will it?”

      “No worries. The graveyard shift has its advantages. Besides, I’m glad to help.” Grasping her hand, he let her use him for balance as she stood. A quick search in his wallet yielded an out-of-date business card from the body shop, but at least his phone number hadn’t changed. He tucked it in the outside pocket of her purse. “I’ll be back at five to pick you up. Call me if you need me sooner. Any preference for supper? There’s a sort of new Italian place on Elm that has great pizza and antipasto, or General Ming’s on Lock Street makes the best lo mien and pot stickers.”

      “You really don’t have to⁠—”

      “I already told your mom we have a date tonight. Lying to Mom is asking for trouble, so we better not cancel.”

      She eyed him like she might argue his logic, but then she shook her head. “Pizza. Something with lots of vegetables. I’m a vegetarian. Not vegan. Cheese is okay.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Was she fibbing in an attempt to dissuade him from dating her? Or did she think he was so superficial he’d judge a woman by her dietary choices?

      With a frown, she took what was obviously a tentative step toward the building. Although she favored one ankle, her limp wasn’t overly noticeable. “Everybody on the list agreed to advertise the fundraiser. If anyone gives you a hard time about putting up flyers, tell them to call me.”

      “Will do. Take it easy today, okay?”

      Her shrug probably meant she planned to do whatever her job entailed, including all the normal standing and walking. She twisted the key a quarter turn to the left in the deadbolt and repeated the action in the knob. “Thank you for the ride. And the welcome gift. And everything.”

      He held the door open for her. “You’re welcome, Meggie. I’ll see you at five.”

      A hint of a smile touched her inviting lips. She glanced over her shoulder as she entered the library, and he blew her a kiss. A real one would’ve made his day, but moving too fast might scare her off, ruining his well-laid plans.

      He released the door and marched to his car before he was tempted to follow her. Fifteen years hadn’t changed the way his heart beat faster around the only girl who’d ever refused to sleep with him. He still longed to free her staid ponytail and wrap his hands in her thick hair while he buried himself inside her. At least she no longer hid her beautiful blue eyes behind a pair of glasses.

      His tainted reputation evidently hadn’t faded over time, her standoffishness and obvious lack of trust clearly cooling any heat between them. Getting on her good side would involve a lot of noble acts—starting with distributing her stack of papers.

      A check of her list reassured him she was the same girl he remembered from elementary, middle, and high school. Each alphabetized business was numbered, designating its order on the rounds through town. His rebellious nature urged him to zigzag from A to Z, but he slid behind the steering wheel and drove toward stop number one.

      He finally parked in his own driveway an hour later, his task complete and successful. Although working all night meant he should sleep most of the day, he grabbed a rake from the garage and crossed the street. His phone buzzed and sang against his hip as he reached Meggie’s front step.

      That ringtone had destroyed many a good mood.

      “Hey, Uncle Harold.” Aidan dragged the tines along the sidewalk, gathering acorns and leaves on his walk to the driveway.

      “Time’s running out.”

      As if I need a reminder.

      His uncle cleared his throat. “Three weeks isn’t very long, considering you’ve had almost two years.”

      “I’m not worried about the deadline.” The pile at Aidan’s feet grew as he raked a swath on the concrete. It didn’t begin to compare to the heap of grief his great uncle had given him on the subject for one year, eleven months, and nine days.

      “That’s the problem. You don’t worry about anything.”

      “I need to go. Tell Aunt Ruthie I said hi.” He ended the call, cutting off the older man’s disapproving grunt.

      Three weeks.

      Was twenty-one days long enough to accomplish what had seemed like an impossible feat twenty-three months ago?

      He could only give it his best shot. The rest was out of his hands, and worrying about the end result wouldn’t do a damn bit of good. Time wasn’t even the biggest obstacle, but beating his uncle at his own game would bring a great deal of satisfaction.

      Raking the leaves and acorns from Meggie’s sidewalk, drive, and yard gave him half an hour to rethink his strategy for their date. While an aggressive approach would most certainly earn him a boot out the door, he wasn’t about to let her set the pace. If she had her way, they probably wouldn’t progress past a chaste goodnight kiss and handholding for months. After fifteen years of waiting for a second chance, he didn’t have much patience left.

