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JennGoodwin@MyHeart-2-Heart

I don’t care what you heard. I don’t care what anybody tells you. IT WAS NOT MY FAULT!



It was official; Jenn Goodwin was crazy.

Because trusting the groom’s ring bearer to not pee on the bride’s dress during the ceremony was crazy. Riding ten miles in the middle of nowhere in search of something to replace the bride’s pee-stained gown was crazy. Believing she’d find a replacement, per the bride’s demand that the replacement must be pink, was definitely crazy.

After securing the plastic shopping bag holding her purchase to the handlebars of her bike, Jenn hiked up the skirt of her pink—yes, it was pink, so what?—bridesmaid dress, she eagerly mounted up. She pressed the ignition button. The motor roared. Her heart roared right along with it.

Putting the bike into gear, she zoomed out onto the road.

All right, all right, so it wasn’t exactly a zoom because, even though zooming was the ultimate in attitude, she’d promised her mother she’d be careful and not die. The poor woman wasn’t big on the idea of her daughter becoming roadkill. So, fine, no zooming, more a nice putt-putt for now. Once her mom got used to her daughter owning a death machine, Jenn would work her way up to a zoom.

Green fields slid by. A few cows mooed at her and fled at the sound of her motorcycle. The sun beamed down on her bare shoulders. It was all kinds of fun except the part where a car full of teenage boys whizzed past her and catcalled while ogling her bare legs. She bared her teeth, dared to take one hand off her handlebars and gave them the finger.

See. Attitude.

Even riding cautiously, it only took her fifteen minutes to get to the hotel. Steering the bike into an available spot, she parked and shut off the motor. She looped the strap of the helmet over her arm, grabbed the bag she would deliver to the bride and walked to the hotel. Entering the gorgeous front lobby with all its sparkly things and the lush carpeting, Jenn headed for the restroom where Amy and her sister Lisa, Amy’s other bridesmaid, waited.

She opened the door. Amy stood in the middle of the ladies’ room in her fancy underclothes, her lovely wedding dress with its pee-stained train piled on a chair. Nearby on the floor was the shredded remnants of Amy’s pink reception dress. And lying on her back, surrounded by a sea of pink—reception dress—beads, her long pink tongue lolling out of her doggy grin, three legs waving in the air, was the ring bearer.

“Woof,” the ring bearer greeted her.

“Oh, my God, where have you been! The reception started twenty minutes ago, and Nick’s been banging on the door, and I’m about to lose my mind,” was Amy’s greeting.

Huh. No gratitude. So typical of the bridezilla from Heart-2-Heart. Once upon a time, her partner had been normal. Then she decided to get married. “We’re in the middle of nowhere. Shopping options were limited.” Scowling, Jenn thrust the plastic bag into the bride’s hands, who removed the items from the bag.

“Yay!” Amy tore open the bag and yanked out the contents. A sweatpants and sweatshirt. Not silk. Not sexy. Not pink. Gray. She burst into tears. Behind little Miss Niagara Falls, Lisa wrapped her hands around her own neck and pretended to strangle herself.

“Sorry, I tried, but it was all I could find,” Jenn mumbled. She was tempted to stay to comfort Amy, but gah—tears. Leaving the two sisters to sort it out, she walked to the concierge desk and spoke to the attendant who pointed her towards the ballrooms where signs indicated each room’s event.

Horowitz Bar Mitzvah.

Maitland Wedding.

Miller Anniversary.

Dennison Wedding.

Hanging a right at the Dennison sign, she entered the enormous ballroom. After locating her assigned table and setting down her helmet, she made a beeline for the bar. Even though she wasn’t normally much of a drinker, every nerve in her body was screaming Give me alcohol or give me death! It wasn’t exactly what that Patrick Henry guy said, but geez, if you’re about to commit treason, wouldn’t it have made a lot more sense to ask for alcohol?

Bellying up to the bar, she winked at the bartender with the sexy blue eyes and perused the selection.

“Um…”

“Vodka? Gin and tonic. Manhattan, martini?” He leveled those sexy eyes on her and smoldered.

She liked a good smolder as much as the next girl, but even the world’s best smolder wouldn’t convince her to drink a martini. She wimped out and ordered a strawberry daiquiri.

Okay, so her attitude thing needed work.

She sipped her pink—oh, drat, what was she thinking—drink while she watched the other guests mingle as she examined, not for the first time, the whole attitude thing. It wasn’t like she didn’t have attitude in the past; she’d had plenty of attitude; it was just the wrong kind of attitude.

Lifting her glass again, she put it to her lips. Whoa. The darned thing was empty. How had that happened? She went back to the bar.

The lights in the ballroom dimmed. The DJ in the corner turned his mic on. Strobe lights flashed, a disco ball dropped from the ceiling, and the ballroom doors opened again.

“Ladies and gentlemen, introducing for the first time, Mr. and Mrs. Nicholas Dennison,” the DJ blared. Amid the hoots and hollers and clapping, Amy and Nick sashayed in. That obnoxious dog gallumped behind them on her three legs, grinning and drooling. Unlike the dog, Amy wasn’t smiling.

Jenn poked Mr. Smolder. “That bride needs some alcoholic happiness. Oh, some more for me too. I've had a trying day.”

With a grin that showed perfect teeth, he set a daiquiri and a beer down on the bar. Jenn grabbed them and made her way to the happy couple—happy being a loose term—and thrust the beer into Amy’s hand.

Amy downed it in about thirty seconds flat, handed the bottle back to Jenn and waltzed off.

“She’s going to get drunk,” Lisa whispered from behind.

“She deserves to,” Jenn answered. “What a disaster!”

“Don’t say that to my mom. She’ll have a cow. She’s spent months and thousands of dollars on this do.”

Running her hand across her mouth like a zipper, Jenn said, “Mum’s the word. Actually, I’m going to avoid your mother like she’s poison ivy.” Not that Barbara Novak wasn’t a nice person, it was that anyone unfortunate enough to drift into her orbit had a tendency to end up married, and not necessarily to the man of their choice.

Lisa gave an exaggerated shiver since she was Barbara’s most recent target, although she’d somehow managed to evade her mother’s schemes and find her own guy. Her choice, a shaggy-haired guy named Josh, ambled up and draped his arm over her shoulders.

“Having fun?” he asked and kissed the top of her head.

Ugh. Love permeated the air like smog on a hot Los Angeles day. They looked so freakin’ happy it almost made her jealous. No, not jealousy. It was that she was weirded out by the idea that being in love inevitably led to marriage, and kids, and eventually old age and OMG—wrinkles—and who the heck needed all that.

She sighed. Maybe she’d like a little of that, however, there was no way she was ever going to have it. When your own father betrayed you, it was a little difficult to believe in love.

The music got a little louder. The party got a little wilder. The ballroom got a lot hotter. Eventually, someone threw open the outside doors leading out to the wide lawn and the manmade pond.

Men asked her to dance, so she did. They all looked alike. They all sounded alike. They all stared at her boobs and ran their eyes up and down the amount of leg exposed by her short, short hem. Whatever. It wasn’t like she was going to fall for their baloney.

A man ran onto the dance floor. “There’s a dog in the pond and it’s drowning,” he shouted, pointing outside. “And some guy jumped in to save it.”

Everyone rushed to the open patio doors. Within minutes, shaggy-haired Josh appeared carrying the shaggy ring bearer, both of them soaking wet.

That seemed to be the highlight of a day that started out crazy and got loonier as time went on. It could only get worse from here. It was time to go home. Jenn tottered her way back to the table where she’d left her stuff. She was feeling goooood. But a little loopy. Okay. A lot loopy. Not safe to ride. She would have to take an Uber home and come back for her bike tomorrow.

She grabbed her helmet, holding it with both hands against her stomach because otherwise it might make a break for it—helmets had been known to do that—and wobbled towards the door.

Lisa grabbed her. “Hey,” she blurted out rapid-fire. “FYI. Josh and I decided to fly to Vegas tonight to get married, like right now, because otherwise my mother—well, you know—so I’m letting you know, so you’ll be prepared for when the shit hits the fan with Amy.” She tapped the enormous rock on her finger, looking smug and disheveled and thoroughly compromised in the best possible sense. Next to her, Josh said nothing, just looked pleased with himself.

Jenn’s brain wasn’t working at full capacity yet even drunk—oops, sorry, she meant tipsy—she was still smarter than the average sober person, so after a bit of mental grappling, she untangled Lisa’s sentence well enough to figure out the implications of her desertion.

Uh oh. “Oh, hey, wait. You’re supposed to babysit the do—”

Lisa glanced over her shoulder and gasped. “Oops. Gotta go. Bye.” Hand-in-hand, she and Josh made a mad dash out the door.

Darn it. Jenn threw a glance over her shoulder, and there was Amy, holding the ring bearer’s leash and stalking across the dance floor, a look of determination on her face.

Oh no. Not happening. She spun on her heel and fled out the wide double-doors into the hallway, where she abruptly stopped because the striped carpeting in the hallway was doing funky things like something out of an op-art installation. Oh boy, not good.

She closed one eye. Didn’t make any difference; the long hallway still shimmied, the stripes of the carpeting waving up and down like the ocean on a stormy day. She tried closing the other eye, hoping it would steady things a little better, but all it did was focus her attention on the older gray-haired woman talking to another woman outside the ballroom next door, and the good-looking young guy slinking up behind her back. With a wary look at the older woman, he bent over and dipped his hand inside the pocketbook slung over the woman’s arm. When his hand left the bag, it held a wallet.

Holy cow. “Hey, you! Stop!”

The pickpocket’s eyes lifted. The old woman turned.

Hands outstretched to stop him, Jenn charged. She forgot she was holding her helmet.

It hit the pickpocket square in the face and sent him flying backwards. He hit the carpet with a thud.

Nobody said anything. Except the pickpocket. “What the fuck?” he muttered to the ceiling. “I just wanted to give her back her credit card.” His eyes closed, and he was still.

The old woman bent down next to him. “Noah! Noah, are you okay?” She tapped his cheek. When he didn’t move, she lifted pale blue eyes to glare at Jenn.

“You killed my grandson!”

Oh. Fudge. 
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NoahMaitland@noahmaitlandesq

Researchers estimate 41% of first marriages end in divorce. Hooray for me!



What the hell happened? All Noah remembered was a girl shouting, then something hitting him in the face like a battering ram. Lights out. The next thing he knew, he was being loaded into an ambulance. When they slid the gurney in, he could see over the EMT’s shoulders a pair of big blue eyes full of regret and bright red lips mouthing, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.

Sorry? Like that was going to cut it. She’d damned near killed him, and she was sorry? Whoever she was, he’d never forget her face. Not that he ever wanted to see her face again. If he saw her face again, he’d make sure she never forgot him.

When he was a kid, he’d have been thrilled to ride in an ambulance, but the wail of the siren made his headache worse, and the fact they that kept poking and prodding him when all he wanted to do was sleep was supremely annoying, never mind the fact he was too old, and too damned busy for this shit.