      He added the last of the yard mess to the curbside pile and then jogged across the street for home. A chorus of high-pitched yaps met him as he opened the front door.

      He crouched to greet his temporary roommate, patting his niece’s Chihuahua on the head. “Hey there, Frito. Did you miss me last night? Ready for a lap around the block?”

      The dog yipped and retreated several steps.

      “No? How about to the corner and back?” Aidan pulled the leash from the coat closet knob and tapped the floor. “Come on. Let’s go for a walk.”

      She pranced forward and plopped on the floor an arm’s length from him. As he reached for her collar, she scrambled to her feet and scampered into the kitchen.

      He shook his head as he rose. “I don’t have time for a game of chase today, you little squirt. I still have to make a pie, and some sleep would be nice.”

      Peeking around the corner of the doorway, she let out another playful bark.

      “Yeah, I know you want to play, but I have stuff to do before my date tonight. Bryn’ll be home soon. Then you can play all you want.” A nonchalant step toward her sent her skating across the tile floor to the basket of toys.

      She jumped inside and buried her head beneath her favorite squeaky elephant.

      “Okay, okay. We’ll play, but I have to put dessert in the oven first.” After washing his hands and donning an apron, he pulled a batch of pie dough from the fridge. A nudge on his foot warned him to watch his step. “No helping, kid. I don’t think Meggie wants dog hair in her pie.”

      He dodged the pup again as he carried the fruit to the sink to wash and peel while the dough softened enough to roll out a crust. By the time he finished slicing the peaches, his companion was sprawled on the toe of his shoe sound asleep. Her soft snores accompanied the addition of sugar, flour, cinnamon, and a drizzle of lemon juice to the mix.

      “Time to wake up, Frito.”

      She lifted her head and blinked up at him. Then she trotted after him as he moved the bowl of prepared filling to the center island.

      Several swipes with the rolling pin produced a crust large enough to line his new mini deep-dish pie plate. As he opened the lower cabinet to retrieve the ceramic bakeware, his assistant tried to sneak inside.

      He hooked one hand under her belly. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      She wiggled free and slipped inside before he could catch her again. A second later, a trail of red followed her out of the door.

      “Come back here!”

      Her front paws tangled in what appeared to be elastic straps as she trotted away, sending her somersaulting toward the fridge.

      “Gotcha!” He made another grab for her. His grip held, and he lifted her to eye level. A lace bra dangled from her legs. “I don’t think this belongs to you, young lady.”

      A few twists loosened the straps from her tiny body, allowing him a more thorough inspection of the underwear. Considering the cup size and last week’s escapade shortly after Bryn and her parents had dropped off the dog, the bra could only have been pilfered from his new neighbor.

      “I already have an uphill battle where Meggie’s concerned. Did you have to make it worse?” He walked to the laundry room to put the sexy lingerie in the sink. He should probably wash it before returning it to her. With any luck, she’d model it for him.

      Was he better off giving it back to her now? Or should he wait until he got on her good side?

      With a pie to put in the oven, a dog to walk, and a nap to take, he didn’t have time for a decision requiring that much thought. “Can you stay out of trouble until I’m done? Then we’ll play.”

      Frito’s grumbling yaps suggested she wasn’t happy about the delay.

      “Well, I’d already be done if you hadn’t interrupted me.” He set her on the floor and she tagged along as he returned to the kitchen. “Frito, sit. Stay.”

      His expectations low, he pulled the pie plate from the cupboard. After a quick wash and dry, he laid the bottom crust into place and added the filling. When he picked up the rolling pin to prepare the top crust, the pup was still staring at him from her spot less than two feet away.

      Why hadn’t he thought to use commands sooner?

      Trimming and crimping let his mind wander again to the most perfect pair of legs he’d ever seen. He cut steam slits in the top and then carried his small token of bribery to the oven. “We have forty minutes, squirt. Now we can play.”

      She barked once and padded behind him to the front door. Stopping at the leash, she nosed it toward him.