A female EMT shone a bright light in his eyes. Holy Christ. “Hey! Cut it out.”

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“What?”

“Your name? Do you know your name?”

“For Pete’s sake. Of course, I know my name. Noah Maitland. Now get that light out of my eyes.”

“What’s the date?”

“Who knows? Who cares?” He got a scowly look from the EMT. “Fine. It’s June sixteenth, my father’s wedding day. For the fourth…fifth…whatever…time. Now get this damned collar off and stop with the flashlight in my eyes.”

“I guess he isn’t going to die,” the EMT said and slapped a blood pressure cuff on his arm and pumped it up.

“Ouch, stop. I’m fine. Let me up. In fact, stop somewhere, wherever, and let me out,” he growled, batting their hands away.

“You have a broken nose that needs setting, and possibly a concussion. You’re going to the hospital to get X-rays.”

He continued to complain, however, no matter how he protested, the hospital is where he went. What a pain in the—he wanted to say ass but truthfully, it was his head that was the pain—which rang like a Tibetan gong.

Once at the hospital, he got the whole works: another blood pressure thingie, an eye exam, an X-ray and MRI, along with more poking and prodding. And they reset his nose.

Holy hell on a cracker, that fucking hurt. They couldn’t give him any heavy-duty painkillers because of the concussion, which meant setting it hurt like a son of a bitch. Speaking of bitches, he wanted to kill the one who beaned him.

He dismissed the possibility since he would never see her again, thank the Lord, because the last thing he needed was another concussion. Or a criminal charge of murder.

His grandmother Tess showed up in the middle of the circus. Despite how it made his entire face hurt, he smiled when he saw her slight form slip past the curtain surrounding his emergency room cubicle. Five-foot nothing and sprier than a twenty-year-old, she was still beautiful at seventy-two years old. Her light blue eyes were shiny with concern. He loved Tess Maitland. She was the only one of his relatives who cared. The rest of his family was nothing but a bunch of bloodsuckers, and he was usually the host. It was a miracle he didn’t have anemia from feeding them all.

She slipped her hand into his and squeezed. A feeling of peace washed over him.

“Oh, dear, I was so worried. How are you?” she asked.

“Broken nose. Concussion. I’ll live. But I should sue the bit—” He cleared his throat. “Uh, girl who bashed me.”

She gave him one of those grandma looks. “Tsk. It was an accident. She saw you take my wallet out of my purse and thought you were robbing me. All she was trying to do was stop you. Unfortunately, she forgot she was holding her motorcycle helmet.”

“But—”

“She felt terrible. She couldn’t apologize enough.”

“But—”

“Young man, I would be very disappointed in you if you sued her.”

And there it was. Grandparent disappointment. Damn it.

“Fine. I won’t sue her. Obviously, it was simply a misunderstanding. The least she could’ve done, though, was check to see if I was okay.”

He got another one of those looks. “She checked. She was here at the front desk when I arrived; however, when she saw me, she ducked out the door. I’m sure she was embarrassed.”

“Hmm.” Wincing at the pain still stabbing at his temples, he changed topics. If he wasn’t allowed to sue the woman, he didn’t want to talk about her. “So, did Dad and his latest get off on their honeymoon okay?” he asked.

An ironic smile appeared. “You know your father. He and Kitty left even before the EMTs got you loaded into the ambulance.”

Laying his head back on the gurney, he closed his eyes. The bright lights made his head pound. “What a damned waste of money.”

“I don’t know why you keep paying for his weddings. You know the marriage will only last a few years before he dumps her.”

Yeah, and he would get to handle the divorce—gratis—the same way Noah handled his father’s last four, the three divorces for his mother, and the two for Bret, his older brother, who appeared to be currently working on wife number three which meant divorce number three would follow soon after.

That was why he’d decided to become a divorce lawyer. Why waste all that experience on something like corporate law?

Gram sighed. “I don’t know where we went wrong with your father. Your grandfather—God rest his wonderful soul—and I were happily married for forty-four years. We tried to teach Roger to be a good shepherd to the money he would inherit, but…”

She didn’t finish the sentence. Why bother? It was an old story, oft repeated. His grandmother and grandfather had had only one child, who sadly had been a bitter disappointment to them.

And all the money his father was set to inherit? Roger had almost emptied the Maitland bank account before his grandparents put a stop to it. Noah vowed never to be a disappointment to the grandparents who’d raised him from the age of thirteen. If his new practice didn’t succeed, they were all screwed, even his Gram, since Noah took care of her too. Which reminded him…

“Can you find my phone? I need to talk to the caterers about the open house.” Tomorrow’s open house that was the start of what he hoped was a successful law practice.

His grandmother frowned. “My goodness, let Zach handle it. He’s your business manager. It’s what you pay him for, to handle stuff like this.”

One would think so, however, he barely paid Zach. Instead, he did all his friend’s legal work for the chain of restaurants he owned. Zach was more than his business manager. He was Noah’s best friend, and most importantly, he was Noah’s cross-fit coach.

“I can’t. I have to do it myself.”

Gram rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah, I know…it’s your Santa Claus thing; making a list, checking it twice…or more like half a dozen times.”

Okay, so he was a little obsessive when it came to controlling his life. If he weren’t, his life would go to hell in a handbasket faster than he could blink. In fact, it seemed as if his life was already there.

One of the guys in white coats entered and handed him a stack of papers. “You’re good to go. Like I said, just a slight concussion, but you’re going to have a hell of a headache. I suggest you not do too much for the next day or so. Let us know if anything changes though, like if the headache gets worse, you have double vision or you can’t wake up. Just get lots of rest.”

Resting wasn’t going to happen. He couldn’t afford any delay, not when everything he owned was on the line. Once again, he cursed fate, or luck, or whatever ill-fated wind that landed him in this mess. He’d had no intention of ever leaving his former employers, the law firm of Waldron and DeMatis, in fact, he’d been working towards a partnership when the lead partners were accused of money laundering and arrested. Poof. The firm was gone, his job was gone, and with the scandal tainting his resume, no one would hire him.

Taking the paperwork the doctor handed her, Gram left for the discharge department. Noah made the necessary phone calls to the caterer, the florist and his new assistant and confirmed—for the tenth time—the details, after which he carefully eased himself off the table and pulled on his clothes. He ignored the gore on his shirt from his bloody nose, likewise the cotton packing stuffed up his nostrils, turning him into one of those dopey mouth breathers.

Exiting through the curtains of the ER cubicle where they’d put him, he peered down the hall in search of his grandmother. Another person in scrubs found him standing there, obviously looking confused, shoved him into a wheelchair with the words, ‘Sorry, it’s required’, and wheeled him around until they found his grandmother, who was waiting by the discharge desk.

The nurse rolled him to the exit door and helped him into the front seat of her car. Sadly, he needed the help. This must be what it was like to be old and decrepit. He couldn’t wait.

“I’ll take you home,” Gram told him, pulling out of the parking lot. “We can get your car from the hotel tomorrow.”

He grunted as nodding was out of the question. Nodding might make his head explode, or at the very least, fall off. Leaving his car in the hotel parking lot didn’t matter. His used Toyota was twelve years old; all he could afford after the Waldron & DeMatis debacle left him unable to afford his BMW payment. Nobody in their right mind would steal the car he currently drove.

Gram helped him into his small two-bedroom apartment and up the stairs. He collapsed onto his bed. He felt her gently remove his shoes and throw a blanket over him. Her sweet talcum- powder smell tickled his nose when she bent to kiss him on the cheek.

“Call me if you don’t want me to come over tomorrow morning, otherwise, if I don’t hear from you, I’ll pick you up at nine and we can retrieve your car.” There was a pat on his shoulder. He heard the front door close, and then he didn’t know another thing.

His head was still chiming when his grandmother arrived at his apartment the next morning. He didn’t feel well enough to go anywhere, yet he went anyway. His car was old and crummy, but he needed it because the big bash celebrating his new practice was set for this afternoon. He hated parties; however, this one was a necessity since the attendees would be other lawyers who didn’t do divorce law yet had clients who could use Noah’s services.

His grandmother drove him back to the hotel where he’d left his car and dropped him off. He waved goodbye, got into his wreck-mobile, started the engine and headed towards Princeton.

While at Waldron & DeMatis, he’d made a name for himself as an attorney who went that extra step—translation, he went for the jugular—for his clients, which explained why he had always received so many referrals from ex-clients and other lawyers. Unfortunately, with the recent scandal, his reputation was hanging by a thread. Who knew whether he’d continue to get those same referrals. He’d risked everything on his current venture, the only real risk he’d ever taken—although not by choice—so the idea of failing was terrifying.

He made a left onto a narrow side street and pulled over onto the curb to stare at the bungalow he’d rented, a homey-looking Victorian in creams and browns. Homey-looking was important as divorce was sad, at least for most people.

For Noah’s family it was a regular occurrence, so there weren’t many tears.

He shut off the engine and got out of his car. The tree-lined street was lovely, the houses all old Victorians or Craftsman style, some one story, some two, about half of them still residences, the other half had expensive wooden signs out front announcing their business.

Like the one in front of the pink and purple bungalow next door. Holy shit? Who would commit such a sacrilege, painting a beautiful house those candy-heart colors? How had he not noticed that atrocity before, he wondered, before remembering that both times he’d been here it was after dark. He cocked his head, squinting at the letters on the sign out front.

Heart-2-Heart. What, a heart surgeon? Nah, couldn’t be, not with a pink and purple house. Dropping his car keys into his pocket, he strolled across the lawn to get a closer look at the sign.

Heart-2-Heart. Matches Made to Order.

Oh, Christ. He started to laugh. What were the odds—a divorce attorney and a matchmaker, right next to each other?

Well, more power to the matchmakers, because no matter how good they were, about half their clients would ultimately end up in Noah’s office. Pretty convenient, if you asked him.

He turned to leave, then heard the roar of a motorcycle. The bike hung a hard left into the driveway of the pink and purple house, whipped past him and stopped. The rider turned off the engine, dismounted and set it up on its stand.

Whoa. A girl. With legs. Long, slender, fantastic legs encased in tight blue jeans. Damn, those legs. It didn’t take much creativity to imagine them wrapped around his waist. He wondered if—no, he hoped—the rest of her was as good.

She pulled off the helmet, and a mane of long blonde hair cascaded out, covering her face. She shook it back, tucked the helmet under her arm and looked up to stare straight at him.

“You!” he said, shock jolting through him.

“You!” she said at the same time. Her big blue eyes widened. She turned and ran inside the pink and purple monstrosity. 
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JennGoodwin@MyHeart-2-Heart

Roses are red, violets are blue. That guy that I whacked is black and blue too.



OMG, it was him. The guy she bonked with her helmet. What was he doing here? How had he found her? What was he going to do to her?

Kill her, of course, because that was murder she’d seen in his eyes—the ones with enormous black bruises under them from his broken nose, the nose she’d flattened. She was a dead duck. Hands on knees, she bent over, trying to catch her breath.

Someone hammered on the front door. An angry person. An angry person with big fists.