      “Just like a woman. Changing your mind from one minute to the next.” He snapped on the harness. “Too bad Meggie doesn’t fit that stereotype.”

      A leisurely walk around the block gave him plenty of time to review his options. With his future looming on the horizon, his current tack was the only reasonable choice. Patience would gain him nothing. Letting Meg Graham know, in no uncertain terms, he wanted her was the best way to push a response from her. If she wasn’t interested in him, she would’ve told him to leave—like she had that night fifteen years ago.

      I sure didn’t see that coming.

      He might’ve overreacted to her rejection, but he hadn’t deserved a flat-out no.

      His mood darkened at the memory. They’d both done things to hurt the other, ending with her going away to college without a goodbye and never coming back.

      Until now.

      The past was over and done. Although her behavior toward him warned she hadn’t forgotten, she had to have forgiven him by now.

      Or not.

      A mule would be hard-pressed to be more stubborn than the only girl he’d ever told he loved her.

      Sitting on the living room floor, he rolled a rubber ball across the polished wood a bit harder than he intended. It ricocheted off the wall, hit the leg of the end table, and vanished under the couch, stalked by his roommate the entire trip. A few seconds later, she reappeared with the toy in her mouth. Instead of playing keep away like she usually did, she bounded over to him and dropped the damp ball in his hand.

      “Good girl!” He scratched behind her ears and then sent the ball rolling again.

      She repeated the chase several times, slowing more with every lap of the living room. Finally, she trotted into her crate, circled twice in each direction, and curled up in a ball on her bed.

      Aidan yawned as he walked to the kitchen to check the timer, which counted down to zero with his final steps.

      With another yawn, he donned a pair of oven mitts. Not even the mouthwatering aroma of freshly baked peach pie eased his exhaustion. Working nights the past six weeks had been hell, but complaining to his boss would probably earn him a permanent spot on the night shift.

      Dessert now cooling on the counter, he shuffled to the master bedroom and stripped out of his clothes. Goose bumps rose on his skin as he slid between the cool sheets. As soon as he gathered the spare pillow against him, Meggie was in his arms and holding on like she’d never let him go. The enticing scent of her hair swirled around his head, triggering a tightening in his balls. Within a week, he would have company in his bed, even if he had to pull out all the stops.

      The one who got away wouldn’t escape again.

      Sleep eluded him for almost an hour, the numbers on the clock radio creeping past eleven before he rolled to face the matching nightstand on the other side of the bed. The thick paper triangle perched against the base of the lamp coaxed him to unfold it, even though the words inside were etched into his memory. He’d read that particular note thousands of times since Meggie had gone away to college, and the edges had long ago worn through. Only the closing mattered.

      “Forever yours, Meg”

      He resisted the urge to touch the fragile reminder of their history and closed his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      At four forty, Aidan checked his reflection in the bathroom mirror and shook his head at the deer-in-headlights expression he wore. He’d been on lots of dates—enough to know most women found him attractive and wouldn’t consider sleeping with him a hardship. Why was he so nervous about going out with a girl he’d dated in high school?

      Focus on the goal. Sweep her off her feet.

      He made a side-trip to the kitchen as he pulled his keys from his pocket.

      Pizza ordered.

      Dessert and a bottle of wine packed.

      Condom removed from wallet.

      Hopefully, not having protection would keep him from making a bigger mistake than the one he’d made at eighteen. Buying Meggie dinner and nursing her ankle should go a long way toward convincing her she’d misjudged him, not that he couldn’t blame her. His attempt to make her jealous had backfired in a spectacular way.

      The pie and wine balanced in his left hand, he locked the door with his right. As he turned to leave, a faint yip brought his attention to the picture window. Frito stood atop the back of the couch, her tail wagging a mile a minute.

      He tapped the window. “I’ll be home later. You be a good girl.”

      She lapped at the glass and then yipped again before she leapt down from the couch. Her nose disappeared in her food bowl.

      If he struck out with Meggie, he’d get a dog to come home to after working the late shift—because, by then, his future wouldn’t matter anymore.
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