Oh, who was she kidding, it wasn’t some random angry person hammering on her door, it was him, and he’d come to kill her.

“Hey. You. I know you’re in there. Open the door.” Bang, bang, bang. “Answer me.”

She shook her head. She realized he couldn’t see her, but so what? The point was she answered him, simply not out loud.

He continued hammering on the door. She hesitated for a minute, her heart pounding while she considered her options. Give in, open the door and face the music, or run like a greyhound out the back door? More hammering, louder this time.

“Open the damned door. I want to talk to you.”

“No,” she yelled, then clapped her hands over her mouth. Oh, shoot, she hadn’t meant to say that out loud.

Hearing her, the banging got louder. “Come on, open the door.”

Okay, maybe she should open the door, but she wasn’t going to because, in her opinion, she shouldn’t have to do anything she didn’t want to. It was all about attitude. She was an expert when it came to attitude. There was her previous attitude—the smart-alecky teenage attitude, the one that was all talk and no substance—and then there was the other attitude, the adult-type attitude she was currently trying to cultivate. Unfortunately, the attitude winning right now was the teenage thing, and it was telling her to run. She’d save the other attitude for a time when it wasn’t going to get her killed. Turning, she dashed through the house to the back door and wrenched it open.

He was standing on the porch. “Hello. Fancy meeting you here.”

Wow. Cute guy.

Whoa. Angry guy!

She slammed the door in his face, clicked the lock shut, spun around and dashed back to the front door, grabbing her helmet on the way. Throwing the door open, she bounded off the front porch, bolted across the lawn, pressing the bike’s remote starter as she ran. The Harley’s engine started with a roar. She threw herself onto the bike, jammed her helmet on, not even buckling the strap, and rocked it off its stand.

“Hey!”

He bolted around the back of the house at a run. She was way ahead of him. With one foot on the ground, she spun the bike in a tight circle and…she was out of there. Her mother would have had a heart attack if she’d seen, but better that than her daughter’s death at the hands of an enraged man bent on mayhem.

She reached the stop sign at the corner. Looking in her side mirror, she watched the same silver Toyota she’d observed parked at the curb next door pull away from the curb and begin following her. Holy cow. It had to be him. Because who else would it be? Why was he following her? Yeah, she’d beaned him, however, the hospital told her he would be fine, so did it warrant him tracking her down with intent to murder?

She gave the throttle a twist and sped up, heading south, fortunately hitting all the lights on green. Unfortunately, he did too. Turning right onto Route 1, she throttled the bike until she was doing sixty. She loved the roar of the engine when she asked for more speed, the muted whisper of the tires on the pavement, the sensation of unbridled power between her legs. Holy cow, this was living. It might be she needed to get to the zooming thing a lot sooner than her mom wanted.

He was still on her tail. She kept her eyes on the road, weaving cautiously between the speeding cars because she only wanted to escape, not die. Ahead, she saw a small gap in the concrete barricades separating the north and southbound lanes. She squeezed the brakes. Pulled over to the shoulder and squooched through the gap onto the other side. The instant she was through, she stopped. Feet down, she waited.

His car reached the gap. Pulling up next to the concrete barrier, he cut the engine. The driver’s side window rolled down, and one tanned, muscular arm came out to settle on the frame of the window. His head turned until he was staring straight at her.

She pushed up the face shield on her helmet and stared back. And waved.

His jaw visibly clenched. “What’s your name?” he asked.

Was he kidding? “Why, so you can sue me? I don’t think so.”

He snorted. “I am not going to sue you.”

“Yeah, right, like I believe that.” The guy must be some kind of moron if he believed she would fall into that trap.

His hands fisted on the steering wheel. “I. Am. Not. Going. To. Sue. You,” he reiterated, punching out each word separately.

“Hah. Why should I believe you?”

He turned his head to stare out his windshield, not saying anything for a minute while he tapped one of his fists against his chin. “I promised my Gram,” he muttered.

Did she hear what she thought she heard? “What? Say again. What did you say?”

Again, there was a long silence before he turned to glower at her and repeated, “I said, I promised my Gram I wouldn’t sue you,” loud enough for her to hear.

She laughed. His Gram? His Gram made him promise? With all the yelling and door-banging and masculine tough guy stuff, he promised his Gram? What a wuss. The laughter rolled out, unstoppable.

His eyes blazed fire at her. The look sent a thrill down her spine because, despite the black eyes and swollen nose, the guy was seriously cute—lean cheeks, kissable lips and eyes shining pale steely gray from between the puffiness—however, he was also seriously angry. She didn’t know if the thrill she felt was a result of the cute or the angry. Still, right now it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that she was safely on the other side of a barricade he couldn’t cross, and he wasn’t going to sue her. Of course, he could always go back to Heart-2-Heart, but what kind of moron would waste his day waiting for her to reappear?

Hopefully not this moron.

Watching her, his fingers drummed a tattoo on his steering wheel. “Since I said I’m not going to sue you, why won’t you tell me your name?” he asked.

Persistent sucker, wasn’t he? Not that it would do him any good. Just so they were clear, she stuck her tongue out at him.

The light in his eyes flared. She could almost see the steam rising. Thank God for concrete dividers.

“Son of a—”

She shook her index finger at him. “Uh, uh, uh. Be nice.”

His jaw visibly clenched. “I am going to make you pay for that,” he growled.

Hmph, threats. So much for his promise to his Gram. Time to leave. “Well, Mister Macho Man, it was lovely meeting you.” Putting the tips of her fingers to her lips, she blew him a kiss. “Have a nice life.”

He yelped. “Hey—”

Throwing him a last grin, she slammed her face shield down over her face, popped the clutch and pulled into traffic, leaving him far behind, hopefully never to be seen again. She headed north towards home instead of back to Heart-2-Heart. One of her New York City clients had asked to meet with Jenn today, but no way was that happening now. She’d text the girl and reschedule. Reaching her condo, she parked her bike in her assigned spot, locked it up then set the alarm. Done, she walked across the parking lot to her condo, texting her client to cancel as she walked.

Tucking her phone into her pocket, she unlocked her front door and opened it.

With a banshee howl, this thing threw itself at her, landing on her chest and knocking her on her butt.

The dog. She’d forgotten that she was taking care of the freakin’ dog. She bounced to her feet and spun around to see Trike stumbling across the parking lot towards the playground. Beyond the playground was a busy street. Oh, shoot, the street. Nick and Amy would never forgive her if all that was left of their mutt when they returned from their honeymoon was something scraped off the pavement and buried in a Papa John’s box. She started running.

“Trike. Stop!” Arrrgh. She hated dogs. She particularly hated this dog.

The stupid mutt stopped. Wow. Look at that. She must be a dog whisperer or something. Since the dog was no longer running, she slowed down and approached her at a walk. The mutt crouched, stubby tail wagging, tongue lolling out of the doggy grin on her face. Jenn got three feet from the mutt, reached out a hand to grab her collar….

….and the idiotic thing turned and gallumped off again.

Fudge! Too bad she had this non-swearing rule—intelligent people didn’t need to use foul language—because if ever there was a time for another word starting with FU, this was it.

More running, this time in a circle around the park. At least the dog wasn’t going towards the street. Jenn on her tail, the stupid thing scampered under the slide, ran around the merry-go-round three times then skidded through a mud puddle under the swings.

Jenn was out of breath and by this time had gathered a crowd.

“Don’t run,” advised one person. “It will scare the dog into running.”

Yeah, right, like she didn’t already know that.

“Just call the dog. It’ll come.” Been there, done that, didn’t work.

“Go get some dog food in a pan and rattle it. She’ll think it’s dinner time and come.”

Sure, and while she was getting the dog food, the mutt was in the wind. She sent the crowd a glare, because what she needed more than a bunch of advice would be someone helping her catch the stupid thing.

More circles, more running, more advice, plus a lot of laughter when she tripped and fell in a mud puddle.

Okay, that was it. No more chasing; let the darned thing do what she wanted. Did she care? No, she didn’t. Picking herself up, she wiped the mud out of her eyes and headed back to her townhouse. She turned the door handle, pushed the door open and something whizzed by her, nearly knocking her over again. Stalking into the kitchen, she found the mutt standing by the refrigerator, dog bowl in her mouth, waiting to be fed.

The dog gazed up at her, pathetic oozing off her.

“Oh, don’t give me your sad little puppy dog…uh, eye,” she finished lamely because the dog did only have one eye. Still, that one eye managed to do the trick. “Fine, whatever, I get the point. You’re hungry.” She narrowed her own eyes, trying to inject hate into the glare yet having trouble dredging up the feeling because, weirdly, Trike’s one eye was full of doggy devotion. Jenn found herself feeling a sudden twinge—just a twinge—of devotion in return.

Help.

She yanked open the refrigerator door, took out the opened can of dog food and dumped it into the dog bowl.

“Grrrrr,” the dog growled, and dropped the bowl on the floor, splattering grease and bits of food all over the immaculate floor. The mutt fell on the food like locust during the biblical plague.

“Grrrrrrr,” Jenn responded in return, and went upstairs to change into something not covered with mud. She opened her bedroom door to—

Devastation. Her bedspread was literally a spread, as in spread on the floor, on the bedside lamp, on the dresser, on the shower curtain rod in the adjacent bathroom. The only place it wasn’t spread was on her bed.

She threw the bedroom door open again. “Trike,” she yelled.

The dog bounded up the stairs and squatted in front of her, a happy, drooly grin on her ugly face. “Woof.” She wagged her stubby tail, obviously looking for her approval.

Not happening, animal. Fresh out of devotion. “I hate you,” she said flatly.

Going to her computer, she remoted into her office computer and rescheduled the two appointments she’d had this afternoon. After that, she answered a dozen emails, made four appointments for the following day, and finished up the blog she’d promised Amy she’d write. Lastly, she contacted the hotel—not the same hotel where she’d bonked that poor guy—to finalize the details for the singles mingle they were hosting later this month.

Once her work tasks were completed, she turned her attention to the devastation of her house, and discovered that, in addition to her bedspread, Trike had also dismembered her dining room chairs. She spent the afternoon cleaning up the shreds, then ordering new chairs and a new bedspread from an online store. When that was done, she turned the TV on, yet everything she found was either about someone dying or someone falling in love. She wasn’t sure which was more depressing. Turning the TV off, she settled onto the couch with a book.
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NoahMaitland@noahmaitlandesq

You never know a person until you divorce them.



He hurriedly drove back to his office. He had several deliveries coming for his open house this afternoon and needed to make sure he didn’t miss them. More importantly he wanted to be there in case the leggy blonde next door returned—he had a few things he wanted to say to her—but the purple and pink monstrosity’s driveway remained empty all morning, and there was no sign of a big black Harley. Even as furious as he was about the entire situation, he had to admire her sheer audacity. All he’d wanted was a sincere apology for knocking him for a loop—yeah, he admitted it had been an accident—however, he didn’t consider a sad-eyed look and a few I’m sorries thrown at him when he was carted away in an ambulance to be an apology.

He deserved a real apology, and he was going to get it, one way or another.

He popped a couple aspirins because his head was still pounding, then wandered around the reception area, making sure the cleaners had done their job. He’d made his office feel welcoming by having painted it in soothing blues and tans, with dark wood wainscoting. A plush oriental rug in the same colors lay under the cadet blue sofa. Adding his own touch, he set a big bowl of colorful M&Ms, his favorite snack, out on the coffee table. Going outside, he walked across the lawn to remove the paper covering his business sign—a hand-carved sign with a dark brown background and white lettering—to reveal his pride and joy.

Noah Maitland Esq. Attorney at Law.

He ran a loving hand over the carved letters. He’d worked hard for this title, and even harder to be able to put up this sign with only his name on it.

A florist truck pulled up, and he led them inside. Going to work, they set out an arrangement of orange and white flowers on his assistant’s desk in reception, a big bouquet of white roses set on the coffee table and a large all-white arrangement in the conference room. They kept sneaking odd looks at him while they worked yet said nothing, only made their delivery and left. The caterers arrived around one and began setting up for the open house at two o’clock. They brought in tables to set the food on, chafing dishes and a large coffee urn.

Very efficient crew yet similar to the florists, they also seemed to find him fascinating. He didn’t know why until he went into the bathroom to shave, since he hadn’t taken the time this morning as he’d simply fallen out of bed and jumped into jeans and a t-shirt before climbing into his grandmother’s car.

Oh, my holy crap. His eyes looked like Tim Curry’s in Rocky Horror Picture Show and his nose was a beacon of redness ala Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer. Fuck! He had fifty guests coming in half an hour and there would be no hiding this.

Just a few hours ago, he’d told himself he’d accept an apology from Legs, yet after seeing his face, and knowing he’d have to spend the next three hours explaining, an apology wasn’t enough.

Still burning with fury, he shaved and changed into the dark gray suit he’d brought along. Guests arrived, and as predicted…

“Very nice place…. Uh, what happened to your…”

“Judo. I won.”

“I have a lady client who needs an attorney, but I don’t know. I mean, how will you explain.…” Vague gesture towards his face.

“New York Giants tryouts.” He put on his pouty face. “Probably won’t get drafted though.”

“Geez, Maitland. What the hell happened?” Some people were more subtle than others. This guy wasn’t one of them.

“Rock climbing. Thirty feet. I’m lucky to be alive.”

Then there was this one. “Good God, Noah, that’s a face even a mother can’t love.”

“She’s the one who did this,” he growled.

It got to the point where he gave them an excuse even before they asked.

“Pitched the opening ball at last week’s Mets’ game. Line drive right into my face.”

“Did you hear about the meteor shower over New Jersey on Saturday? Put a hole right through my roof. Kapow!”

“Bird strike.”

“You should see the other guy.”

After an hour, he started to run out of fun responses. God forbid he tell them the truth. He’d never live it down. Unfortunately, they didn’t run out of questions. Finally, after several hours had passed, he gave one of those verbose and totally full of bullshit speeches, thanking them for coming and delicately hinting they send referrals, before forcibly encouraging his guests out the door.

What a shitshow. Legs was going to pay.

After everyone left, he sent an email to the woman he’d hired for his office manager position to verify she would show up in the morning. That accomplished, he wandered around the office for a few more minutes wondering what he should do now. He glanced once more out the window, still hoping like hell he’d see tall blonde Legs. Instead he saw a petite brunette walk up to the front entrance. She tried to open the door, but he knew no one was there so, of course, it didn’t open. Stepping down off the porch, she walked around to the back before returning to the front, looking puzzled.

After watching her for a minute, he locked everything up and left his office. Throwing the dirty jeans and T-shirt he’d worn this morning into his car, he crossed the lawn and approached the young woman.

“Hi.”

She startled, her big eyes going immediately to his face with a look of trepidation.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you. I rent the place next door.” He pointed over his shoulder so she’d know he was only a friendly neighbor, not the friendly neighborhood serial killer. Necessary because there were those black eyes, and the swollen nose which made him look like Frankenstein. The only thing missing was the neck bolts. “I’m sure they’re closed.”

“Huh. That’s odd. Jenn told me she’d be in today.”

Jenn. So that was her name. He tucked the fact into the back of his mind for future use. “Well, she was here earlier however, she left in a big hurry. Something must have come up.” He knew for a fact something had come up, a great big yellow stripe up the middle of her back.

“Gee, I wonder what happened.” Scrunching up her face in disappointment, the brunette heaved a sigh. “That’s too bad. I wanted to show her this.” She held out her hand and waggled her fingers.

Okaaay. “Um…”

She peeked up at him from under her bangs, her smile growing wider. “My ring, silly. See? Chris asked me to marry him last night. I wanted to thank her because she was the one who made our match.”

Even though it meant nothing to him he did his duty and admired the ring. Because you never could tell; today’s bride could be tomorrow’s soon-to-be divorcee and tomorrow’s soon-to-be divorcee would need a lawyer. Someone like him. Right?

An idea began to percolate in his head. It wasn’t a very nice idea. It might even be considered devious. Actually, it delved into the realm of evil, however, he was okay with evil, at least when it came to Legs. He chuckled thinking about it.

“Well, I guess I’ll catch her later.” The woman turned to leave.

“Wait,” he said. “Before you go, let me give you my card.” Pulling one from his suit jacket pocket, he handed it to her.

“A lawyer?”

“A divorce lawyer. Hang on to it for when the match she made for you goes belly up. In fact, before you tie the knot, come see me. I’ll make sure you have an iron-tight prenup. That way you’ll get everything you deserve when the marriage ends.”

Her mouth fell open. He grinned, tipped her a two-fingered salute, turned and strolled to his car. Maybe he’d never get his apology. Maybe what he did was wrong. On the other hand, so what? He got a small bit of revenge. Sure, it was stupidly petty revenge, however, he’d never minded being petty, not if it got the job done. Satisfaction achieved. Moving on.

He went home, went upstairs and changed into more comfortable clothes. Returning to his minuscule kitchen, he took two more aspirins and put an ice pack on his nose then went to his computer to check his personal emails.

Hmm. Ad. Ad. Ad. Delete, delete, delete. Message from his brother asking for money. Delete. Another ad, this one promising to give him the erection of a lifetime. Definitely delete. Nothing wrong with his erections.

Oh, look at that. An email with only an attached picture from his dad. No message. Typical. He opened it. A tropical setting. His father with his arm around his young, not-too-bright-but bright-enough-to-be-a-gold-digger bride. She looked happy as a clam.

His dad looked less so. Fuck. Already? He sent an email back, asking what was going on, knowing he wouldn’t get an answer.

Slightly depressed, he retreated to the living room to watch a little television, snacking on a small bag of M&Ms while he did. He cozied into his old saggy brown couch, exhausted by the day. At least the open house had gone well despite the irritation of having to invent a million excuses to explain his black eyes. Oh, wait. Speaking of his open house excuse, that reminded him. The Mets had a big game today against Philadelphia.

The game was good yet not good enough that he didn’t get on his iPad while he watched and pull up the website for Heart-2-Heart.

Heart-2-Heart. Matches Made to Order. Just like the sign outside their building. Underneath the heading: Partner—Amy Novak, PhD, with a picture of a cute woman with short, dark hair and big brown eyes. A short bio was below. Hmm. He popped a red M&M into his mouth and crunched it up.

Next to Amy Novak’s information was a picture of a young blonde woman. Underneath was the description—Partner—Jenn Goodwin, MBA. He recognized her immediately. It was the nose cruncher, the black eye giver, the it’s not my fault motorcycle babe. also known as Legs.

Hah! Jenn Goodwin was the furthest thing from good he could imagine. Win wasn’t in the cards either, not if he had anything to do with it.

He kept reading. Lots of garbage about soul mates and love everlasting. From what he’d seen of love and marriage in his own family, love didn’t last any longer than a roll of toilet paper. He certainly hadn’t seen much love, or faithfulness in his career.

Of course, there were exceptions, like his grandparents’ marriage. God bless his grandparents. They were the ones who proved there could be such a thing as everlasting love.

At an age when they should have been getting ready to retire and enjoy their golden years, they’d taken him in to raise when his mother’s second marriage fell apart and she sent him to live with his father. Unfortunately, his father’s third marriage was in the process of blowing up, so he bounced Noah right back. By that time his mother had met chump number three and didn’t want a kid hanging around and she sent him to his brother Bret, who was only twenty, still single and a complete stoner. Three homes, and three different schools in six months. That’s when his grandparents swept in and took him away to live with them.

It seemed to him that love was like a game of archery. Most everyone, sooner or later, shot their arrows at the target. Sadly, most people missed. Between the two of them, his parents had missed the target a total of eight times. Archery was obviously not their game.

Nevertheless, he was not his parents. He didn’t want to randomly shoot a bunch of arrows at a bunch of random females, he wanted to shoot one and hit the bullseye. He wanted to have a marriage like his grandparents. It was rare, but all it took was the right person. She was out there, somewhere, and he was going to find her.

He went back to reading the website which also included a bunch of testimonials from happy clients. Well, give it time.

Okay, so he was a little jaded.

He scrolled back to the main page again and studied her picture for a few more minutes. Yeah, she was a knockout—enormous blue eyes, a cupid’s bow mouth, and the long blonde hair he’d already admired—and obviously a smart cookie given the MBA degree, yet none of it mattered because the girl was loony. Loony people were crazy.

The good news was he’d gained a little bit of revenge for his injuries which meant there was no reason to speak to her again. They’d most likely see each other on occasion, so he’d give her a friendly wave and make sure he avoided her. Too bad she was crazy pants because she was stunning.

He closed the website then remoted into his work emails. Debra Rich, his new assistant had also remoted in and answered a number of emails and booked two appointments, referrals from an attorney at his open house, for tomorrow. Thank God. Business.

Ten o’clock arrived. Time for bed. Going into the kitchen, he grabbed some kale from the refrigerator and went upstairs to brush his teeth and strip down for bed. He walked over to the terrarium in the corner and adjusted the heat lamp. Disturbed by the noise, his iguana, Iggy, poked his head out from inside his fake log.

“Hey, big guy. How you doing?” He held out a kale leaf. Iggy’s long tongue unfurled, snatching the leaf, and curling it back into his mouth.

“Temperature okay? Are you comfortable?” He gave the lizard’s scaly head a scratch. Beady black eyes swiveled back and forth.

“Here, buddy, more kale.” He dropped in several more leaves. Iggy lunged and gobbled everything up then bobbed his head, an iguana version of thank you. Done, he crawled back inside his log to sleep.

Time for Noah to do the same. He liked to read a little before he went to sleep. Turning on his iPad, he clicked on the iBook app to finish his latest. He read three sentences then, unable to help himself, switched to the internet and opened up the Heart-2-Heart website one more time. Just to make sure nothing had changed. Just to make sure he hadn’t missed anything the last time he looked. Okay. He was sure. Turning out the light, he went to sleep.
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